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    They lied to us every single day.


    We believed every word.


    Even when the truth was there,


    We accepted what we heard.


     


    They schemed and plotted.


    We didn’t seem to care.


    They silenced the critics,


    Until no one else would dare.


     


    They ruined millions of lives.


    We overlooked their pain.


    They divided us along every line,


    Then denied any of the blame.


     


    They changed the rules.


    We scoffed at science,


    Accepting their crumbs


    And forgoing our own reliance.


     


    They spilled blood to keep control.


    We cheered those deaths.


    They told us what to think,


    And then stole our very breath.


     


    They balked at the facts.


    We obeyed anyway.


    Candor was lost,


    And remains so to this day.


     


    People are not chattel.


    We’re not meant to conform.


    We’re supposed to spread light and love,


    Not obey someone else’s norm.


     


    They knew the war was coming.


    We weren’t able to deduce.


    Now our lives have changed forever,


    And the world has lost all truth.


     


    


  


  
    ​Chapter One


    I’m Dangerous Too


     


     


     


    1


    Shift updates.


    Ian settled on the plush couch and got comfortable. It was a long list. He’d been patrolling the warming boat for hours. He had new secrets to divulge to the boss, but he was only giving her normal updates right now. He got his notes and began copying them into an organized list that Angela could quickly skim. Ed, her new assistant, would go check in with her or another senior Eagle, and they would deliver all the notes from this shift. She would also get copies in her nightly reports.


    Ian wondered if the top deck would smell as good as the rest of this ship. The cooks had been working for hours and they would be at it for several more. Chili, pancakes, soup, cookies, and fresh bread aromas were invading all areas of their living space, making Ian hungry. He was looking forward to the barbeque lunch they were supposed to have in a couple of hours. He was also eager to ditch his Eagle jacket.


    All Eagles were wearing their full uniforms today while on duty, as required by the boss. She wanted to be sure there was a helping hand visible if the camp needed them, but Ian was almost sweating. Angela had ordered the air conditioning shut off for today. Ian assumed that was to force more people to leave the ship, but it hadn’t worked.


    Around him, camp members who hadn’t gone to the island were showering, cleaning up, and making plans to either enjoy the entertainment floor or the top deck. The rear area was open for public use. The front was off-limits to everyone except Marc and his team.


    The ship was quiet as it rocked softly in the calm water. It made Ian nervous. Like Marc’s team, he was twitching after the run, but he wasn’t sure what to do about it. He hadn’t seen much action this time. He didn’t have an answer to his issue yet, but he planned to take Jeff’s advice.


    “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.”


    People came in and out of the hall. They saw the guard on duty and Ian in the chair with his notes. They ignored both men to do their own thing, but Ian was positive if he or the guard made the slightest move toward their weapons, the camp would flee up the stairs and run over the bridge to get to Angela as if they were on fire. It was peaceful right now, but not in the way that implied people were happy. They didn’t like it when Angela wasn’t on board.


    Ian copied the next note, wondering why these camp members had chosen not to leave the ship. They’d all been told of Marc’s deal with Nature. Safe Haven was protected when they were on the island. Maybe it’s some sort of survivor’s block.


    At the end of the hall, Tobias lingered in the cabin doorway, doing the same scans. He and his wives had chosen to work second shift to lessen how much time they spent around Marc and Angela or any of the other byzan. Safe Haven’s leaders were trying extremely hard not to create more problems, but Tobias was tired of the disconnected feeling. He’d been watching the camp and the Eagles. He wanted to be a part of that light in every way.


    Ian noticed a short shadow out of the corner of his eye. He kept writing.


    The shadow slowly eased toward him.


    Down the hall, Tobias’s head whipped toward them. His mouth opened to call a warning.


    Ian sighed. “You’re making people nervous. Stop it now.”


    Joey climbed on the couch, shoulders drooping. “I just wanted to play.”


    A loud cheer came through the window from the beach, where the other kids were playing and fishing. Ian patted the seat next to him. “I’m sorry you didn’t get to go to the island yet. I’m sure that will change shortly.”


    “I asked to stay here. Pam wanted to force me, but Morgan said it was okay.”


    “Why?”


    Joey’s expression darkened. “They don’t like me.”


    Ian felt bad for the boy. “You can stay here with me if you want to. When shift changes and I go to the island, I’ll drop you off somewhere.”


    “But where? I only have one friend and she’s busy with her family today.”


    “I’ll cover that.” Ian took a minute to get a personal update. “How are you doing with everything that’s happened? Do you feel like you’re starting to adjust?”


    Joey made a face. “Cate makes me follow the rules. You have a lot of rules. I don’t like rules.”


    Ian chuckled. “I don’t either, but without them, the world would be an even bigger mess.”


    Joey nodded solemnly. “My daddy told me. He told me a lot of things.”


    Ian wasn’t sure if he should encourage the boy to believe what his father had told him. “Maybe those are things you want to talk to the boss about.”


    “I don’t think she likes me either.”


    Ian was certain about this answer. “Angela loves you. She loves all the kids. Kids are more important to her than the adults.”


    Joey wanted to believe that, but it was hard. “She doesn’t talk to me. She didn’t give me a job.”


    Ian did a fast count. “You haven’t been with us for that long and we’ve had a lot going on. Give her a little more time? For me?”


    Joey nodded. “That’s why I came to you.”


    Ian stared at the boy. “I don’t understand.”


    Joey smiled. “Eagles make things better.”


    Ian was relieved. “See? That’s proof that you are adjusting. You know who you can go to when you need something.”


    Joey watched Tobias hold the door open for his wives. “They’re going to the top deck to lay in the sun without their clothes on!”


    Both women kept their robes closed over their string bikinis as they entered the hall. Those would stay on until they were settled.


    Tobias had his tan shorts and green golf shirt. He didn’t plan to sunbathe. No one wants to see my wrinkles.


    Ian snickered. “I guess you’re a little young. When you’re older, you’ll be able to appreciate it.”


    Joey shook his head. “I won’t get older. I have to live right now.”


    The boy climbed off the couch and marched down the hallway toward Tobias.


    Caught off guard by the horror of the boy’s casual statement, Ian could only stare in concern as the child approached the older byzan male.


    The little boy stopped a few feet from Tobias and scanned him up and down.


    Tobias studied the youngster warily.


    Joey moved forward.


    Tobias retreated. He blocked the path to his wives with his body.


    Shocked, Ian watched the boy walk to the exit. Tobias backed down from him! The kid doesn’t even have a gift.


    Tobias met Ian’s eyes across the long hallway. If you knew that family the way I did, you’d back down too. The boy’s colorful Cartoon Network shirt was misleading. He’s not an innocent child.


    Tobias led his wives to the exit and took them toward the opposite stairs the child was now climbing.


    Ian was impressed that Joey had intimidated Tobias without a single word. He added it to his notes, along with a few thoughts about the child. He underlined the last sentence.


    That kid will be worse than Matt if he snaps.


    “May I speak with you?”


    Ian let out a muffled squeak at the voice in his ear. His pen and papers flew from his hands, creating a small shower of office supplies.


    Bernice chuckled even as she apologized. “I am sorry. I thought you saw me coming.”


    Ian laughed with her as he gathered his papers and book. “Nope. You got me. Good job.” She’s wearing a purple silk robe and hot pink flip flops. She’s going to the top deck to swim or sunbathe. Ian hid his interest.


    Bernice was glad he didn’t seem upset. She almost stopped there because she didn’t want to ruin his good mood, but her conscience wouldn’t let it go. “I want to apologize.”


    Ian sighed. “I’m on duty right now. Even if I wasn’t, there’s nothing to apologize for. You’re not interested. That doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.” He flashed a charming grin at her, then swept the floor. “Did you see where my pen went?”


    Bernice pointed. “Under the chair.”


    She waited for him to retrieve it and resettle himself on the couch. “I did not mean to embarrass you with my refusal. I am in mourning for my husband.”


    That did make him feel better. Ian gave her a genuine smile. “Well, you know where I stand on the matter if things change for you in the future. If not, like I said, I need friends too. It’ll be fine.”


    Bernice was thrilled that he was taking it so well. She smothered her urge to hug him in relief. “Will you be enjoying the beach?”


    “Yes.” Ian finished reorganizing his notes and then put the sheets into his book. “I’ll be going over at shift change. I think you guys have Debra from there.” Conner had been on point since 3 a.m. and he’d done a great job, but he needed to sleep soon.


    Bernice grinned. “She is mean with that water gun.”


    Ian laughed. “That, she is. I’d say it comes from being an Eagle, but she had that attitude when we found her.”


    Bernice didn’t know what else to say. She rotated toward her cabin. “Have a good day.”


    “You too.” Ian didn’t watch her go. He chose the next note and got ready to write it. He’d been angry at first, and embarrassed, but it hadn’t taken long for him to review the relationships in this camp and figure out what he’d done wrong. He just needed to change his approach. All the men in Safe Haven had tried to claim their mates too aggressively, too quickly. He was going to give Bernice time to understand how important he was to the camp and how valuable it could be to have him around. And while he was working on that, he planned to show her what she was missing. Jealousy was a handy tool if it was used correctly. Now that Angela had taught him how to keep his mouth shut, his brain was working overtime. You will be mine, sweet Bernice. The only thing that will keep it from happening is if I die while trying to prove I’m good enough for you.


    Ian saw Gabe walking toward the public showers by the medical zone. Another sigh passed his lips as he got to his feet to follow. The boss would want notes on whatever happened next. Gabe is a perfect example of what not to do.
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    “I want to talk to her.”


    “She’s in the shower.”


    “I’ll wait.”


    “Get out of here right now and I won’t report it.”


    “No.”


    “Are you insane?” Biff had hung his jacket on the wall hook. He wiped sweat from his brow and donned it anyway as his relief, Trent, came off the elevator where Tobias was waiting with his wives. “I’m calling the boss.”


    Gabe scowled. “For what? I’m not a threat to her.”


    “Kenn’s the threat! He put a gun to your head!”


    “And the boss told me to get lost, but I want to hear that from Tonya.”


    Tonya listened to Gabe and the guard on the hall arguing. A deep frown creased her face as she switched off the water and dried her hands, able to hear their loud voices over the fan. She was certain people were coming out of their rooms to listen and see what might happen.


    Tonya had gotten a shower in the public area with the help of a camp volunteer, and then she’d remained here dressing and grooming. She felt better than she had in weeks, but the time away from her newborn was already weighing on her. Harry was with the baby now, but Tonya was eager to get back. Gabe showing up was bad timing on his part.


    “I’m not leaving. Go on and call the boss. Tonya will be out in a minute and I’ll still get to talk to her.”


    Not if I stay in here. Tonya sighed. A year ago, I might have, but this is Kenn’s mess. I need to clean it up.


    Tonya went to the door, leaving her towels, garbage, and dirty clothes for the cleaning crew like she’d been told to. She wasn’t allowed to bend over yet. Even the walk down the corridor had to be slow and careful so she didn’t hinder the healing her body was trying to finish. No one knew the limits of descendant power yet, but there definitely was limits. Magic had saved her life, but she was far from being good as new.


    Trent heard her coming. “Last chance.”


    Biff glared to add support, glad a senior Eagle was here to witness Gabe’s behavior.


    Gabe crossed his arms over his chest. “No.”


    “Don’t call the boss.” Tonya eased out and let go of the heavy door, barely avoiding its swing.


    Trent saw her wince of pain. He pointed at the wheelchair her escort had obviously left for her. “I’ll push you.”


    Tonya shook her head. “I’m okay. Thank you, though.”


    Trent glared at Gabe. “Hurry up. She needs to be back under medical supervision.”


    Gabe ignored the guard. He scanned Tonya. Her still-rounded body was encased in noisy flip-flops, Kenn’s too-big sweatpants and a long white Metallica shirt. Red curls were spilling from her blue bandana, making her green eyes seem even bigger, brighter. She’s adorable. “Are you really okay?”


    Tonya leaned against the wall outside the shower. “Yes. I just need recovery time.”


    Gabe smiled at her. “I’m glad.”


    Tonya felt the warmth in his gaze and his voice. She enjoyed it against her will. “What do you want, Gabe?”


    Gabe’s smile faded. “Are you scared of me?”


    “No, but I’m worried you’ll get in trouble, like Peter.”


    Gabe put his hands in his pockets and leaned against the opposite wall. He cleared his throat. “I had this all planned. Now I can’t remember what to say.”


    Tonya took pity on him. “Kenn picked you guys. I didn’t. You disappointed him. He’s the one you have to make amends with.”


    “I know, and I will try, but if you don’t…” Gabe drew in another deep breath, pulling up the words he’d chosen. “You’re worth waiting for. I think I could love you and your son. When Kenn goes back for the final battle, I’ll stay here and care for you two. I’ll be a good…”


    Tonya didn’t hear anything else.


    When Kenn goes back for the final battle.


    Tonya held up a hand to stop him. “When he goes, I’ll be with him.”


    Gabe frowned. “But you’re not a fighter or a medic, and you have a young son to care for.”


    Tonya’s mind slammed those words into place; her heart began to hurt. “I didn’t…” Tonya wasn’t sure what to say.


    Gabe realized she hadn’t considered that and pushed harder. “Peter would have stayed too. It was wrong of Kenn to remove one of your protectors.”


    Tonya tried to concentrate, not feeling as good anymore. “What do you want, Gabe?”


    He scowled at her repeated question. “You. But only if you want me too.” He took a step forward, aware of the guards waiting for Tonya’s answer, along with everyone else. Faces were sticking out of doors all along this corridor. Sunken eyes and red skin with welts and stitches declared the residents of this hall as patients. The medical deck had stayed busy.


    “There’s one certain way to know.”


    Tonya knew what he meant. Confused and suddenly exhausted, she turned to Trent.


    A cold draft ran through the hall, cooling Trent’s skin in seconds. He felt danger arrive. “Tell him to get out of here and I’ll handle it.”


    “Get out of here, Gabe.”


    Trent quickly stepped forward, reaching for Gabe’s arm. “You heard her. Let’s go.”


    Gabe was faster, slipping by him to clutch Tonya’s shoulder. He pulled her toward him, lids closing, lips puckering.


    Tonya’s anger flared. Electricity shot out of her skin where he was holding her, swarming over Gabe’s jittering body.


    The smell of cooking food was smothered by cooking flesh.


    Tonya jerked free while he sizzled, mental block snapping. Her witch rushed forward, eager to finish the job. Power shot from her hand, slamming into the wall.


    The ship groaned.


    Tonya heard it and tried to get control, but it was hard! The power wanted to be used.


    Biff ducked a wild flare, not sure how to handle this. He knew not to shoot her, but that was about it.


    A door slammed shut. Two more followed.


    The rest stayed open to let people observe. They didn’t care that they might be in the crossfire.


    The lights dimmed. Tonya watched in shock as her witch sucked power from the electricity running through the socket.


    The witnesses observed in horror as Gabe’s skin began to smoke from the current going through his body.


    Electricity flared out again and hit Trent. He staggered, glad the blast had been light. Hairs on his arms stood up, leaning toward Tonya as power prepared to shoot out again. “Get control of yourself!”


    Tonya clenched her fists. “Stop it. Stop now.”


    The lights brightened as the witch let go of the power stream. It looked at her in confusion. Master?


    Tonya gained control, heart pounding. “Let him go. Heal the damage if you can.”


    The witch pulled back. I do not heal. I kill.


    Gabe stopped sizzling and jerking. He fell to his knees. Saliva ran from the corner of his mouth.


    Trent keyed his radio, glad that his own hit had only been like a friction shock from a carpet. “Medic at the showers, same deck. Someone got zapped by a new wire.”


    “Copy.”


    Trent ignored Tonya’s worried stare. “I’ll make sure the boss gets the truth. Everyone here will keep their mouths shut until you’re ready to come out.” The rancid odor in the hall would dissipate in a few hours and only these witnesses would know exactly what had happened.


    Tonya scanned and found a dozen heads nodding. “Why?”


    Trent shrugged. “Bragging rights. Once you come out, they get to say they saw what really happened.”


    Tonya paled a bit as she realized the entire camp would soon know. “They can already do that.”


    Trent limped toward Gabe. “Yes, but then they might make an enemy of you. It wouldn’t be a good idea to remind you that they were here by gossiping about it.”


    “They’re scared of me?”


    Trent knelt. “They don’t know if they should be yet, so yes.”


    “They shouldn’t be. I’m one of the good guys.” Thick power filled Tonya’s mind as she walked toward the lounge. She didn’t look at Gabe as she went by him.


    In the shadows, Kenn left to avoid being spotted as more witnesses flooded the hall. I need time to think now. He’d gotten here before Gabe, but he’d caught the man’s wild thoughts as he came down the hall. I waited. I let it happen. And now I’ll find out if she really loves me or if it was the power.


    Kenn headed for the employee hall. He had a short shift on beach guard duty and then he was free for the rest of the day. He’d volunteered. I felt this coming. I knew I would need time to consider my next words and actions. If she ends things with me, I have to handle it the right way. I refuse to return to being the old Kenny. I’m better than that now.


    Trent helped Gabe to his feet as the man struggled to do it on his own. “Bet you wish you’d gotten out of here.”


    Gabe didn’t answer. He couldn’t. His mind was a complete blank. Where thoughts had once been was only gibberish and pale hues of flashing light from the misfiring pulses in his brain.


    Gabe collapsed.


    Trent rolled him over, lifted him by the arm, and ran for the medic while Biff resumed the post and recorded it in the logbook.


     


    “I want you two to get close to her.” Tobias held the elevator for his wives. They’d paused for a minute to observe, but he wanted them gone from here now so they didn’t get the blame. “Emulate her where you can. She’s more important than these people are giving her credit for.” Every descendant on this deck had felt Tonya joining their clan. Tobias had felt her power level. It was far above her fiancé’s.


    “Because she’s fast with the medical stuff?” Daniella eased to the rear of the elevator to make room for her sister and the bag of gear she had insisted on bringing. Anna hated to be away from her kit. She said you never knew when danger might arrive. Daniella agreed, but the elevator was small. We should have gone up the steps.


    “Yes.” Tobias pushed the button. “Start by asking her for your results.”


    Both women tensed as he glared over his shoulder. Neither sister wanted to hear the results of those tests yet. They were scared Tonya or Morgan would tell them they were ill. The entire camp was feeling that reluctance and there was little anyone could do to allay those fears. People were having side effects from exposure to radiation, to the gas the pirates had used, and to the chemicals from the war itself. There was no way all of them would survive. The knowledge was haunting.


    It didn’t bother Ian as much. He made a note about Gabe and then returned to the couch. We’re all going to die at some point anyway. I just want to have lived well and died for a worthy cause. Everything else is meaningless.


    Ian saw Kenn go by the hall. He assumed the man had felt something happening with Tonya, though he was going in the opposite direction. Ian was a little bitter. Where’s my willing partner? Why does it have to be a chase?


    Ian sighed. Loneliness wasn’t fun. He could get sex on the bottom deck if he wanted it. He didn’t. He wanted a lasting relationship with someone else who wanted to build a future here.


    Ian thought about the weddings that would happen later. He wished Ralph and Daisey all the best. Charlie and Tracy were another issue all together. I don’t want to go through that drama. That’s not what I’m asking for with Bernice. Ian had witnessed the hell that came from picking the wrong person. All it did was drag both people down until there was nothing left of who they’d been. If she’s not my match, I could really use a sign.
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    “What are you doing down here?”


    Joey froze. He was in the shadows of the animal cargo hold. He didn’t think anyone had spotted him.


    When no one spoke again or came toward him, Joey peered around the corner and saw two shadows.


    “Are you okay?” Charlie stepped closer to Tracy, but he didn’t touch her.


    Tracy let out a harsh snort. “I’m peachy.”


    Charlie winced. She was clean and wearing clean jeans with a red t-shirt. She even had her longer hair in two braids, but she wasn’t well. Her pale face and thin lips told him not to push her on anything.


    Charlie was wearing the matching red shirt and jeans. He felt her scan his outfit in distaste. She only likes it when I have on Eagle gear. “Do you want to talk?”


    Charlie wiped away sweat from his neck. Not having the air conditioning on was heating up every deck. He assumed his mom was saving fuel.


    He and Tracy were supposed to be getting ready for the wedding that was taking place around sunset, but their cabin had been empty. He’d found her by her erratic thoughts. “Tracy?”


    “I needed a few minutes to myself.” Tracy rubbed the puppy nuzzling her fingers for more attention. “And I wanted to see the dog.”


    Charlie scanned the small puppy and put it out of his mind. “We have a wedding to get ready for. Do you want me to walk you up?”


    Tracy didn’t answer.


    Charlie wasn’t sure how to handle the situation. Other than pleasing her physically, nothing he did was right.


    Tracy didn’t like it that he was blaming himself, but she didn’t have the mental energy to comfort them both. Tracy slowly stood up. “Who gets the puppy?”


    Charlie wondered if she really cared or if she was using it to avoid the conversation. “I think my mom decided to make him a K-9. He’ll be trained to work with the Eagles.”


    Tracy huffed. “That’s a girl.”


    Charlie flushed at her tone. She wasn’t usually sharp with him. He knew what had to happen next. He forced the words out. “Do you want to call off the wedding?”


    Tracy wanted to say yes. She also wanted to say no. She remained silent.


    Charlie tried not to get angry. “I’m gonna go keep helping Ralph. He almost has everything gathered up. Daisey is going over all the lists to make sure we didn’t forget stuff. She thought you might want to do that too.” Charlie turned toward the door. He spotted the observer in the corner, but a little boy avoiding the den mothers was the least of his worries. “I love you.”


    He wasn’t surprised when she didn’t answer yet again. It was obvious that she was going through more emotional turmoil. I wish I’d never started this relationship.


    Tracy caught the thought, but it didn’t have the power to hurt her. She was already hurting as much as she possibly could. Angela made me torture someone!


    Joey frowned. Is Angela like my dad? Joey wasn’t sure if that mattered to him. He liked Safe Haven. He got to play with the other kids, when they would let him. He had a friend here, and he felt safe. None of the adults were as dangerous as his dad had been.


    Joey left the shadows and came over to stand next to the unhappy pregnant woman. He sensed she needed comfort that no one knew how to give. Maybe I can help.


    Tracy stiffened as the little boy reached out and put a hand around her wrist. His touch was light and without power. She could tell he didn’t have a gift. There was no reason for her to feel threatened. She still pulled away in revulsion. “Don’t ever touch me.”


    Joey instantly withdrew into his mental shell. He dropped to his knees and put a hand out toward the puppy that was rubbing against the bars and giving little yips for more attention. “I’m sorry.”


    Tracy immediately felt bad for snapping at the boy. She let out a long sigh. “You didn’t do anything wrong.” Tracy forced a smile. “Did you need something from me?”


    Joey didn’t like how fast her attitude had changed. She reminded him too much of being scared of his father. He shook his head.


    Tracy wanted to assure the boy again, but she didn’t have an emotional reserve to spend. She went toward the door. “She likes to be rubbed on her ears.”


    Joey smiled at the information and immediately began pleasing the little puppy.


    The animal area stank a little. There was no sense in cleaning it until all the animals were off ship, but it wasn’t that bad. Most of the mess was in the pen where their cow and the goats lived. Those animals had been sharing quarters, happily, for a couple of weeks now.


    Tracy paused. She forced herself to look back.


    In a few years, I could have a son just like that.


    Fear swarmed her. How can I care for a baby? I’m terrified all the time. I never know the right thing to do or say now. I can’t bring a baby into my life! If I’m under that level of stress, I won’t be a good mother. I might not even be able to survive it.


    She shuddered. And it’s one of them.


    Joey heard the door shut behind him. He wondered if he should tell someone Tracy was feeling bad about having a baby with magic. “I bet Angela already knows.”


    The Eagle on duty down here peered through the window and spotted him.


    Joey tensed.


    The Eagle wrote it in his notes. He didn’t have orders to restrict anyone to specific areas right now. Everyone was free to come and go, including the kids. It made it harder to keep track of Safe Haven’s many members, but everyone needed this freedom. Chad doubted Joey would get into trouble. Most of the kids spent time down here with the animals. It made sense that Joel’s son would want to do the same. Just because his dad had been the most powerful being on the planet for a little while didn’t mean he was different than any of their other kids.


    Another part of the shell Joey used to hide his emotions cracked off. He relaxed a little. Every time a tense moment came and didn’t explode around him, he adjusted a little more.


    Joey stood and moved toward the next corral. The other animals were off ship. The horse was next in line to be led to the tall grass around the edge of camp. I love horses.


    He approached the tall animal, observing for danger.


    The horse stopped munching and watched the child approach.


    Joey didn’t try to touch the horse. He chose one of the few treats left in the bowl and dropped it into the bucket on top of the dusty feed.


    The horse quickly retreated, tail whipping, ears pointing straight up.


    Joey wasn’t discouraged. He knew the horse was skittish. The adults had warned the kids to leave it alone because it was dangerous.


    “I’m dangerous too.” Joey sat on the stool outside the stall. “I just don’t understand why. I’m a good boy. I don’t hurt people like my daddy.”


    The horse continued to observe him from a distance.


    Joey pushed off his shoes and then his socks. “I almost always do what I’m told. I thought they would like that. I don’t yell, and I don’t make a mess. I try to be perfect.”


    The horse’s tail slowly lowered until it was resting against its hind leg. One ear laid down.


    Joey rolled up his pant legs. “They all think I’m hiding a monster inside and I don’t know how to show them I’m just me.”


    The horse took a step forward and sniffed the bucket.


    Joey ran his bare feet through the little bits of straw and dirt that had fallen out of the stall. “I want to fit in with them. I’m scared.”


    Joey’s misery filled the room.


    The horse took another step forward, big brown eyes widening. Moisture slowly rolled down its nose. The horse’s tears mirrored the huge drops now rolling over Joey’s cheeks.


    The horse stamped his hoof wildly. Don’t unload your misery on me, little human. I have enough pain of my own!


    Joey scrubbed away his tears, but there was no surprise on his face. “So what’s your problem?”


    The horse realized he’d been tricked.


    Joey smiled. “I’m a smart boy too.”


    The horse bonded with the child against his will. It had been much the same with his master, Jack. He had hated the man, but he’d also loved him. The human had forced him to accomplish things that no other animal of his kind ever had.


    Joey slowly stood and held out a hand.


    The horse lowered his head and allowed the boy to stroke his nose.


    Magic swirled around both of them, creating a bond that can only happen between a human and an animal.


    Joey rubbed the scars, frowning at the feel, but he didn’t promise not to do the same thing. He knew not to promise something unless he was sure he could accomplish it.


    The horse nuzzled the boy’s hand, then stuck his nose into the bucket. He immediately withdrew. My teeth won’t let me eat the treats. They are too hard.


    Joey looked around and spotted a bag of oats. “I can help.”


    The guard on the hall came back by the door and took another quick glance inside.


    Chad froze at the sight of Joey rubbing the horse’s ears while it ate oats from his hand. The child was standing on the stool to reach.


    Chad scanned and found the bag of oats had been cut open. It was a neat slice and the scissors were back on the wall where they’d been hanging.


    Chad decided again not to interrupt the child. He walked away, wiping sweat from his brow. Come on shift change. I need a stiff drink.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Two


    Flashes of Insight


     


     


     


    1


    Marc scanned the happy camp, but he was subtly observing Angela. She was stretched out on a thick blanket in the grass next to him. The sun was gleaming off her hair and pale skin, making her jeans and tank top glow. She’d been dozing in the sun for an hour, occasionally waking fully to check on her camp. Marc had made sure she was able to rest. When people needed something, he was handling it. Even the kids were under control for the moment. Cate and Cody were making sandcastles on the beach with the other happy kids. Being her XO was easy at times like this.


    Marc glanced down at the cast on his ankle. I’m not good for anything else right now.


    Angela turned her head, lips curving into a leer.


    Marc chuckled. “Fair point.”


    Angela slid her hand over his and resumed dozing. She was enjoying the moment while it was here. They’d all had a simple breakfast of muffins with coffee or powdered milk two hours ago and then relaxed. Two entire hours without someone screaming or dying. It’s been wonderful.


    Around them, Safe Haven was also enjoying the moment. Small groups of friends and families surrounded them in a vast circle that had taken over the entire top of the cliff and the small grassy area below it. Another 100 explorers were off on tours or enjoying the beach. Marc had a mental link with a dozen Eagles who were overseeing those activities on noticeably shorter shifts. Angela had insisted the guards be rotated every three hours today. Marc assumed it was to ensure they all got time on the island, but he couldn’t help worrying that she was prepping them for another unexpected blow.


    Angela yawned. “Good thoughts, please. You’ll flip my switch.”


    Marc locked down on his mind. He’d insisted she do whatever she wanted as long as it wasn’t working. He didn’t want to trigger her reflex to accomplish something, though that was almost the only time she was content.


    Angela leered again.


    Marc laughed. “Soon, dear. We have company right now.”


    Angela sighed in mock disappointment. She rolled toward him and wrapped her arm around his leg. She rested her cheek against his thigh and let the foggy place have her again.


    The Eagles relaxed. The camp chatter rose in volume. Dog resumed cleaning his tail. He’d had a fun limp-and-sniff on the tiny beach after his meal, but the sand didn’t want to come out.


    Marc noticed those signs, not surprised by the reactions. When Angela moved, people got ready to fight or run as needed. It’s the same reaction I noticed in them while Adrian was in charge. They don’t respond to me that way because they don’t associate me with a threat to their survival.


    Marc glanced up at Adrian’s perch. The man was servicing Sadie again, openly. The tall grass hid most of the view, but her moans of delight were loud enough to echo over the laughing kids on the beach. Put a muzzle on that!


    Sadie’s sounds stopped.


    Marc refused to let his good mood be ruined. He swept the gently bobbing ships that he could discern from here.


    The guard on the bridge of the Adrianna flipped him the finger.


    Marc saluted, laughing.


    Ray had been waiting for that one. He flashed an all-clear sign and continued his rounds. He and Grant had volunteered for duty today. Neither of them liked sunbathing or camping, and they weren’t ready to start their break despite Angela offering them the next week free of duty. They hadn’t come down enough yet to enjoy it.


    Marc continued his sweep of Safe Haven. He hated his new physical limits, but he did like being able to stay still and observe. He didn’t usually get much time for that. Angela, and his own work ethic, had kept him hopping even before they hit the boat and then fate hadn’t given them a break. The two weeks of sailing right before their arrival here had been the longest break any of them had had since… Marc didn’t frown like he wanted to. Have we ever gotten a two-week break from chaos?


    Walking by, Samantha shook her head. “Not since I joined. Maybe before.” She nodded toward the cliff as a round of applause echoed from those around Adrian. “He’d know.”


    Marc did frown this time. “Not worth it.”


    Wade and Neil nodded in support.


    Both men were wearing full Eagle gear, but the baby items seemed to make that disappear. Neil and Wade just looked like parents now. The two boys were sleeping in big arms that had killed to keep them safe and would do so again.


    Samantha was also in Eagle gear, though she was absent the heavy tool belt around her waist. Marc was glad she was following the conditions of her release from the medical bay.


    Samantha paused as Neil and Wade went on, each carrying an infant, a diaper bag, and a piece of baby gear. They were going back to the ship. In just two hours, both boys had gone through their outfits and the extra one that she’d brought for each of them. “I think the twins need to be on the water now. Their stomachs are upset. Anything you need from there? I’ll send the guys back out to you as soon as we pick a babysitter. The camp women have actually signed a list.”


    Marc considered. “How are you feeling?”


    Samantha grinned. “Great, actually. Everyone keeps shoving energy into me. I’m healing fast.”


    “We all do, thankfully.” Marc understood her happiness at having her body back, now more than he would have before. “If you feel up to it, let Conner off duty early. You keep point until shift change.”


    Samantha’s face lit up. It was only about an hour, but she wanted it. “I’d be honored.”


    Marc took a small stack of notes from his jacket. It was next to him, along with his guns. “Eagle point man only, not you.”


    Samantha didn’t care. She shoved the papers into her pocket. “Anything else?”


    “Nope.”


    Samantha walked through the sunning camp with her chin up and good vibes flowing from her in thick swells that hit those she passed.


    Marc was glad he’d been able to lift her mood. He scanned for the next way he could help or accomplish something on his own to-do list.


    The sun was beaming on all of them and starting to cause sunburns. Some people wanted that, but most didn’t. Marc waved at Stanley to pass out more little travel tubes of sunblock.


    A weak, hot breeze blew over the beach, rustling weeds and sandy hair. The kids were having a great time. They didn’t feel any of the adult’s reluctance about being off their ship.


    A bright red bird darted over the cliff and down to the beach. It landed near the kids.


    Kenn started to drive it off before it could attack.


    Marc shook his head. Let it be.


    They both watched it fly off in relief.


    Marc finished his sweep, fighting a yawn. The medications were kicking in now, making him sleepy. “Not yet.” He cut Angela off before she could offer.


    Angela stayed where she was, but listening to him and Samantha had already flipped her switch. It was a good snooze. I needed it, but he’s right. I’m not really happy unless I’m accomplishing something.


    Marc sighed. “Why is that?”


    “Our time is short.”


    “We have years.”


    “I mean as people.” Angela slowly sat up. “Have you noticed how much more painful life seems to be now?”


    “It is the apocalypse.”


    “I meant physically.”


    Marc made the connection, but he wanted to hear her full opinion on it. “Go on.”


    Angela stretched, rubbing her spine when it popped. “We’re almost middle-aged now, Marc. How many more years of this can we do before our bodies break down or just quit working?”


    Angela studied their older population, watching them rub aching hands or hold them in the sunlight to warm bones that were always cold. “I have to do things now because I won’t be able to when I’m older. And I felt that way long before the war. I just didn’t understand that’s why I was restless. The hospital showed me what happens to the human body. I wanted to be able to help people get through that. At the time, I never considered that someday, I would be one of them.”


    “But your brain did and it drove you to do things faster. Now, you hardly ever stop.” Marc kept going even though he didn’t want to ruin the day. “You’re scared you won’t get enough done before you die.”


    “Not just die.” She shared one of her new fears. “I’m using this body up. I can feel it having problems. Magic won’t hold it forever. I’ll be too broken to help, but not broken enough to be dead.” Her voice became a bitter mutter. “I’ll have to watch others doing it when I can’t. It might drive me crazy if I haven’t achieved enough.”


    The view into her mind was welcome. Marc put an arm around her shoulders and kissed her cheek. “At least we’ll be together.”


    Angela laughed like he expected, but her mind closed to him. He wasn’t deep enough for the conversations she sometimes needed to have. She always gave him a chance, but he never made it more than a couple of layers. I think he’s scared to go too deep because he thinks I’m all ugly in here and he won’t know how to handle it.


    Her eyes went to the cliff, to the tired blond man being congratulated by men who serviced the camp. It was Sadie’s third orgasm in an hour.


    Angela scowled as Adrian leered at her. Are you trying to get her killed?


    Adrian grinned. You’re impressed too. Admit it. I’m good at what I do.


    Angela snorted. If it’s good, why is she ready again?


    Adrian glanced over and found Sadie crawling toward him through the grass. His pride crumbled. “Shit.”


    Laughter rolled down the cliff, drawing Marc’s attention. He snickered with the other witnesses as Sadie dove and Adrian curled into a ball to defend himself from her swiping fingernails. “She didn’t like him flirting with you.”


    Angela chuckled. “Nope. She figured if he had time to chat then he had enough energy to use his bat.”


    She reached for her canteen and remembered she had a mug for today. They had a community water buffalo tank to keep from going through their stock as fast. She took a drink and grimaced at the warm liquid.


    “You’re spoiled.”


    Angela smiled. “I like a cold drink to be cold and a hot drink to be hot.”


    “Same.” Marc scanned the ships again. “It really was brilliant to pick a cruise ship.”


    “Yes. But that doesn’t excuse any of it.”


    “No. He had other choices. He always went the wrong way.”


    “Actually, for a Mitchel, it was perfect. They’ve always worked both sides, from the stories I’ve been told.”


    “Told by who?”


    “Little Joey, for one. I had Jennifer talk to him since she’s great with abused kids, but Pam keeps a record of what he says too. His family and the Mitchels were close for 100 years. Where one was assigned, the other either stocked the run or traveled the captives. They even hunted together. I don’t have all of it yet, but there was a falling out where they realized Mitchels can only be trusted to further their own goals.”


    “I bet it was over a woman.”


    “And I’d bet you’re right.” Angela yawned again. She was too awake to sleep, and too drowsy to do any work. “I’m hitting the bathroom. Stay here.”


    Marc stubbornly stood up, using his cane.


    Dog rose to his feet and stared between them.


    The rest of the camp went still and quiet, waiting for her to drop a shoe.


    Angela sighed. “Please stay here?”


    Marc understood he was spooking the herd. He reluctantly eased down and called Dog over. “You got your cast wet. You know that means you have to get a new one, right?”


    Dog’s tail lifted. Why do you think I got it wet? As soon as this is off, I’m out of there!


    Dog had tolerated the one Sally put on because it hadn’t hindered his movement as much as this new one did.


    Angela moved toward the long row of portable potties.


    The camp settled back down, but they weren’t as happy now. Being reminded that they were always in danger wasn’t good for them. I’ll return to the ship for a while.


    “If you do, most of them will go too.” Kenn had duty over the johns right now. They’d learned that lesson with Matt. “They might not want you to be active, but they want you close.”


    Angela stopped, staring at him.


    Kenn shrugged. “Adrian wanted my observations.”


    “I do too.” Angela continued to stare at him.


    Kenn’s face reddened. “What?”


    “Just looking.”


    “At?”


    “Your mind. It’s not as dark, but I still see shifting shadows.” Angela took pity on his instant fear. “Is it something I can help you with?”


    Kenn was always stunned by how nice she could be to people who had treated her badly. “It’s just fear and some old needs I’m still crushing and burning.”


    Angela understood. “Seems like one always replaces whatever you fix, you know? I hate that.” She went into the bathroom, leaving him surprised.


    Other people go through that too? Kenn immediately felt better.


    Angela hated that. She wanted to step out of the stall and fry him alive. “And that’s just an old need I’m still crushing and burning.”


    Learning how to forgive Kenn was the hardest thing she’d ever done in her life and it wasn’t for him. “I do these things so I can live with me and know I’m a good person. I’m not evil. I’m not evil.”


    But you could be.


    Angela nodded at her witch’s comment. It would be easy. William and I could dominate the entire planet.


    So why don’t you? Angela’s witch liked being good, but she’d often wondered what held Angela on the light side.


    Angela thought about her son. “Him. If I lost this camp, or even Marc, I could still be in the light. If anything ever happens to Charlie…”


    Then the dark side might get a new fighter.


    Angela snorted. “If I flip, I’ll go all the way. Being a fighter would never be enough. I’ll lead them the same as I have these people.” Angela forced that vision away. “That’s a problem for a different day.”


    Angela ignored Kenn as she came back out. Her fast motion to Ivan prevented Kenn from speaking. When she lingered close enough for him to listen, he kept his mouth shut and waited.


    Across the calm camp, Marc watched her, face not betraying his concern. Don’t do it, Angie. I don’t want you to do this.


    Ivan turned his back to all of them so his answers would be private if he used hand code. He wasn’t sure what she wanted, but Marc’s frozen façade said he did and he didn’t like it.


    “I have a challenge for you.”


    Ivan brightened. “Awesome. Name it.” He’d been waiting for a chance to earn some extra points by being able to get a job done. Most of the work she gave out was team-based and hard to take solo credit for.


    Angela lowered her voice, aware of Kenn being able to hear. “There are a lot of troops coming. Everyone knows.”


    Ivan nodded. It was the second most popular topic right now. Nature held the top spot.


    “That’s 1000 people of mixed races, genders, countries, cultures.”


    Ivan knew she wasn’t worried over the mix. I’m missing something.


    “How many do you think are coming here willingly? Give me a percentage.”


    Ivan dug in, mind running through possible demographics.


    Nearby, Kenn did the same. He was curious if his numbers would match.


    “Probably not many of the actual fighting force. The officers have more perks. It’s a higher count on them…”


    Angela waited patiently while two smart men verified her numbers. Marc already had, though he’d been short a couple of groups. She’d updated his numbers on that one. Ivan and Kenn were harder than Marc in some ways, but this wasn’t a time to ignore their intelligence because they sometimes lacked compassion.


    “I think less than a quarter, but only about 50% might rebel, if that’s what you’re thinking. And the other side will kill a lot of those on the spot for turning traitor. We’d be left facing about 60-65% of the total force, but if those rebels fight with us, we gain maybe 10-15% of their total force.”


    Angela smiled at him. “Thank you.” She turned to Kenn with a brow up.


    Kenn snorted. “You don’t care about rebels. You already have your plans set. I agree with his numbers, though I’d say some of those officers will side with their friends and family so it might go down to 55% and we gain 20%. Since they don’t matter to you, I just need to hear the challenge.”


    Ivan flushed as he realized Kenn was right and he’d missed all of the signs, plus his numbers were slightly off.


    Angela chuckled. “Very nice. Here’s your challenge. How do we save some of them?”


    Kenn and Ivan both stared at her in shock.


    Angela waited, braced for ugliness. She’d already asked Marc and gotten a half-joking refusal to even consider the question. Because of Ivan’s start with Safe Haven, she expected him to be more understanding. She thought Kenn might shout or threaten to quit his job and leave with Tonya. It was a bigger risk to let him in, but she was honestly trying to forgive him for her own sanity. Every time she had a moment like this, another nightmare stopped visiting her.


    The two men caught her thoughts and tried to react the way she needed, but it was hard.


    Ivan thought of the soldiers who’d joined Safe Haven with him. They were all gone now. Some had been victims of illness or attacks, but most had been too weak to resist going corrupt. Or they were that way all along and I didn’t see it. “What did Marc say?”


    Kenn winced. Bad choice.


    Ivan knew, but the thought of accepting refugees from the fighting force coming to kill them all was repulsive.


    Angela stayed silent, but it was disappointing and she let it show on her face.


    “I see.” Ivan sucked it up, unable to take that feeling from her. “You’d have to separate groups of them, sort through the good, bad, and ugly, and then isolate them until it’s all over. From there? That’s your headache.”


    “Thank you for that half-assed effort.” Angela motioned toward Greg. “Switch out.”


    Ivan’s angry stomp and red face told the camp he’d pissed her off.


    Kenn snickered. “Getting a little too much like Marc?”


    Angela sneered. “Yes. It’s like watching a sponge. Do you know how boring it is to watch a sponge?”


    Kenn laughed.


    Ivan’s shoulders tensed.


    Greg hurried around the embarrassed man. He joined Kenn and Angela, assuming he was on guard duty over her. “I hope he did something to deserve that.”


    Angela frowned at Ivan’s stiff form. “Lack of effort unbecoming a leader. Copying instead of leading. Lack of compassion.”


    Greg stopped protesting. That was more than enough to get him removed from a leadership position in the Eagles. This was a warning. Greg knew because Angela had just listed the charges they would use.


    Kenn sobered. “Isn’t that a little harsh?”


    Angela glared. “Yes. He’s done nothing but follow and copy for months now. He’s not using his gifts for the good of this camp. He’s just learning to take Marc’s place and I won’t stand for it any longer. He either steps up or aside. Others are waiting for that spot.”


    Hope shot through every male there who quietly dreamed of loving her and helping her run this camp.


    Marc’s harsh laughter sent fresh humiliation through Ivan and caused a large portion of the secret hopefuls to drop their heads and return to dreaming. A few of the bolder hopefuls met Marc’s eyes or tried to catch Angela’s.


    “You’ve opened a mess there.” Kenn didn’t like how his own mind had brightened with ideas. He lashed out in fear. “Stop acting like a whore.”


    Angela’s face went blank.


    Kenn froze as an icy wind went down his spine. It sank into his legs and made his bones ache.


    Silence fell in ripples around them, spreading through the entire camp in seconds. Even Sadie stopped humping to observe.


    Adrian laid there and tried to get ready to finish her off. He’d lost count of the orgasms. His flesh was raw, but she was 20 years younger. He knew it wasn’t over yet. I’m in deep shit with this one. He refused to concede, however. It’s a pride thing now. I’ll be damned if the entire camp is going to see me fail at this!


    Angela walked away.


    The camp let out a collective breath, exchanging nods and smiles.


    Kenn flushed, now feeling like Ivan. He suddenly wished shift change would come quicker.


    Greg gave Kenn a nasty glare, then followed Angela.


    Across the camp, Marc smiled as Kyle came by. “Have a seat?”


    Unlike Neil and Wade, Kyle looked and felt like a top Eagle. When his sharp gaze went over the guards, those men and women stiffened in attention.


    “No. Thanks.” Kyle was observing Kenn and Ivan for their reactions and thoughts. “Just curious why she’s pissing them off when it’s supposed to be a good day.”


    Marc grunted. “She didn’t want to take it out on me. I refused to give her a solution to something. Ivan followed my lead. I don’t know what went wrong with Kenn. I thought he was going to give her the answer she needs.”


    “Can I help with it?”


    Marc sighed. “Yeah, but you won’t want to.”


    Kyle shrugged, rubbing his splinted finger. The break was trying to heal and it hurt. “That’s in my job description.”


    Marc chuckled, but he didn’t push Kyle to go offer his help. He didn’t want anyone to answer the question, but he also didn’t have the right to forbid it. She can’t be serious.


    Greg was on Angela’s heels as she stalked toward the cliff. He’d known who she would go to next, but he’d thought she would wait until there were less witnesses.


    “I would have, but Marc is disrespecting me by not doing his job because of personal views.” I’m the leader of this damn camp and I will have an answer!


    Her mental shout stung all of the men involved and brought shame.


    Adrian felt her coming.


    So did Sadie, but she refused to stop until she reached that magnificent peak.


    Adrian rolled over and rose, leaving Sadie on the ground.


    Angela averted her eyes from his hard, raw body.


    Sadie rose to reclaim what she wanted.


    Adrian shoved her back. “The boss wants you.”


    Sadie paused. “Why me?”


    Adrian tugged her top up, covering her sunburnt breasts as best as he could with the torn material. “She needs an answer the rest of them won’t give her.”


    Sadie’s curiosity was snagged. She pulled her pants on when Adrian tossed them to her, then faced the woman now reaching the top of the cliff.


    Adrian pulled up his pants and slowly retreated, eager for the escape.


    Sadie scowled without looking at him. “Don’t make me hunt you down again. It will get ugly.”


    Adrian scanned his battered, bruised, bleeding body. This isn’t ugly?


    He sat down right there to wait.


    The crowd laughed and nodded. It was the wise choice.


    Sadie searched Angela for signs of jealousy. “Why ask me? Adrian’s the smart guy.”


    Angela shrugged, hating how out of shape she felt. “Didn’t come for brains.”


    Sadie bit her lip, not sure if she’d just been insulted.


    “How long were you with the UN?”


    Sadie’s face wrinkled as she fought to give an accurate answer. “Those days were blurry in the beginning. Months, I think.”


    “In that time, you had contact with, or at least observed, hundreds of others like yourself, right?”


    Sadie shook her head. “Thousands.”


    “Even better.” Angela ignored the thick odors coming off the girl’s filthy body. “What do they all have in common? What do they want the most?”


    “To live.” Sadie immediately understood why Angela wanted to know. She stared in surprise. “After all they’ve done to you?”


    Angela shrugged, voice resigned and proud at the same time. “They’re all my people.”


    Sadie smiled, showing an innocent beauty that came with youth. “I’ll help you. I want to save them too.”


    Angela leaned toward the girl. “If you don’t get your period next month, come see me. We’ll get you some medicine.”


    “To get rid of it?” Sadie understood how babies were made.


    Angela smiled. “No. To help you carry it. We’ll give you vitamins and supplies, and we’ll help you deliver too.”


    Sadie stiffened. “Why are you being nice to me?”


    “You’re living my life.” Angela said it without bitterness. “I want it to be good for you for as long as it lasts.”


    “Because I’m the sacrifice.”


    Angela stared now, surprised for the first time in months. “What?”


    “You’re feeling bad about using me to keep Adrian away from you.”


    The hive connection is fully established in this one. Angela sighed. “I am sorry.”


    Sadie looked over at Adrian, mind considering Angela’s words about a baby. After a minute, she shrugged. “I could have said no, but I want him for as long as he’ll tolerate me.”


    Angela understood completely. “Thank you for your answer.”


    “You’re welcome.” Sadie dug into her mind, brow furrowing.


    Angela waited this time instead of assuming the girl wasn’t intelligent. She’d just seen multiple flashes of insight that said otherwise.


    “I think if they could see you, and know we were all lied to, maybe that would convince many of them to help and stay after the fighting’s done.”


    Marc’s head whipped toward them. His anger rushed out. You little bitch!


    Adrian pushed out a shield around Sadie, not Angela. He flashed a warning glare.


    Marc’s surprise stopped the fight.


    Adrian felt Sadie’s elation and Angela’s sadness, but he didn’t get to pick those feelings. He could smell Sadie’s musky scent all over his body. She might be conceiving right now. They weren’t being careful. She’d claimed him. Of course he would protect her.


    Angela turned toward the hill, mind racing. “Stop by later and we’ll share a drink if you like. Moonrise is good for me, but wash first. You stink.”


    “I will.” Sadie wasn’t offended. She was glad she’d been able to help.


    Greg frowned at her as he followed Angela. “Marc won’t forget that.”


    Sadie pointed right at Marc. “He isn’t the boss. He doesn’t get to decide what information she gets and neither do you.”


    Greg dropped his chin.


    So did more of the listening camp, but not Marc.


    Sadie smiled at him. But we can still be friends, right?


    Marc’s mouth dropped open. “She’s mocking me.”


    Angela swallowed a snicker. We might have both been wrong about her.


    Sadie turned to Adrian. Her eyes lit up with hunger and triumph.


    Adrian sighed resignedly. “Let’s go to the bunker now.”


    “I think not.” Sadie lunged, jagged, bloody claws coming back out.
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    Angela and Greg laughed with the others as Adrian shouted for help that wasn’t coming.


    Marc glared, mind shifting into high gear. I have to find a way to change her mind.


    “Stop.” Kyle glared at Marc. “You’re going against her, in front of everyone.”


    Marc didn’t care. “Mind your own monkeys. This is my circus.”


    Kyle stiffened and left as Angela approached.


    Marc braced for a tirade.


    Angela went on by, zeroed in on the man lounging with his family a few blankets behind Marc.


    Shawn tensed.


    Missy yawned and let go of her crayon. “Can we swim now?” Tomorrow, she was supposed to start working with Angela again. Missy wanted to do it now, but they were all supposed to relax and have fun today. She was bored.


    Pam frowned, assuming she and Morgan were being distracted.


    Shawn relaxed as he caught Angela’s thoughts. “No problem. Missy and I love making movies.”


    Missy grinned. “We caught Kenn in the bathroom. He made me erases that one.”


    “Just erase.”


    “Erase that one,” Missy dutifully repeated at Shawn’s gentle correction.


    “What movies have you made, besides the wedding?”


    “We’ve handled two engagements and several of our adventures to get here.” Shawn didn’t add details. Angela knew he’d been filming every time he wasn’t involved in the action. She’d told him to. This was ear candy for their audience.


    Angela gestured at the sprawling camp. “I think we need one that catches what it feels like to finally be on this island.”


    “Yeah!” Missy jumped up and began hunting for her shoes. “Come on, Shawn! We gotta go get the cameras!”


    Shawn chuckled as he rose, flashing a fast glance at Pam to be sure she approved.


    Pam had been expecting much worse. She smiled at all of them and settled against Morgan’s hip. Now she didn’t have to go swimming yet. The kids were eager to play in the surf, but most of the adults never wanted to feel the ocean again.


    Angela went toward the buffet tables, sniffing. “I smell chocolate!”


    People laughed at the reminder of the chaos in the gym.


    Angela found the chocolate chip cookies and picked the smallest one.


    Thelma picked another and pushed it into Angela’s hand. “I insist.”


    Angela took it, beaming like a kid.


    Thelma laughed.


    Angela munched on the cookies and scanned her camp. Some of them thought she was putting on a show, but she was happy for this moment. She had the answer she needed and it had been verified multiple times. Getting them to accept it was a headache (Yes, Ivan, of course it’s my headache. Who else gives a shit about innocent people who were kidnapped, brainwashed, tortured, starved, and forced to fight?) for tomorrow.


    Ivan’s anger reached the boiling point, but he swallowed the heat. He’d known how it would go when he decided not to cooperate with her latest crazy plan.


    You wouldn’t be here right now if not for my crazy plans.


    Ivan refused to cave.


    Angela actually liked him better because he didn’t, though his refusal to do his job was fast becoming an issue for her. He was allowed to have his own views and moral code, but the job had to come first. If he couldn’t do that, he needed a new assignment. As for Marc, Angela had known how he would take it from the first instant she’d gotten the idea.


    But they really have been kidnapped, tortured, brainwashed, and forced to come here. What kind of a person am I if I don’t take that into consideration? She met Marc’s eyes. Most of them will want to go home anyway. We’ll do what Safe Haven does. We’ll give them freedom to make their own choices.


    Marc knew he would help her when it mattered, but for right now, he sighed. “Tomorrow’s headache, okay?”


    Angela smiled. Now that she’d had her plan confirmed, it was okay to enjoy the day. “What would you like to do?”


    Marc glanced toward the top deck, where his team was slowly gathering.


    Angela laughed. “Ivan, Marc needs a wheelman.”


    Ivan joined Marc, helping the man into his chair.


    The camp winced with Marc as Ivan jarred his bad leg.


    Marc sat in the chair and heaved a sigh. He looked at Dog. “Want a ride?”


    Dog rolled over and rose slowly.


    Marc lifted the wolf onto his lap and settled in for the bumpy ride.


    Ivan took a fast glance at Angela. Please don’t hate me. I would have felt the same even without Marc’s choice.


    Prove that to me.


    Ivan shuddered. Tonya cursed me because I chased you, because I wasn’t good, because I might have betrayed everyone. I changed, but it was a close thing. The others, they didn’t change at all. You’re going to let in a new horde of refugees with the same issues and restart the attacks, the betrayals, the thefts, the assaults. All because you feel pity for casualties of war.


    Angela nodded. “Yes, I am. And do you know why?”


    Ivan shoved on the chair and got it rolling toward their ship. “Because it could have been us out there. We’re all casualties of war.”


    Angela nodded. Ivan didn’t want it, but he understood why it had to happen and saying it aloud would guarantee the camp spread it. Thank you.


    Yeah, yeah. Ivan ignored Marc’s fresh wave of anger and pushed faster. “Let’s see if we can beat our record getting over here.”


    Marc braced with his good leg and both arms, then tightened his grip on Dog. “Fine. But if you throw me out of the chair, we have to go back to the boss and restart from there while she shouts at both of us.”


    “Just as long as I’m not covering it alone.” Ivan increased speed.


    Marc enjoyed the wild ride, but he locked his thoughts. I doubt you’ll be handling it alone, Ivan. In fact, you might not be handling it at all if you piss her off a few more times. Despite Kenn’s words, Angela hadn’t opened any doors today. She’d reminded Ivan that he could be replaced, and she’d spread some hope that would encourage her other admirers to do big things for the camp to please her. She was manipulative–possibly the best at it Marc had ever witnessed. On that end, he was proud. No one makes a fool of my baby-cakes and gets away with it. I respect her.


    Marc let more truth out. I also fear her a little. At some point, we’re going to clash openly and then I’ll be in real trouble. She’s just as deadly as Nature.


    Ivan snorted at Marc’s words and mental attempt to keep him out. “As long as she loves you, the most you’ll get from her is dangerous.”


    He’s been practicing. Good. “It depends on the topic. If I make her pick between me and the camp…”


    Ivan slowed as they neared the beach. “Why would you ever do that? Even this wouldn’t call for it. She’s doing what she feels is right.”


    “I know, and I’ll deal with it like I have all the other choices she’s made that I didn’t agree with.”


    “Because of the outcomes.”


    “Exactly. I trust her to keep us alive.”


    “But?”


    “But we’re both byzan, Ivan. I have this itch that I can’t scratch now.”


    Ivan’s eyes narrowed against the bright sun. “She showed you what it was like to lead Safe Haven.”


    Marc was impressed that Ivan understood it wasn’t the job so much as the camp. “This place is special. Being in charge of it while she and the others were at the Weigh Station was hard, amazing. It left a place that feels empty now.”


    “Leading missions won’t fill it?”


    Marc snorted this time. “She isn’t going to let me off this island. I’m protected here.”


    Ivan had forgotten about Marc’s curse. “Did she give you details on the actual moment?”


    “Yes. And I tried to trigger it early.”


    Ivan chuckled. “It felt great, right?” He shared Marc’s hatred of Adrian now. I’ve seen how close they are. I don’t want him as my rival either.


    “She’s right. You are soaking up too much of me.”


    Ivan shrugged. “I have a role model. You should both be pleased.”


    “I am, actually, but she clearly isn’t.”


    Ivan pushed the chair onto the bobbing bridge. “Will she really replace me?”


    “Yes. She doesn’t want that empty feeling next time around either.”


    Ivan wasn’t sure he understood. He stayed quiet, working it out as they neared the ladder. A long, wide ramp sat along the railing of the top deck, glinting in the bright sun. It would be put up later or tomorrow. Angela had insisted they could carry everyone for today.


    Marc lifted the wolf.


    Ivan slid the blanket sling under the big animal, twisted the ends twice, then carefully hefted it over his shoulders.


    Dog rested his chin on Ivan’s head.


    Ivan climbed the ladder, scowling. “Stop drooling!”


    Marc chuckled. He stood up, using the cane to keep his balance. Pain shot through his ankle. Weariness swarmed him. I’m off the island.


    Marc looked back and found Angela watching.


    The boundary is literal.


    Marc limped to the ladder. Yes. When it storms, we should clear the ships.


    Enjoy your downtime.


    Marc began to pull himself up the ladder, using only his arms.


    Angela leered. Damn, that’s hot.


    Marc kept his concentration, snickering mentally as he pulled himself up.


    Observing rookies immediately began making plans to get strong enough to do the same.


    Ivan chortled. “I would have come back down for you.”


    “I know.” Marc’s pride was tired of being carried and pushed. “Get Dog settled, will ya? He is enjoying the service.”


    Ivan laughed with the others, not offended. He didn’t mind caring for Dog. He was still amazed that the animal could communicate.


    Dog sniffed the air. Food. There’s bacon again!


    The buffet table held all the leftovers from breakfast, odds and ends, and some of the dishes from their coming lunch. Angela was letting them use too many supplies for this, but everyone was grateful. Good food made a nice day even better.


    On the beach, Angela keyed her radio. “I have a quick update for everyone. Due to time constraints, I have bumped the privacy vote to tonight, during evening mess. Have a great day.”


    Angela ignored the surprised comments and disapproving glares. It had to be done, and she wasn’t going to give Marc all the ugly chores. If the camp was upset, it was better that it was with her. I handle it better. He still flies off the handle too much. Angela sent a smile toward the deck. But you’re making progress every day; don’t stop.


    Marc chuckled, going to join the few team members who were already up here.


    Ivan helped Dog into the little wagon and then tugged him toward the buffet that Brittani’s parents had set up.


    Marc scanned for the rest of the team and found most of them on the way. They’d been waiting for him. Now they could make excuses to their friends and family and finally get out of the camp’s path for a while. Everyone had questions and comments, or well wishes to give. It was awkward and even annoying because so many people wanted that moment. As soon as they finished with ten, another 10 took their place. All of the men had sought the protection of their mates to avoid other people. They didn’t want to talk about it and until Marc said they had to, the entire team was sticking to distracting responses and vague replies like they always had.


    Marc sank down into the padded chair, taking the center of the seats that were facing the island. Someone had wisely put the chairs facing each other in two rows. All directions were covered and they could see and hear each other perfectly. Those who had loved ones on the ship would face the ocean. Having all sides covered would allow them to relax a little.


    Marc put his cane on the seat to his right. He slid his jacket off and tossed it onto the chair on his left.


    Neil came up the ramp from the ship and spotted Marc. Relief slid over his tired face. He didn’t have to return to land and tell another lie or half-truth about what had happened. Neil went to the small bar that had been set up. “Who wants a drink?”


    “You’re making them?”


    Neil stepped behind the bar and began scanning for the items he needed. “Just because I didn’t drink, you assume I can’t make them either. Shame on you.”


    Marc grinned. “Fair enough. I’d like a Long Island Iced Tea, with grenadine.”


    “Coming up, if we have the grenadine. Who else?”


    Some of the men went to the bar to watch Neil mix their cocktails.


    Marc carefully pushed off the uncomfortable medical slipper and then unstrapped the heavy boot they’d forced him to wear. His ankle gave another weak throb and then settled down.


    “Boss said everyone can have two drinks today. If you skip the pain pills, you can drink like normal. I’m keeping track, so no cheating. Pain pills and alcohol can be a dangerous mix.” Neil held out a tall tumbler and stuck a straw into it. “Someone deliver that to the gentleman sunning his ugly toes in chair five, please.”


    “I’ve got it.” Ivan took the cup and pulled the wagon over to Marc. He stopped near Marc’s feet and handed him the tumbler.


    Marc laughed at Dog, who hung over the sides and the ends of the small red wagon. “Got enough food there?”


    Dog didn’t answer. He had his face buried in one of the four bowls he’d chosen.


    Marc took a sip and shut his eyes. “Neil?”


    “Yes, Boss?”


    “You’ve just been promoted to team bartender.”


    Neil beamed as men laughed. “I worked my way through the academy while delivering beer on third shift. Ended up working behind the bar in a couple places when they were shorthanded. They liked having a cop around and I liked access to the skanks.”


    Laughter rolled across the deck, pleasing the camp and Angela.


    Marc saw Angela walk toward the farthest area of the spread-out camp. She and Greg vanished into the tree line. He studied the camp. He was expecting them to relax now.


    “They won’t.” Daryl took the seat across from Marc, signaling his willingness to watch Marc’s six. He needed to maintain his current Eagle status no matter what. He was all-in now. “They’re not as scared of her as they are of you.”


    Marc made a face. “After all she’s done in front of them?”


    “Exactly. They know what she can do, and they know most of what provokes her. They know she–”


    “She’d die for them. Yeah, I’ve heard that one.” Marc didn’t feel like blowing smoke up anyone’s ass today unless it was needed. “Why are they scared of me? Other than not seeing me die for them.”


    Daryl ignored Marc’s sarcasm. Considering what they’d all been through to get to this moment, it was a wonder anyone could talk civilly. “Because they don’t know what all you can do, or what provokes you, except a threat to your family. They’ve got that one loud and clear.”


    Marc leaned back, wishing the alcohol would take away the constantly working brain he’d switched to with his evolution. He didn’t mind the bits of glare he was getting now, but not being able to shut it all off for a while was rough.


    Daryl didn’t rub it in when a dozen camp members and a few rookies hurried after Angela. It was easy to see it was for safety and not excitement. Everyone wanted a tour of the island now, but only if they had a strong escort who would make sure they made it home.


    “She counted on that.” Marc didn’t open his eyes as the cane was moved and placed next to his hand. “She hoped it would keep them from getting lost or hurt. Some of those spots on the grand tour might still be dangerous.”


    Daryl and Ivan both snorted.


    The noise told Marc that Ivan had taken the seat to his right.


    Morgan came up the ramp. Wade was behind him.


    Marc felt their anger and amusement. “What happened?”


    “Gabe talked to Tonya.” Wade took the seat next to Daryl, across from the empty chair with Marc’s jacket.


    Morgan picked up the jacket. He folded it. “Lift that leg.”


    Marc obediently lifted his ankle, swallowing the wince at an ugly flare of jagged pain.


    Morgan settled his ankle on the jacket, then went to the end and claimed the last chair facing the ocean. I can’t stare at the island. He also didn’t want to look at the ship or the water, but both were preferable to Pitcairn. The feeling of being protected hadn’t hit him at all yet. “The others are on their way up. Conner ordered a full security check after Tonya…talked to Gabe. Samantha’s going over the notes now.”


    Marc’s attention was snagged this time. He looked over at Morgan.


    Morgan shrugged. “I wasn’t there. Terry’s handling the aftermath. Gabe’s critical. That’s all I know.”


    Marc scanned, but he was unable to penetrate the ship unless he wanted to pull energy he couldn’t spare from his healing body. “Boss has a spy onboard. We’ll get the details later.”


    Everyone knew he meant Ian, but his tone wasn’t snide. Everyone was impressed by how much Ian had changed, including Marc.


    Marc’s mind returned to Angela and what she wanted. The army coming here can’t be allowed to join us. It will upset all the progress we’ve made. It might restart the fighting with the normals too. She’s making a huge mistake. I can’t let this happen.


    Kyle came up the ladder in time to catch that. He pretended he hadn’t as he joined his team.


     


     


    2


    Greg walked beside Angela, scanning the ground and the trees for any of the threats they’d faced since landing here. He didn’t relax. He knew Angela had brought him out here for something.


    The rookies behind them were all in Eagle gear, like the other senior members. Greg assumed Angela wanted it clear in the videos that Safe Haven was full of armed security. Her own casual clothes had been intentional to show their viewers a softer side. She had a reputation for being heartless, not womanly. She’d even left her hair in a loose ponytail that was already wild and escaping the holder. Curls blew across her shoulders and cheeks as the warm wind shifted. This was the height of Pitcairn’s summer, though they hadn’t realized that before. It would end in March. The warmth was great now, but they would have to get to work soon or they might run out of time to build protection from the hurricane season. Pitcairn’s winters were mild. The tropical storms were not.


    Greg caught her unease and frowned, hoping she hadn’t lied. No one was ready to go back into battle even though they had such a limited time before the United Nations fleet was supposed to arrive. Angela had promised them a peaceful day. Greg hoped she didn’t renege.


    “I didn’t say everyone was going to have a peaceful day, did I?”


    Greg scowled.


    Angela chuckled. “I’m just taking a tour. I haven’t seen these places for myself, only through the memories of others and then through the darkness and the exhaustion. Everything’s a little different than what I thought. I need to do a complete walkthrough to match it with my mental maps for when we do start working.”


    Greg wasn’t sure why he didn’t believe her, but he didn’t.


    The camp members and rookies walking behind them did. They all began chatting like it was the old world and they were on a guided tour of an infamous vacation spot. It was disheartening to Greg to see how much work they still had to do.


    “You need to spend some time with Adrian.”


    Greg tripped over the root he’d tried to step over as she spoke. He rolled and got to his feet in a fairly smooth moment that made the rookies clap. The camp people stared, not sure why he’d been rolling.


    Angela kept walking, waiting for an oral response to her statement.


    “I assume that’s for training?”


    “No, I think you’re pretty well trained. Emotionally is where you need help.” Angela held up her hand to stop his coming denial. “We’re all depressed. We survived a war and it wasn’t good enough. We killed a lot of people. That wasn’t good enough. Now we’re here on this deceptively beautiful rock, but it’s not home and it never will be. You need to talk to Adrian. I’m great at getting us through the battles. Survival is what I do. When it comes to the mental, I always went to Adrian.”


    “Who do you go to now?” Greg didn’t feel any heat behind the question and was relieved. He was honestly curious.


    Angela’s lips thinned. “A mix of the kids, the camp, and Marc.”


    “Is it enough?” Greg wasn’t sure why he was being sarcastic with the boss, but he suddenly felt like letting loose on someone and she was here. “Did your spirits lift? Do you feel all warm inside and happy about the future?”


    Angela slowly came to a stop.


    Greg did a quick sweep to make sure things were clear before turning his attention back to the woman who could be just as dangerous as Mother Nature when provoked.


    “I think you guys missed a spot.”


    Greg looked down and saw debris and another hole where a hatch lid had been. He immediately got out his notes and added it.


    Angela stepped over it and continued on her tour. Her mind replayed his comment, but she chose not to respond. She had different limits. When he thought about it, the answer would be obvious. He was allowed to go talk to Adrian. She wasn’t permitted to enjoy that comfort anymore. Adrian had ruined it for both of them.


    “Damn.”


    “Get up!”


    Angela had learned the art of the bouncing step a while ago, but the rookies were experiencing their first jungle landscape. Several of them had already tripped and fallen.


    Greg shot a glare at the last one. “You didn’t try to roll.”


    The rookie flushed. “Didn’t think I could do it without losing everything in my pockets.”


    Greg huffed.


    Angela kept walking, waving away clouds of insects hovering around the foliage. I wonder if this island has cicadas. Angela shuddered and shoved away the flashback that wanted to haunt her.


    Angela didn’t speak again until she reached the small town. She walked into the center, scanning the signs of everything that had happened. The crushed barn and bare spots would be repurposed into other shelters and things they needed. The restaurant would be put to its intended use. That would just expand a bit. She connected those clues with the reports she’d already been given.


    Angela shut her eyes, enjoying the rays of sun and the light, warm island breeze. “Show me our future here.”


    Angela reached out and touched Greg’s arm. It was important to her that he understood things were going to change in the future for Safe Haven. For a little while, they might be living out of tents, but two decades into the future, Safe Haven’s population would have grown. She wanted to be sure that was possible here.


    Greg shared the vision with her, body tense. It was one thing to be around her and quite another to be touched by her. The lock rattled.


    “Concentrate!” Angela connected their minds.


    A towering, busy city of light and noise immediately jarred Greg’s senses. He flinched, losing his concentration. The vision vanished.


    “Tell them what you saw.” Angela let go.


    The rookies and camp members had crowded around, eager to see the vision of the future.


    “We build up!” Greg glanced at the trees, a little stunned. “We had a city! It was taller than the trees, but they were still here and so was everything else. Instead of building out, we built up!”


    Angela was satisfied the story would spread through the camp, alleviating some of the fears about having to be too close to each other or destroying the island.


    Angela stepped around a tacky red spot in the dirt, hoping no one else stepped in it. Nature would clean the island if they left it alone long enough. Angela had other plans, though a cleaning crew hadn’t been assigned yet. Crews would eventually be drafted. All battle sites would be cleared and cleaned. Most of the camp would never see the uglier spots. Very few of them would be brave enough to venture down into the tunnels without a full Eagle escort and none of those weary men wanted to offer tours of the places where they’d almost died or where they’d lost teammates. The tours going on today were all above ground.


    Angela went to the restaurant, eager to see the inside. Theo and the rest of the crew she had chosen for the reconstruction projects would be busy, but before they could get started, she had to decide what they were doing and in what order. On the way here, she’d drafted plans to fit 500 citizens on the island, though at this point those numbers were extremely optimistic. Unless they took in more refugees, she doubted Safe Haven would have even 300 members before they had to return for the final battle, and that event would lower those numbers drastically. Still, she wanted to leave them room to expand. They would have plans drawn up for future generations on how that could happen. “We’re missing the materials. We have the workforce.”


    “I’ve been thinking about that.”


    “Put it in your nightly notes.” Angela was too busy for his ideas at this exact moment. She finished her scan of the entry room.


    Outside, camp members explored the site, but their attention stayed on the doorway and Greg’s wide shoulders.


    The dusty tables and chairs bore prints from Adrian’s group and nature. No one else had been here in a long time. Angela wasn’t sure why the residents had stopped using the restaurant, but she assumed they’d lost the mental capacity to prepare meals. As far as she could see, the equipment and infrastructure were here. Thelma and Dwight were going to love it, especially the long, wide grill.


    The restaurant held room for 50 diners at once, roughly the population of the entire island before the war. It also held an upstairs floor that would be converted into living quarters if it didn’t already have them. The wide space would be a nice change from the cramped conditions on the ship. After I get a crew in here to do a few things… Angela made another mental note to have the ugly yellow walls painted white so they reflected more light. We’ll also put in a few mirrors to catch the sun. The ship has hundreds of them. She hated dingy places.


    Angela wondered if Greg was now hungrier or less than enthusiastic for the gift he was about to be given. Claiming the island hadn’t been easy. Anyone would be rattled. She rotated to find him standing guard in the doorway. “Do you still want it as much?”


    Greg nodded immediately. He clamped down on his tongue to keep from saying anything else. This wasn’t the right time to beg or boast.


    Angela motioned toward a dusty table and chairs in the corner.


    Greg shook his head. “We don’t have a guard right now. I can’t be that distracted.”


    Angela was pleased. “Overruled. Come sit down.” She pointed at two rookies who peered in. “Door duty. Don’t forget the rear.”


    Greg sat in the chair against the wall, where he could see all the exits and windows. He ignored the dust, waiting for Angela to give him a new life.


    Angela didn’t like it that he viewed this in that light, but he was entitled to think about it any way he wanted to. What she needed to make sure of was infinitely more important. “Do you understand we’ll be bonded forever after we do this? It’s not like I can just pop you a demon into place. We have to share.”


    Greg nodded at her. “I don’t know how it works, but I know I want it no matter the consequences.”


    Angela sat across from him. “And that’s part of what bothers me, Gregory.”


    Using his full name got Greg’s attention. He’d always hated it when his mother did that. “Why?”


    “Do you want me, Greg?”


    Greg tensed as the mental lock clanged against the cell again. “What are you doing?”


    Angela didn’t pull any punches. “I’m testing your loyalty, your determination. Did you think I was going to hand over some of my power without first ensuring that I can trust you?”


    Greg locked down on his thoughts, hoping to give the right answers. “Ask me whatever you want. I have no secrets now.”


    “It’s not your secrets that concern me. It’s your resolve.” Angela flicked her wrist.


    Greg’s mental lock snapped. It fell to the ground and shattered.


    Greg stared in horror as all the emotions came flooding back in. “What have you done?”


    Angela entered his mind and gave life to his fantasies.


    Greg forgot to breathe, already fighting not to respond. I can do this. I’m not like Adrian or even Marc. My honor means more to me than she does.


    Greg shuddered as she came closer. But only by a thin, icy line.
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    Marc sipped his tea, breath blowing back delicious fumes. He stared at Neil over his drink.


    Neil glanced at the clifftop. “Whenever you’re ready.”


    “When did you do it?”


    “I didn’t. It’s in the gear Angela sent.”


    Marc waved. “Let’s hear it. Gather around, men. It’s time for Trap a Traitor Hour.”


    Marc’s team and the few others they’d invited took their seats or stood along the railing with their drinks.


    Neil took out a radio and flipped it on. Familiar voices came through the speaker.


     


    “That was amazing.” Sadie cleared her throat. “Though it did hurt a little this time.”


    Adrian snorted, fixing his clothes. “You should try being me.”


    “No way. You have too many enemies.”


    “True enough.”


    “Where are you going?”


    “To the bunker. I need food. Come on.”


    “Kendle sent a bag. Sit down.”


    Adrian groaned. “I think Marc planned this so I’m in pain every time I get hard.”


    “Are you saying you can’t do it again?”


    “Don’t be a child.”


     


    Marc and his team laughed at the conversation. They sipped and snickered as Sadie continued to tease Adrian.


    Marc motioned at Neil. “We’ll come back to that show. Tune in to the next drama. Go up one channel.”


    Neil switched channels, wondering who else Marc had bugged. He assumed there would be at least one more because Marc had said next instead of the other or last.


    Silence came from the radio.


    Marc shrugged. “They aren’t in Luke’s bunker right now, I guess.” He waited a little longer in case Kendle and Quinn were doing something quiet, like reading.


    Marc rolled his eyes. He’d never seen either of them read for anything but duty. “Up one again.”


    Neil did it.


    The sounds of grunting flowed through the speaker.


    Marc tensed.


    Neil smirked. “That’s the price you pay for eavesdropping.”


    Marc recovered. “Agreed. And this is spying. Call it what it is.”


    “Yeah.” Neil leaned back, waiting. He knew what was about to happen.


    “Are we allowed to do this?” Daryl didn’t flinch from the hard stares that swung his way. “Spying without a warrant used to be illegal.”


    Angie was right. We need that founding document finished. “Adrian’s group is considered hostile to the peace. They’re an exception, for now.”


    “Meaning the council is going to handle that at some point.” Kenn didn’t want to hear this conversation right now. “This is downtime.” He glared at Daryl. “Leave it for another day.”


    Daryl shrugged, not offended that the warning came from Kenn. He already knew the Marine agreed with him. In fact, he expected everyone to agree.


    Neil refused to let that slide. “And I know why. If you’re torn, maybe you should go live with him!”


    Daryl flushed, lips clamping together.


    “Well, this is fun.” Marc pointed at the radio. “The five-minute wonder is about done. Turn it up.”


    Neil laughed as he adjusted the volume on the radio.


     


    “Mmm. Nice. Was it good for you?”


    “Sure. Get off my hair now.”


    “Oh. Sorry. But really, was it good for you?”


    “I said yes.”


    “You said sure.”


    “It was good for me.”


    “Do you mean that?”


    “Stop it. You’re killing the good mood.”


     


    Her curse kicked in. Marc wondered again who’d done it.


    “If you knew, would you make them remove it?”


    Marc sipped his tea.


    Morgan frowned. “Saying nothing says a lot.”


    “Yep.” Marc kept his face blank and waited.


    Morgan held sympathy for Kendle. “It was Pam.”


    Men stared in surprise.


    Marc laughed. “I never even considered her. She’s good.”


    Morgan waited while the others laughed, not sure what would happen now.


    Kenn feigned a confused tone as he looked at Morgan, who he almost considered a friend. “The women seem to know the charms without studying them. How is that possible?”


    Dream walking. “No idea.”


    “Not a clue.” Dream walkers.


    “Women have always been clever.” Dreams.


    Night walkers.


    Thought thieves.


    Black widows.


    Marc shook his head, starting to feel the buzz. “I don’t know why we thought that would stay a secret.” He motioned with his drink, sloshing a bit over the side. “Only the rookies here don’t know. Right, Kenn?”


    Kenn flushed.


    Everyone realized he’d intentionally brought up the topic to find out who else knew.


    “Not just the women are clever.” Marc drained his cup.


    Neil rose, already sure Marc would want a refill. He also wanted to be out of the crossfire if Marc decided to throw something at Kenn. Not smart, dude. Not at all.


    Kenn knew, but he needed to talk about it and one opinion wasn’t going to be enough. “It’s important.”


    Marc belched, “Oooo-Kaaay.”


    Men laughed again, sending more good vibes toward the island, but Marc noticed the camp members hadn’t relaxed. Daryl had been right. Only Angela made them feel that way. I’m sorry. I’m trying to love them. It just isn’t working.


    “It was an accident. And I haven’t done it since.” Kenn glanced toward the bridge, where Ian was gathering shift reports. He was point man over the Eagles right now. “The little girl he hit with his flashlight was hiding on the top deck. She’d fallen asleep, I assume. I was doing rounds in my sleep. You guys know how that works.”


    Everyone nodded. Some shifts were so long or busy that you dreamed about them.


    “Her hatred blasted me in my sleep every time I got near the deck, but I was too tired to wake up. I knew what was happening. It wasn’t all fragmented like a normal dream. I shouted at the people around her. Some of them caught it. Most didn’t.”


    “I didn’t.” Marc remembered that moment clearly. It would always bother him that the child had died. Watching her father blow his brains out a minute later hadn’t been fun either. “Go on.”


    Kenn sucked in a deep breath, vaguely hearing Kendle and Quinn trade after-sex barbs as if they were endearments. “We have a major security issue and I don’t know how to fix it.”


    “So you’re worried about the camp?”


    “I’m worried about the council, and our medics, and Tonya, Angela, Jennifer. We can’t protect them in their dreams.”


    Marc decided it was time to trust his team. “The boss gave me permission to discuss this with you guys about a month ago, but I chose to wait. If I hadn’t, Quinn and Tommy would have had this information to pass to Kendle and Sadie. Adrian already knows, but he’s always been tight-lipped about what we can do.” Marc’s gaze went to Tommy as he stood guard near the beach. The man had insisted on only working today. He said he didn’t want downtime until he’d earned it. “I don’t know how much Kendle is aware of. I bugged Adrian’s camp to find that out, among other things.”


    “I didn’t know.” Daryl felt bad.


    Marc didn’t care. “I might be overreacting, but we know she’s dangerous. She won’t go against Angela directly now, but she might try to blindside us. The only place we can’t protect people is in their dreams. If Kendle knows, then the XO is right–we do have a major security issue.”


    Neil brought Marc’s drink over, trading the cups out as the others muttered. “I’m sorry to tell you she knows everything, Marc. I’m sure of it.”


    Marc had been dreading this confirmation. “What makes you sure?”


    “When we did the recharge, she heard Amy talking. She even made it clear that she wasn’t doing any dream walking, though I think she did stir up some of our other traitors.”


    “She did. That’s why Pam cursed her.” Morgan belched. “I told the boss.”


    The others nodded in approval. If Angela knew Kendle was dream walking, she would have a plan for it.


    Marc pointed at the radio. “And now you all know who signed our warrant. Turn it up. The fighting stopped. The conniving should start soon.”


     


    “What do you think would be different if Marc was in charge of Safe Haven?”


    There was a pause before Kendle blew out a snort. “Adrian would be dead.”


    “Duh. What else?”


    Kendle grunted. “A lot of people who are getting a second chance now wouldn’t be here. He probably would have dumped them off in other places.”


    “So that means the light of Safe Haven would have still spread, right?”


    “I suppose so.”


    “What else might be different?”


    “Why are you asking me?”


    “Something occurred to me, but I’m trying to verify it before I speak and sound like an idiot.”


    It was easy to tell Kendle was interested. Her voice became encouraging. “Ask me what you need to know. I’ll want to go back out before the camp returns to the boat.”


    “To stare at Marc.” It wasn’t a question.


    Kendle didn’t reply.


    Quinn continued with a frown dripping from his words. “Is he capable of handling the camp like Angela does? Can he keep them together? If so, she might be the one to go.”


    “I think he can. I also think what I said stands–there would be a lot fewer members, but they would be infinitely more trustworthy than all of the people who are here now. Marc wouldn’t give second chances.”


    “And yet, he has.”


    “I’m not the only one.” Kendle’s defensive answer came through the radio.


    “No, but he’s very picky about who he protects.”


    Kendle’s voice rang out again with contempt. “I understand now. You think if we can get Angela to leave, Marc might go with her.”


    “No, I’m thinking Marc will leave on his own. I’m wondering how many of the men might go with him, leaving her without a camp.”


     


    Marc winced, not liking how close Quinn was to the truth. He ignored the curious glances of his team and kept listening.


     


    “He’s always been restless. The Eagles are pretty sure he’ll run long before our time here is up. And since Adrian is banished, I’m wondering who will lead Safe Haven when Angela goes after him.”


    “Not you, that’s for sure.” Kendle snorted again. She began fixing her clothes. “Marc isn’t going anywhere unless Angela sends him. And she isn’t letting him leave this rock until it’s time to go back to America.”


    “You don’t know him like–”


    “You’re wrong.” Kendle’s voice came through with clear confidence. “Besides, you never know how high Marc might go right here. That type of power is addictive.”


    “If you say so.”


    “Whatever you’re planning to get one of them to leave, just stop it now.”


    “Because you’re already working on something.”


    “I didn’t say that.”


    “I know. It’s all about what you’re not saying.”


    “You’re imagining things. Kiss me. Then get your shoes on.”


    “You’re ready to go watch the happy couple on the beach.”


    Kendle ignored Quinn’s sarcasm. “Yes.”


     


    Marc gestured at Neil to switch channels again.


    Neil did, almost hoping they didn’t hear anything bad. He wasn’t ready for another battle yet. None of them were.


    Silence came from all the channels.


    “I don’t understand what Quinn was driving at.” Morgan hadn’t spent a lot of time with Quinn other than a few runs. He’d found Quinn to be a hothead and a little reckless, but he wasn’t sure he agreed that the man was a traitor because he’d left to be with the woman he loved. “There’s no way he’s smart enough to actually create a plan that would get anyone to leave this camp, let alone leadership. Was he mouthing off to impress Kendle?”


    Neil didn’t see any reason to lie. “Quinn is always going to be intimidated as long as Marc’s around. He thinks if he can be alone with Kendle he’ll win her heart. He doesn’t care what happens to Safe Haven. His questions about who can lead were probably meant to imply he could do the job.”


    Wade nodded. That’s what he thought too.


    Morgan looked at Marc, valuing his opinion more on this topic.


    “He was fishing to see if Kendle gives a damn about this camp. He expected her to say no one else can do the job except for me or Angela but she didn’t. Because she didn’t give him an opening, he couldn’t just blurt it out. I bet he’s trying to find a way to circle back to it right now while they walk down Cliff Road.” Marc wasn’t concerned. “Quinn isn’t the dangerous one in that duo.”


    “I realize that, but something’s bothering me about the conversation.”


    Marc lifted a brow.


    Morgan frowned. “That’s just it–I’m not sure what. I just know something is wrong.”


    Marc had picked up on that vibe too, along with several of the others, but none of them could pinpoint exactly what had been abnormal about Kendle’s responses or Quinn’s questions.


    “You might be wrong.”


    People turned in surprise, staring at the rookie who usually didn’t say much.


    Biff refused to back down. “I’ve spent a lot more shifts with Quinn than you guys have. Most of the time he’s exactly like you’re thinking, but every now and then, he has a moment of genius. It’s part of why he’s been able to not only stay in the Eagles but also keep advancing in rank despite being such an obvious shithead.”


    All of Marc’s team was surprised to hear Biff speak so bluntly. They had gotten used to the quiet soft-spoken rookie who was careful not to rock anyone’s boat.


    Biff was aware of how they viewed him, but after being on Marc’s team for this island run, Biff had realized there was little that could happen on any other job to match what they’d suffered. He came through it with honor. He was allowed to speak his mind as an Eagle.


    Marc lifted his cup in a universal gesture of let’s hear it. Biff and Chad both looked like their names implied, but Marc didn’t care about that. The two playboys were solid fighters and dependable in a crisis. And I think Biff is about to prove he’s also intelligent.


    Biff scanned the cliff, wishing they could see the road. “Quinn wants Kendle the way you want Angela. He hides it better. He’s more dangerous than you’re giving him credit for.”


    “Anything else?”


    “Nope.” Biff drained his drink.


    Neil was there to replace it. He was keeping track of everyone’s progress on the drinks. If they needed a new one quickly, it meant he’d done a good job as bartender.


    Biff wasn’t surprised when the other men blew him off. He waited for Marc’s response, aware that the man wasn’t teasing him like the others.


    Marc had gotten a chill as Biff spoke. He gave Daryl a hard glare. “You’ve spent time around them since we got here.” Marc quickly added, “I know it wasn’t a lot of time and that’s a headache I need to handle, but I want your opinion. What gets us in and keeps us up-to-date on everything going on in Adrian’s camp?”


    Daryl didn’t hesitate. “The girl.”


    Marc scanned the hill, along with most of the team. Sadie was once again snoozing and Adrian was leaning against a thin tree while trying to regain his breath. “The fist or the palm?”


    Daryl sighed. “A healthy mix of both.”


    “You mean Sadie?” Kenn was surprised at the suggestion.


    So was the rookie. “I think it’s safe to assume after all the riding she’s done today that she’s probably fond of her horse. I doubt she’d be willing to sell it out.”


    Daryl ignored them both, talking to Marc. “She’s like Angela.”


    Marc immediately understood. “Who would you recommend for that run?”


    Daryl lifted his empty cup toward Ivan.


    Neil was there to grab it and replace it with a fresh one while everyone but Marc stared in surprise.


    Ivan held up a hand. “Hold on. What if I don’t want to be ridden by her?”


    Marc shrugged. “You’re an Eagle. It’s your duty to let her play man-jockey on your stallion.”


    “Why him? There are other singles here.” Biff didn’t want to be left out from earning team credit.


    Daryl gave them the answer. “She’s also a lot like Angela in the ways that they’re different.”


    The rookie scowled. “That doesn’t make any sense.”


    “It does if you’ve been studying the differences.” And Marc had been. He finished Daryl’s explanation in a way that made sense to the rookie. “Adrian can only show her one side of life. She needs someone like me to show her there’s another way.”


    Wade smirked. “You know, there isn’t anything as good as an original…”


    Everyone laughed at Marc’s dismay.


    “Maybe you guys are trying to get me killed.”


    “Does the boss know we’re doing this?” Biff scanned the island. “And where did she go?”


    “She’s handling a personnel problem while the camp is happy.”


    The team was surprised again that he hadn’t insisted on going with her. In fact, as far as they knew, she only had one guard.


    Marc quickly disabused them of that notion. “Greg is the issue she’s handling.”


    Everyone wanted to ask or verify a suspicion. No one spoke. It wasn’t a good idea to draw attention unless they didn’t have issues of their own to be settled.


    Marc leaned against the chair, enjoying the alcohol buzz but not the mix of it with the pills. I’m done drinking now. “Who wants to go first?”


    Silence rippled across the deck, drawing attention from their guards but not from those on land or from Tommy, who was still on duty over the pontoon bridge. The other shifts were due to switch out shortly, but he would stay right there in the glaring sun for the rest of the day. It was one small self-imposed punishment on an entire list that he would have to go through before he would be forgiven, and even then, it would be a lot longer before he was trusted again.


    “In the future, when I ask that question, I better get a volunteer right away.” Marc sat his half-finished cup on the small table next to his chair. “I’m the same jealous and possessive asshole that I was in the beginning. I see it more now and I control my behavior, but it’s still there. I don’t think it’s ever going to go away.” Marc shrugged, a little drunk. “At least she knew what she was getting into when she agreed to marry me.”


    Some of the team snickered. Some of them were too busy considering their own issues to be amused.


    Kenn cleared his throat. “I definitely still have the same problems. Tonya told me my reaction was justified and it was also murder.”


    This time, more of the team nodded. Several of them immediately became angry at the reminder of what he’d done.


    Kenn gestured in frustration. “Half the team agrees and half the team doesn’t. I’m struggling because I feel the exact same way now. I wouldn’t do it again, but if I were ordered to execute him for dereliction of duty, I would have enjoyed it just as much. My brain is having trouble understanding why one is wrong and the other is not.”


    Men looked at Marc, expecting him to give the answer.


    Neil handled it. “It was wrong because you didn’t have orders. That’s where the murder part comes in. It was justice because his dereliction of duty caused people to get hurt. But in the end, neither one of those matter because it served a different purpose and that’s why the boss let it happen.”


    Marc was ready to defend Angela, but he was also curious about Neil’s opinion. He remained silent, waiting.


    Neil sank down in the chair on Marc’s right. “Peter would have been Safe Haven’s first public execution. It should have happened with Adrian, but Angela found a way to save him. She manipulated all of us on that. I assume everyone here is aware.”


    Everyone nodded, including Marc.


    Neil went on, keeping his voice down so the guards on duty weren’t distracted by the conversation. “I think the next one should have happened with me. But she saw what was going to happen in the future and she picked who she found more valuable. This time, there wasn’t going to be any way she could intervene. Kenn was going to insist on a trial, and so was Kyle. Don’t forget, Jennifer was hurt.”


    Neil met Kyle’s eye. “There still had to be payment for that. All of our camp members were going to demand Peter’s death. For a little while, her camp was going to become a mob that would only be satisfied with blood. She didn’t want to go through that. Letting Kenn handle the problem and then excusing it afterward was easier.”


    Marc had found flaws. “You have two issues. The first one is thinking she didn’t want to go through that. You’re forgetting what she’s already gone through to keep this camp together. She did it for them. She didn’t want them to go through that.”


    Neil fit it into place. “Thank you. That makes me feel a little better.”


    Marc waved. “Well, then you’ll love this one. Kenn might not.”


    Kenn braced, already sure what he was going to hear. She hasn’t forgotten shit.


    “Angela didn’t excuse his behavior. His future is dependent upon the outcome of the camp votes.”


    Neil snorted confidently. “If you think she’ll leave that to chance, you’re the one who’s missing things.”


    Marc chuckled. “I have no doubt she’ll sway the outcome of the votes to whatever future she thinks is best for this camp. That doesn’t mean Kenn is off the hook. In fact, because he disappointed her, I would guess the hook will have a very sharp point that she’ll use to jab him every time she thinks about it.”


    Neil realized that was probably true. He gave Kenn a fake sympathetic look. “Sucks to be you.”


    Kenn pointed. “Right back at you, liar! She’ll be jabbing you too, so go on and laugh.”


    Everyone else laughed as Neil flushed and Kenn glared. Both men were guilty and waiting for Angela’s wrath to come down on them. Everyone knew it was going to happen. They just didn’t know how or when.


    Marc swept the rear deck, where a couple dozen women were sunbathing and twice as many men were either watching over those females or trying to get their attention. The smell of coconuts was strong even up here. Suntan oil was being used in generous amounts on naked skin.


    Debra came up the ramp and went in that direction, firing her water gun.


    Marc laughed as the hopeful males scattered and the other men thanked her.


    Marc saw a group of ramp dwellers come up behind Debra. Those were people who wanted to look around for a minute before going back into the ship where they felt safer or had other things to do, like enjoying the entertainment deck where Jonny was in his booth blaring hard rock music.


    Marc peered at the glistening swimming pool waiting for their use. No one was allowed in until his team was either finished or they invited others to join. The camp would have it later. I can’t have it at all. He frowned at his cast.


    “So what’s going on with Greg?” Kyle had been quiet for most of this conversation, storing details and hoping Marc didn’t have any surprises for him. He was still stinging from Marc’s earlier curtness. I managed these monkeys long before you became a master of this circus.


    “He’s facing a test. If he fails, he’s going to lose what he wants most. If he passes, then he has to come and get my permission, and that, my adored team, is not going to be an easy thing for anyone who wants what Greg wants.”


    Kyle couldn’t help another comment. “I’m surprised you let that happen without being there to observe it. She only has a couple of rookies with her. If Greg snaps, he could be a problem.”


    Marc liked it that Kyle was always covering security issues. He gave him the truth. “If Greg fails this test, she’s going to kill him on the spot. I’m not needed.”


    Silence fell again through the group.


    Biff broke it this time. “I don’t think he’s going to fail. He wants to be like Kyle more than he wants her. It’s a big motivation.”


    Marc’s brows drew together. “How do you know?”


    Biff dropped his head. “Greg’s been a good friend to me, even before I joined the Eagles. Might be the only real friend I have.”


    Distracted, the team begin evaluating him to decide if they wanted to offer friendship.


    Marc didn’t get distracted. “When did you two become friends?”


    Kyle immediately joined Marc’s line of questioning. “What was going on with you that Greg felt the need to reach out?”


    The rookie didn’t look at any of them now. He kept his eyes on the chair. “I wasn’t feeling well, mentally. Greg found me in a…compromising situation and helped me because he’s a great guy. He didn’t judge me–he helped me. I’m better now.”


    “That explains things.” Kyle gestured. “I wondered how your name made it onto the rookie rolls ahead of all my other suggestions. I assume Greg recommended you?”


    Biff nodded. “He said I needed something else to concentrate on. He was right.”


    Most of the team wasn’t sure how to comfort the man or if they even should. Sometimes talking about the things that depressed people brought back the depression.


    Kenn lifted a brow at Marc. “How is it possible you’re sitting here calmly while she’s testing another man’s loyalty?”


    Marc smiled. “It’s easy when I have faith in the person.”


    Relief went around the group. Knowing Marc believed Greg would pass the test was good. It was also a way to judge the future of others when Angela gave this test again. If Marc needed to be there or felt she needed protection, it would mean he didn’t have faith in whoever she was testing.


    Marc knew that would also get around. People who weren’t sure of their own intentions and commitment to the dream wouldn’t ask now. They would be scared to be exposed and lose everything they held currently. It was a rough way to test character, and it left no room for second chances, despite that being what Safe Haven was founded on.


    He and Angela had agreed on this plan because of all the traitors they’d had in the past. Sharing this gift with someone was amazing, and Marc couldn’t wait to be allowed to do it. He already had several targets in mind, but there was no way to be completely sure that an Invisible hadn’t slipped through the ranks and been given power early or had their gift unlocked before it was supposed to happen. They had agreed a test of loyalty and commitment was required. Each test would be specific to the person’s suspected weakness. For now, that was the best they could do.


    Every descendant on the deck with Marc both loved and hated that information. It would keep the traitors out of their ranks and protect their families. It would also expose them in time. Every man there wanted to ask Marc for a new gift. They’d been afraid to.


    Marc grinned harshly. “Hold that feeling. I’m not giving out candy, and this isn’t Halloween. If you want it, then earn it.”


    Once again, the rookie didn’t understand. “Share gifts?”


    Marc changed the subject. “Kenn, I’m surprised you haven’t asked what happened with Tonya.”


    Kenn snorted. “I was there. She’s fine. Gabe’s not.”


    Some of the other men snorted or glared at him for the flippant attitude over what had happened.


    Kenn pushed off the slippers he’d chosen. His feet were too sore for real shoes right now. “Looked like self-defense to me.”


    “It’s not what happened, Kenn. It’s how it happened.” Morgan gave Kenn a sympathetic look. “She’s one of us.”


    “She always was.” Kenn had been trying hard not to think about it. He wasn’t sure what would happen now, and he wanted time to make sure she was covered before Marc or Angela came up with any crazy plans that involved her. Even if she left him now, he wanted to be sure she was safe. “Sorry, man. You know how that works.”


    Marc wasn’t angry. It was such a shock to see Kenn defending anyone other than himself that a small evasion could be excused. “But not for much longer. The boss and I have both lost patience with you. Get your shit together or get off this island before one of us has to kill you.”


    Kenn took the warning to heart. He understood he wasn’t likely to get another. He changed the subject. “Shouldn’t you be talking to Charlie?”


    Marc sighed deeply. “Been there, done that. He’s made up his mind; he won’t change it.” Marc gestured. “Whose turn is it?”


    Several of them opened their mouths. Ivan beat them all. “I don’t want to talk about this mushy shit anymore. I’m not drunk enough. Let’s talk about the Weigh Station.”


    Marc didn’t scold or insist. His team weren’t women who liked to chat, though that certainly would have made this easier. A couple of them had opened up. It was a start. “What about the Weigh Station?”


    Marc was aware that team members immediately leaned forward to hear news and details, even those who had gone to the station with him or Angela. He nodded at Ivan.


    “I think I finally understand why God never answers us.”


    Everyone waited for Ivan’s theory. That question had only haunted humanity for nearly all of its existence.


    “Angela got an answer from Doug.”


    Marc frowned. Most people didn’t know she had even tried. “Yes. But only her. She ran several tests over the last few weeks. No one else got through.”


    Ivan assumed she had tried various ages and demographics, as well as genders and personality types. Angela had proven how smart she was. It was easy to give her the benefit of the doubt. However, that wasn’t what he was getting at. “I think only one person out of millions is able to actually connect and reach the next level without going through everything she has. We call her our seer, but she’s more. She’s our only connection to both of the Weigh Stations–heaven and hell.”


    Marc had never tried to contact either place on his own. He couldn’t be positive Ivan was right. “Let’s say that’s true. What’s your point?”


    “My point is if anything happens to her, we’ll never be able to reach them on our own. You need to figure out how she does it and copy it. Then both of you need to pass it to someone. We can’t lose that connection to something unpredictable, like the next illness.”


    People winced at the reminder of what they’d gone through on the ship.


    Ivan’s mind went to the journey where Adrian had kept him and Angela alive and then they’d done the same for him.


    Marc immediately got out his notebook and wrote it down.


    Satisfied, Ivan drained his drink and let out a small belch. “That really is good, Neil.”


    Neil smiled happily.


    Marc and the others considered the implications of what Ivan was asking.


    “I have a related question. It might help with your final choice.” Morgan had been forming his own theories. In school, biology and theology had been his favorite subjects. “What if the Tower of Babel wasn’t about languages at all? What if it was a way to shut down a connection to all of the souls on the planet begging for help while refusing to change their behavior? People used to say God helps those who help themselves. If those people aren’t willing to change, then there’s no way He could help them. He would only have been able to listen to their misery and be hurt by it. What if He cut off that communication so He didn’t have to be in pain anymore? He chose a few blood lines in each generation, or hell, maybe only one in each century who could get through if something new developed that He needed to know.”


    Ivan pointed. “Exactly.”


    “Keep going.” Marc had finished writing Ivan’s request and was now taking notes on the conversation. This was something Angela hadn’t discussed with him, but he was suddenly certain she’d considered it on her own. This conversation was probably for her, not him.


    Ivan shifted in his seat, scanning the deck and the guards he could see to make sure things were clear. Then he dug into the root of his point, letting them all see his dilemma. “If we hadn’t gone through a nuclear war, I don’t think she would have been able to make the connection. I think it’s something that only kicks in when the world as God intended it is in danger. The fact that she can make contact with both heaven and hell says things have changed for us in ways that aren’t obvious like the war.” Ivan paused for a minute, trying to figure out how to word it.


    Marc kept writing, a little ahead of Ivan now in thoughts. He’d figured out where the man was headed and he was right. It was a huge problem.


    “We were always told that there was a grand plan. We were also told we wouldn’t understand it, but if we followed it, we would have eternal life. Most religious people assume that means life in heaven, not on earth. And certainly not in hell. But if God built in a dead man’s switch to notify him when there’s a change in the plan, then that means it’s really not carved in stone. And if it can be changed, wouldn’t that be the ideal way to go about it, if you were our enemy? If you wanted the great reset, but you didn’t want God to return or there to be a final battle, how would you stop it?”


    “Kill Angela so she can’t make that call.” Morgan had been following this line of thought for months now. “But Nature’s tried, a lot. Angela’s protected.”


    “Is she?” Ivan pointed at Marc. “You had the thought that the island is the boundary line. Your ankle started hurting again the minute you crossed that boundary. It’s the same way for her. The minute she crosses Nature’s invisible boundary, she’ll be the target again. Anyone who can communicate between the realms, the levels, the dimensions of reality–whatever you want to call it–will immediately be a target. And she knows, Marc! She knows and she plans to use it in that final battle, if not sooner.”


    Marc nodded. “I get your point. You think if there are more of us, she may not be the sole target.”


    Ivan sighed. “We all know if we lose her, we’ll lose that final battle. I’m making a private, awful suggestion that we pick other sacrifices.”


    Marc stopped writing. He closed his book and stared at Ivan. I was wrong. This conversation isn’t for her.


    It was a long moment while he considered the implications. When he finally spoke, a cloud rolled over the sun and the bright day seemed to vanish. “I agree. All those in favor of a senior Eagle vote on this topic?”


    Every single hand went up.

  


  
    ​Chapter Five


    I Could Be


     


     


     


    1


    “Congratulations.”


    Greg shoved out of the seat and got away from the table. “We’re done? Good!” Greg stomped toward the door. “I can’t believe you did this. I can’t believe you did this!”


    “Greg?”


    Greg stopped. His hand clenched around the handle. “What?!”


    “Don’t you want to hear the next step?”


    “Not right now!” Greg spun around, shaking with fear and anger. “You unlocked me!”


    Angela studied him to discern if she should change the way she handled these moments. “Did you expect me to give it to you without a test or any rules?”


    Greg’s mouth opened and closed. His cheeks turned red. He finally forced out words. “Did Marc know you were doing this?!”


    “Of course.”


    Greg was surprised. He assumed Marc would have been here to observe and threaten him. She kissed me! “Why isn’t he here?”


    “Because he knows you aren’t a problem.”


    Greg calmed a little as he realized he already had Marc’s trust. If not, he would have at least sent Ivan along to protect her. “What did Marc say?”


    Angela smiled. “He said Greg is one of the hardest-working Eagles in this camp, and he has never shown signs of being a threat. He said we could trust you more than you can trust us.”


    Greg was shocked. “I had no idea Marc thought that highly of me.”


    Angela gestured to include the entire camp. “You’re one of the few people who haven’t fallen from grace. You think being in love did that, but you didn’t cross the line. Stop punishing yourself for something you haven’t done. You’re not like Adrian.”


    Greg let her view his true feelings for a few brief, agonizing, wonderful seconds. “I could be.”


    Angela wasn’t impressed, scared, or interested. “And I could be like Joel. But we’re not. Leave here with peace in your heart. Go see Marc. He’s the next block in your road to the final reward.”


    Greg blinked, mouth dropping open. I don’t like how she phrased that!


    Angela laughed.


    Greg couldn’t take it. He stomped out the door.


    Angela’s sexy chuckles followed him out into the jungle.


    Angela stayed in the chair, once again studying the restaurant. She actually wanted to explore the areas she couldn’t view from here, but she was exhausted from the short trip to get here. Marc and his team had tramped down a number of paths, but it wasn’t enough for those who were still recovering from radiation sickness. She was glad most of the camp had skipped these tours, but she needed them to get used to the island as fast as possible. The easiest way is for me to be here with them.


    Angela began making plans to ensure that happened. She knew Marc was going to try to keep her on the ship whenever he could, but he couldn’t refuse if she told him the island was better for her health. They would adjust security shifts and make it work. They were supposed to be safe now, but Angela only assumed that meant from Nature and her tricks. They could still be harmed by each other and by normal weather. We have to start building our settlement as soon as the UN fleet is defeated.


    This restaurant was one of the few buildings on the island that was going to be used for its original purpose. Everything else would be reclaimed. Knowing how it would work would allow her to finish another part of her mental construction plan when she had time to fit the pieces in. That project was almost finished. Right now, she scanned the restaurant with a mind to size and comfort.


    Brittani’s mom and dad were good at the restaurant setup, and Angela was aware of how pleased the camp members had been the few times that she’d allowed their wonderful cooks to do that. It wasn’t feasible all of the time, but because the camp liked it, Angela automatically included it in her plans. “It’ll be like a buffet. They’ll have to serve themselves. We can’t spare the manpower for waitresses and busboys, but the cooking has to be done anyway. There’s no reason we can’t sit in here at the tables and remember the old world with a little bit of fondness. And if Thelma and Dwight want to bring them things and chat, we can all live with it.”


    Angela slowly moved toward the door, eager to have her body back but not in the mood to start working on it yet. She was tired and a little grouchy. She needed a lot more sleep, a great meal, and to know it was okay to take the rest of the day off.


    Angela’s witch came to the cell door. You’re the boss. You can do whatever you want. But I wouldn’t waste a single day.


    Angela already felt that way. Having her witch confirm the short time got her moving. Angela strolled down the steps. “I’m ready to go. If you stay here, you’ll be on your own.” Angela peered at her watch. “We should be having lunch soon. Don’t miss it. You’ll be sorry.”


    Angela took the opposite path of the one they’d used to get here. She wanted to finish her tour of this side of the island. The rest would have to wait until she felt stronger. She marched into the high foliage and thick vines, following a path she could barely see.


    The rookies and camp members stopped what they were doing and hurried to catch up.


    Greg brought up the rear. He knew that was where she wanted him even though he was supposed to be guarding her. The camp was always going to be more important. It also said she didn’t trust Nature to uphold their bargain.


    Angela increased her pace until she was speed walking. It was the best she could do with her weakened body and the vines that tried to trip her with every step. She assumed that was just the nature of a vine. They liked pulling people down.


    She listened to the heavy steps of the men and the disapproving mutters of the females, but also to the careful breathing and light steps of the rookies. She wasn’t evaluating them for anything specific, just their jobs. The noise of the people behind her was loud in comparison to her own steps. Angela practiced her Eagle skills by trying to determine how many there were from the sounds. It was also a way to be sure everyone had left with her.


    A bright bird flew overhead and darted into the cover of the tree canopy. Angela was stunned at the beauty for a moment. We’re on land!


    She paused, looking up. They were deep in the jungle now, though it was only a small area. She could hardly see the sky for the trees and the long vines covering the trunks. Wildlife in a wide variety caught her attention next. It wasn’t a single bird. There was a dozen within a stone’s throw. She spotted a small monkey peering down at them. Nearby, a lizard in the middle of changing colors let out a little stamp of his foot in an alert. It rippled down the tree trunk, halting the activity there.


    That absence of activity allowed Angela to spot a dozen more lifeforms living on the tree. And that’s just what I can see. This place is amazing considering how small it is. Nature must protect the animals as well as the land.


    Angela resumed her walk. We’re part of those animals. She told Marc we could flourish here until our population got too big. I need to set a limit for population size on this island. We need to actively encourage our members to go home after they’ve been fully trained. We’ll send them out in groups to reestablish small colonies in what used to be our cities. Over time, those will become Safe Havens. We’ll refill the world with our light.


    It only took a few minutes to reach the path to the doctor’s house. Angela paused at the fork. She knew the cleaning crew was working at the tree house. They had volunteered. Most were people who had recently gone through a trauma or a drama and didn’t really want to be around the rest of the camp right now, even for downtime. Angela had put Megan in charge, hoping that would keep the girl distracted from her love life.


    Footsteps struggled through the vines behind them. Angela and everyone else in her group spun around. Many of their hands went to their guns or knives.


    Greg drew both and got ready to fight to the death.


    “Sorry. Just us.”


    Angela smiled at Ray, proud of him for his rugged determination to get back in shape. He and Grant were clearly having trouble. Sweat dripped down their red faces and their breath wheezed in and out in loud gasps, but their legs didn’t stop pumping over the path until they reached Angela’s group.


    Angela waited patiently for Ray to catch his breath. She also took advantage of the break to do the same. Radiation sickness was no joke.


    The rest of the group wasn’t as patient. The canopy of trees hid the sun and allowed a cool breeze that chilled sweaty skin and made them wish they had brought jackets or sweaters.


    The jungle around them didn’t like being trod upon and through. Bugs and birds were making their displeasure known with loud squawks and tiny, piercing bites. Slapping echoed steadily as people tried to avoid being bitten or took their anger out after it had already happened.


    Ray fumbled in his pocket and brought out a sheet of paper. He didn’t try to speak. He also didn’t use his gifts. His demon was also gasping for air. He didn’t think he was ever going to feel normal again.


    Grant moved a few feet away and leaned against a tree with one arm.


    Everyone turned away as he threw up.


    Angela ignored the groans as she read the note. It already had Marc’s signature at the bottom, telling her he’d signed off on all of it. He was going to handle the issue or it was already in progress.


     


    Shift Updates


    -All our medical patients are doing well, except for one. Discharges with home care instructions are proceeding as scheduled.


    -Supplies have been restocked, but we’re low again. Lists will be included with a nightly report.


    -We have one new patient in the medical bay. Nightly report will have details. Medics are working on it.


    -Radios are going crazy with calls. Most are from the approaching ships. Two of them were from home. One was from Australia, we think. Kenn will be notified so he can verify.


    -Lunch is ready. Thelma says they’re setting it up on the island now. She has everything under control.


    Angela heard Grant rejoin the group. She waved at Ray. “Clinic for a pick-up. We’re heading back.”


    Ray took the lead and got the group moving. Grant stayed in the rear near Greg, unable to maintain the leading pace, but he was definitely improving faster now. He could feel the difference between here and the ship. I only threw up once this time.


    Greg welcomed Grant with a polite nod and turned his attention back to their environment. He didn’t trust Nature either.


    Ray was a bit annoyed that he was forced to go slow, but he was also secretly relieved. Like Grant, his stomach was a mess. He was holding onto it through willpower and distraction.


    Angela read while walking behind Ray, trusting him to lead her.


    -Body pile is starting to stink. We have a guard in place on that hall, but it’s not going to work much longer. When the camp comes back, they will notice the smell.


    -Fuel levels are good if we need to move away from any storms. Captains are waiting for your orders on the overnight location of the Adrianna.


    -12 Eagles resigned. All of them were rookies or level ones. We also had six camp members join. Two are promising, but only if they get the direct attention they need. Details will be included in the nightly report.


    Angela paused again to make sure she stepped all the way over a log that had fallen during the storm. There was a lot of debris, but it looked like it belonged exactly where it had fallen. A jungle wasn’t supposed to be neat and tidy, and this one wasn’t. They would need to make paths all through here to reach the areas they needed, but she didn’t want to ruin the landscape. She had several ideas now that she had actually walked on it, but she would have to confirm those with a few members of the camp before anything could be implemented. Until then, they just had to be careful.


    Angela saw they were a minute or two away from the doctor’s place, according to the map and her brief glimpse on the way to Luke’s cabin the first night. She finished reading the updates. It was the only way she would be able to relax once she returned to the beach. She’d been humoring Marc for well over an hour.


    -Joey intimidated Tobias with only a hard look. His wives don’t have their medical reports. Joey got the horse to respond. Chad agrees the child will be a problem. That kid will be worse than Matt if he snaps.


    -Tonya popped. She drew directly from the ship’s power. Dozens of people saw it. By evening mess, the entire camp will probably know you guys can do that.


    -Some bugs are live. Nightly reports should confirm all have been placed and activated.


    -All wedding arrangements have been covered. No change in the parties.


    “Incoming!” Ray made sure the guards knew they were coming. After everything that had happened here, Eagles were going to be quick to use their weapons.


    Gus stepped out of the shadows behind the treehouse. He scanned the small group, brightening upon seeing Angela.


    Angela stored the updates in her pocket and went to Gus. “Are we on schedule?”


    Gus shook his head. “Actually, we’re done. We were about to head back. A few of us volunteered for doubles today. Megan came out before the crack of dawn. She already had the entire place cleaned when we got here. And while we hauled out the supplies, she organized all the rooms. Once we got everything here, she helped us put it away. It was the fastest stocking job I’ve ever done.”


    “Awesome. I hope you guys are hungry. Thelma and Dwight are getting ready to serve us cow.”


    Gus rubbed his stomach while some of the rookies and camp members frowned at her wording. “Nothing like fresh cow off the grill.”


    “I couldn’t agree more.” Angela glanced around. “Is Megan inside finishing up?”


    Gus sighed. “That’s the bad news. She left about an hour ago. She put me in charge. I hope that was okay.”


    “It’s great. She chose someone responsible before she deserted her shift.”


    Gus wanted to defend the girl. He decided pointing out the obvious again was a better idea. “We’re ready to roll here, boss. Send over a medic and a helper, and they can treat the first island injury.”


    Angela didn’t remind him about Marc’s team or anyone else who’d been hurt. Gus preferred to view the island from today and forget everything that had happened before. Angela planned to encourage that view in the camp members as well as the Eagles. She didn’t want them to think of the island as cursed. It was going to be their paradise. They just had to build it.


    “We roll out in three. Keep them together.” Angela entered the front door of the treehouse as the rookies and Gus counted how many members were in their group now so they could keep track of everyone.


    The stocking crew smiled and nodded, but they didn’t speak to her, her group, or each other. They were working through their emotions. They didn’t have the mental energy for more.


    It bothered Angela that so many people in her camp were going through that right now, but each of those troubled souls were the next fighter or camp member who would be committed to building a better future so those losses weren’t repeated. Gus and Megan would do big things in the Eagles and in their other duties, but Willie and Doris were going to use their grief to become part of the medical staff.


    Willie was already considering what would have happened to their son, Joey, if they’d been trained to care for him. His wife would soon follow, though her reasoning would be the need to comfort other kids as they died because that had been all she could do for her own while the radiation sickness took him. Grief and recovery came in many forms. The couple would lean on each other and eventually, they would become instructors at the Safe Haven medical school. They would only cover the basics, but it would be the start that led to classes for each specific field in medicine as they had to face it. Fifty years from now, Safe Haven University would send groups of graduates out into the world once a year to help rebuild hospitals and clinics while teaching people to survive.


    The smell of cleaning chemicals slapped Angela’s nose and roiled her stomach. She forced herself to enter anyway, hoping she didn’t gag. Everyone who had survived the radiation exposure was going through moments like this, but she didn’t want anyone to witness hers. It was always better for the peace of the herd if they didn’t know the cowboy on guard had a stomachache.


    Angela was impressed as soon as she saw what Megan and the others had done. Fully stocked shelves of the medical supplies they used most were next to the reception area, and the folder system Morgan preferred had already been implemented. The brightly colored tabs stood out in contrast to the white tabs that were for non-emergency cases. The folders were ready to go, waiting for patient information. Also on the counter was a clipboard with printed templates and a box of pens. Angela found wheelchairs, I.V. stands with the wheels already attached, and even a stack of pans nearby in case anyone felt sick.


    Angela went to the rear rooms and opened the doors, bracing for the harsh chemical smells this time. She froze in the middle doorway as a shadow moved through the room. What the hell?


    Angela’s hand slid to her gun as the apparition turned toward her. Another shadowy figure flew by her at high speed, strangling the first image. Both parties fell to the floor and then disappeared as the ghost door slammed right through her hands.


    Angela slowly backed out of that hall.


    A hand settled on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”


    Angela grabbed the hand and flipped the person over her hip like Neil had been teaching her.


    “Stop!” Gus brought up his shield, assuming she would go for her gun next.


    Angela stared in regret but also pride. I was finally able to toss him. He just had to scare the shit out of me. Angela held out a hand. “Sorry.”


    Gus lowered his shield and took the hand up. “You were screwing around in front of the camp, right?”


    Angela snickered. “Yeah, let’s go with that.”


    Gus grew serious as he stood. “I am sorry. I thought you knew I was here.”


    “I saw a vision.”


    “Past or present?”


    Angela shrugged, impressed by his astute guess. “I’m assuming past, but that isn’t verified.”


    “What did you see?”


    Angela moved toward the exit. “It looked like the doctor strangled one of her patients.”


    Gus didn’t ask any more questions. He moved faster, nudging Angela out the door ahead of him. “Time to go!”


     


     


    2


    Marc spotted Angela and her group as they returned. He saw Greg and Gus were more alert than usual. Angela appeared normal. Marc chose to follow her lead. He nodded to her and held up his cup. “No refill this time.”


    Neil took the cup over to the bar. “Are you going to give him permission?”


    All eyes went to Greg as he marched over the beaten path to the beach.


    Greg felt it and tensed even though he couldn’t read their thoughts.


    “Yes, but he won’t like the requirement.”


    Neil didn’t ask what it was. Gus and Greg were coming in their direction. They were about to find out what Marc required.


    “You know, you guys could all go find something to do for a few minutes.”


    “You got it.” Neil headed for the pool, rubbing his shoulder and taking the hint. You don’t need to beat my ass twice.


    Kenn nodded, following Neil’s lead. “I have a vain intervention to handle. Be back in a bit.”


    “Perfect. Unless she already has you on something, that’s your mind fix.”


    Kenn grinned. He liked working under people who understood how his brain worked. If he didn’t have a project to stew on, he might find his own and that was dangerous. Not as much anymore, but old habits did die hard.


    Marc gestured. “We’re staggering to land shortly. I smell barbeque and I want it.”


    Kenn was glad to get the invite. “After we eat, we should all come right back and swim. Morgan’s head might explode.”


    The rest of Marc’s team grinned, shaking heads and getting comfortable.


    Greg came up the ladder as Kenn went down the ramp.


    Greg came straight to Marc. He waited, not sure what was supposed to happen now.


    “Dog?”


    Dog glanced up at Marc’s call. He gazed at Greg, ears drooping.


    Marc frowned. “No one told you to eat all four bowls.”


    Dog belched.


    Men laughed as the wolf groaned.


    Marc sighed. “Now, Dog.”


    Dog’s tail wagged. Then a loud fart ripped out, scattering the team.


    Greg laughed with Marc as he realized the wolf was clearing the seats to give them privacy. He sat on the chair next to Marc, pulse calming a few beats.


    Marc waited until the others were out of hearing distance, then he turned cold. “There’s only one requirement. You can’t be single.”


    Greg blinked. “Say that again.”


    “You. Can’t. Be. Single.” Marc shifted, searching for a more comfortable spot. “If you’re single, I have to worry about you growing into a rival and I already have enough of those.”


    Greg’s handsome face and scarred hands clenched. “You are threatened by me. You lied.”


    Marc didn’t mind a little more truth. The alcohol made it easy to tell Greg what he thought, what he’d thought for a long time. “You’re a good man with a strong place, and you have honor. Of course I’m threatened by you. Of all her admirers, you’re the one who’s most likely to end up with the prize in the end.”


    Greg shook his head. “I don’t see her that way.”


    “I know. That’s why you might be the one.” Marc let Greg, and everyone who was still listening, in on his future plans. “I’m leaving a will and some notes. I’m almost finished with it. My burn box will come to you, not Ivan.”


    Greg was honored, and suddenly terrified that he couldn’t pay the price. “What do you want in return?”


    “Nothing but your loyalty to the way things are right now. The instant you start eyeing my place or not doing your job, you’ll be gone–from this camp, from our lives, and maybe from the planet. The same goes for any of her choices who disappoint her.”


    There’s the threat I expected earlier. It made Greg feel better. It also demanded the same honesty. “I need to be one of you so I can keep her alive when you’re gone, but I won’t ever be your sponge. I don’t really like you. I never have.”


    Marc sighed. “Perfect answer. Now all you have to do is pick a different hole and plug it.”


    Greg gaped at Marc’s crude remark. “You can’t mean that.”


    “Ah, but I do. If you don’t have a companion by mess tonight, you don’t get the prize and you’re off Angela’s guard detail. We’re not locking you again–control yourself.”


    “By hooking up with some dumbass who won’t ever know she’s being used?”


    “I was thinking a smartass who will figure it out eventually.” Marc jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the sunbathers.


    Greg saw Lisa. He frowned. “I don’t want to do this.”


    “And I don’t want Angela to share her gift with you. We’re both not getting what we want.”


    Greg stopped refusing. He was lonely enough to make it work. I’ve only been unlocked for an hour and I’m already screwed. “I’ll handle it.”


    “Good.” Marc sniffed the air. “When’s the food gonna be ready?”


    Greg gave the expected grin, but it fell as soon as he stood up. He walked toward the sunbathers, trying to pick an opening line to use on the woman who was too honest for this, too open. She’ll never believe I changed my mind about a relationship. She’d come to him last night, forcing him to send her away unsatisfied.


    Greg’s body protested. Angela kissed me!


    Greg grimaced. Fine, we’ll base it on sex and go from there. Just don’t expect real emotions. I don’t want her.


    Lisa felt him coming. She rolled over, top falling away.


    Lisa’s naked breasts reminded Greg that he hadn’t visited a servicer or given a service in a long time.


    Greg swallowed. Okay, I want her a little.


    Marc was satisfied. The condition had actually come from Angela and it had little to do with Greg’s honor. “That breeding tree is filling out.”


    Listening mentally, Neil laughed so hard that he slid under the water to keep anyone from hearing it.
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    “You know you’re making a mistake. Why are you going through with it?”


    Charlie stifled a shout. He let the shower door slam, scowling at Kenn as he straightened his tie. “You know why.”


    Kenn snorted. “Even when I thought Courtney was my responsibility, I never considered marrying her just because she was pregnant.”


    Charlie knew that was true. Kenn had been the same way with Tonya. No one was forcing him to marry her. He’d asked because he wanted to. Shame made Charlie lash out. “That’s because you have no honor!”


    Kenn had expected that insult. “If I had married Courtney because she was pregnant, it wouldn’t have been honorable–it would have been my downfall. She was too quick to make bad decisions. There can’t be two of us like that in a relationship.”


    “I don’t care about your life!” Charlie stomped over to the drink machine and slapped the empty glass. “I have to marry her!” Charlie’s wet hair dripped onto his shoulder and the floor.


    Kenn decided to take Angela’s advice. He didn’t think it would work, but he definitely owed them both an honest attempt. “I didn’t like my stepmother. She took advantage of my father and made him even more bitter, and then he took that out on me when she finally left. My real mother got the hell away from him the first time he hit her. She was the smart one.”


    Snared, Charlie frowned. “She left you behind to be abused?”


    Kenn shrugged. “Sometimes parents make a choice to save themselves because they can have more kids. When you’re older, that might make sense. You don’t fear death yet. That will change as you age.” Kenn allowed Charlie to feel his pain. “It’s hard to believe your own parent would do that to you. It was a lifestyle in my family. We were all beaters and abusers. My uncles used to brag about who was best at keeping their women in line.” Kenn winced. “It was the only way I knew to handle a relationship.”


    “You wanted mom for her power. Why are you lying to me?!” Charlie stomped down the hall. “They think I’m stupid!”


    Kenn stared after the boy, not surprised that he hadn’t fallen for it. Charlie was always smarter than his mom. If he ever uses that brain for this camp, they’ll love him too.


    Kenn spotted a work crew entering the elevator with boxes and bags of items. Lace and ribbon hung over the sides, fighting their attempts to keep the rolls in the boxes. Kenn recognized the side effect from all the storms they’d gone through. The arts and crafts room had been stocked before then. They hadn’t had time to fix it yet because it wasn’t a priority area. The kids, den mothers, and camp members had finished the kids’ dorm, but the craft area wasn’t even on their list yet.


    Kenn got his notebook out and added that to his private to-do list. It wasn’t FND; he wasn’t trying to gain anything. He just knew it would make their lives easier to have that room taken care of. There would be more use for it now. Classes would restart for the kids and the Eagles, as well as more paper trails being needed, and there would be new buildings to decorate. Angela would make every effort to ensure their environment was comfortable and a lot of that would center around the decor. They only had the basics in furniture, but what she did with it could mean the difference between mind-numbing and tolerable.


    Kenn went to his stateroom, positive Tonya wouldn’t be there yet. Their small son had started breathing on his own this morning, after pulling the tube out of his nose during one of his I’m ready to be changed and fed right this very second! moments.


    Kenn couldn’t help his grin. My boy’s already loud and demanding.


    Tonya had planned on a shower and then time with the baby and a medic to determine how long he needed to be in the incubator. Then she’d planned to go to her new lab and check on Timmy’s progress in sorting and filing her folders. Kenn still wasn’t ready to face her, but it would give him a chance to verify that she hadn’t moved out of their cabin. It felt cowardly to handle her this way after everything he’d done and they’d gone through, but he wasn’t sure that he could do the right thing here. He was giving her time alone to make sure of what she wanted and to follow through with any plans she might have made in anticipation of this moment.


    Wonderful smells floated through the ship, reminding him of the feast waiting on the island. Under the wonderful smells was a burnt odor that people told each other was a bad batch of food that hadn’t made it out to them. The Eagles knew it was bodies being burned. Jeff had that chore today. No one knew why he’d volunteered again, but they’d been grateful they didn’t have to do it.


    The halls were full of residents, slowing Kenn’s stride. Now that they’d had a few hours on the island, everyone had a better idea of what they should have packed in their kits. People had remembered suntan lotion and forgotten bug spray. The insects were currently causing a small snarl in the medical bay from those who needed to have bites and scratches checked.


    Kenn found a note taped to their cabin.


    Cats left the med bay. No one has seen them. Keep an eye out?


    Love you.


    Tonya


    Kenn saw the door was slightly open. He assumed a cleaning crew had come by. He entered as he pulled down the note.


    Fast, furious felines flew from the furniture to fillet his fibula.


    Kenn cried out.


    Witnesses winced.


    Sentries snickered as Kenn fell against the door, slamming it shut. Crashes, bangs, and shouts echoed over the amusement.


    “I guess we can quit looking for the cats.”


    Ian nodded at Gus’s joke, marking it off his list. It’s like the cats know she’s moving back there today. “My shift is over in two minutes.”


    “I’m your relief. Go on now.”


    Ian noticed Gus seemed relieved to be here. He didn’t ask why, though he assumed it was because the island didn’t feel right to the big man. I’ll feel it for myself shortly.


    Ian smiled at the little boy on the nearby couch. Joey had ended up here with a book and a restless twitch. “Are you ready to go over?”


    Joey rose eagerly at Ian’s question, bouncing as he walked next to the man.


    Guards cleared the way at the top of the ramp for them to come through, not wanting to be bumped by the excited child.


    Ian enjoyed the boy’s happiness. If I were a little closer to him, I would offer a piggyback ride and make sure Bernice saw it as we walked by. It would have been a great way to show her I might be a good father to Crissy and any kids we have.


    Joey grabbed Ian’s hand as they hit the top deck and came into view of the mostly naked sunbathers lining the rail. “Will you give me a piggyback ride?”


    Ian brightened. “It would be my honor.” He knelt down to let the little boy climb on.


    Joey didn’t care that people were staring or that Ian was using him to impress a girl. He was using Ian to get what he wanted. Why shouldn’t we both benefit from the deal?


    Both of Tobias’s wives were near the end of the side deck, by the ramp. They smiled shyly at him, approving of his compassion for an orphan.


    Tobias scowled. That isn’t just any orphan!


    The women ignored him, waving at the little boy.


    Ian pushed the moment. He flashed a charming smile at the sisters. “Debra has point now. I’m heading off ship. Thank you for making my shift easy. Have a great time.” He strolled away, bouncing around to make Joey giggle.


    Ian wanted to see if Bernice had noticed, but that might give away his game.


    Joey leaned closer so Ian could hear his whisper. “She was watching you the whole time. I think she likes you too.”


    Ian realized the boy had asked for the ride to help him. “Any advice?”


    Joey grinned. “She likes it that you’re good with kids.”


    “Why doesn’t she want to date me? Is it because I’m a normal or just an Eagle?”


    Joey tightened his grip on Ian’s shoulders. “She wants somebody who can protect her and her daughter no matter what happens. You’re not high enough in Eagle or camp rank. If you were, she would date you, I think.” Joey gave full honesty this time instead of withholding important details like his father had taught him to do. “She doesn’t really want to date anyone, though. She misses her old life. Go slow or you’ll scare her off.”


    Ian realized the boy was a lot more mature than he appeared. “Thanks.”


    Ian put a hand around the child as he swung over the ladder. “Hang on.” Ian automatically braced to be strangled like the other kids did when they were told that.


    Joey let go. He trusted Ian to get him to the bottom, but he didn’t like holding onto the man. There was nothing wrong with Ian, and in fact, he was nice compared to some of the others in Safe Haven, but Joey didn’t like to touch or be touched.


    Sitting close to the buffet tables, Angela had spotted them coming down the ladder. She caught the thought.


    Ian had planned to take the boy to the line of children who were getting fishing lessons from Stanley and Raheem. Nearby, Theo and Tim weren’t officially on guard duty, but they had volunteered to be extra eyes on the kids so the boss wouldn’t be as stressed. Molly appreciated that even though she had been assigned. Duty over the kids when they were having fun was great even though it was exhausting. Still, it didn’t hurt to have extra help.


    “Good afternoon, Safe Haven. It is officially shift change. You have four minutes to get to your posts.” The radio echoed with Jonny’s bored voice. He clearly preferred playing music to giving the announcements, but Angela had made it part of his job. He couldn’t refuse.


    Angela motioned.


    Ian slowly changed directions, weaving between Eagles who either had to work or were getting off duty. He’d seen her stare. He hoped he wasn’t taking Joey to a punishment. He wasn’t close to the child, but he wanted him to have fun. It bothered Ian that Joey had remained on the ship while everyone else had come over to have a good time.


    Angela smiled at both of them. “Would you like to visit with the boss for a little while? Everybody else wanted to do something else. I’m a little lonely.”


    Both males brightened even though it was obvious by all of the people edging closer to her small campsite that she was lying to make them feel better.


    Ian and Joey sat down on either side of her.


    “I have a few more updates. I put them in your cabin.”


    Angela assumed it wasn’t anything important or he would have brought them straight to her. “You’re off duty for the next 24-hours. Try to have some fun.”


    Ian smiled at her. “But?”


    Angela chuckled. “But be ready to work tomorrow evening. You’ll be with Theo and Grant. We have some ship stuff to do.”


    “You got it.” Ian didn’t ask any questions. He doubted she wanted everyone in this crowd to know their battle plans. “I may go hang at Adrian’s campsite in a little while. I need to talk to Kendle. Any messages you’d like me to pass?”


    Angela snorted. “If I want them to know something I’ll think it. They’re both scanning my thoughts like rabid dogs.”


    The feeling of being listened to vanished.


    Angela sighed in relief. It was frustrating to be surrounded by hundreds of people who wanted to know your every thought. She took a few seconds to herself to consider the next steps but quickly stopped as she felt Marc scan her from the deck of the ship. Damn it! “It’ll be dark in an hour. Will you be back in time for the wedding?”


    Ian shrugged. “I might go for a walk after I talk to Kendle.”


    Angela sensed another secret coming to light. “A lie or something more dangerous?”


    Ian frowned. “A lie can be deadly. You know that.”


    Angela did, but she wanted to know the surprise before he delivered it to everyone else.


    “I put it in your notes.” Ian shifted and made a quick hand gesture to get her the information she wanted.


    Other islands question.


    Angela immediately rotated toward Joey with a welcoming smile. “How are you adjusting?”


    Ian understood she didn’t want anyone to know that one. He sent his mind to the long walk up the hill and how much he was dreading it on his shaky land legs. Ian went to get something to eat first. Maybe that’ll help settle my stomach.


    Angela and Joey fell into a conversation about his routine and schedules. She touched his arm and hair and smiled to help him relax, but also to let everyone else know he wasn’t a threat. The other kids were looking over and some of them were getting jealous. That was exactly what she was hoping for. If they thought Joey was worthy to be around her, then they might not shut him out as much. “You know it’s not your fault.”


    Joey shrugged, eyes dropping to the ants on the grass at his feet. “Doesn’t matter to them.”


    “Not all of them, no. But we all live with that. There are parts of my camp who can’t stand me and want me gone. It sucks, but I deal with it–like you have been. I’m proud of you for not getting angry and doing anything bad.”


    Joey’s mood lifted. He leaned over and rested his cheek against her arm.


    Angela hugged him and sent out a wave of motherly affection, sensing the boy wanted a comparison.


    After a minute, Joey straightened.


    Curious, Angela lifted a brow. “Well?”


    Joey considered. “Better than my dad.”


    Angela laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


    “But it’s not the same as having a real mommy who loves me just because I’m hers.”


    Angela couldn’t handle his pain. She reached out and took him into her arms.


    Joey settled awkwardly on her lap, willing to tolerate the embrace because of who was giving it.


    Angela rested her cheek against his. “I do love you because you’re mine.”


    Magic swirled around them, lighting up dark places in both their souls.


    Joey hugged her, tightly this time. “Now that’s better!”


    Angela laughed again. “Did you just manipulate me in front of my entire camp?”


    Joey leaned back, grinning from ear to ear. “You wanted me to be myself.”


    Angela’s laughter rang across the camp, lifting the mood of every person who heard it. “Here comes Cate. Go play. I want to see you having fun.”


    Joey leapt up and took off toward his friend.


    Angela looked toward the ship.


    Marc felt her call. His team had all returned now. They’d given him time to handle Greg while checking in with their loved ones, but even the tempting barbeque wasn’t enough to bring their women back to the island. All the infants hated it. They’d stopped spitting up as soon as they were back on the water. Jennifer, Samantha, and the others were in the camp lounge with iced tea, cookies, and a fan.


    Richie moved among the senior men, collecting empty cups and garbage. The pool was being used by a couple, and Neil, who was soaking the pulled shoulder muscle while watching the 1988 Superbowl on the biggest TV screen most of them had ever seen.


    Marc got to his feet as Ivan came over to carry Dog. “Tell the women the boss will expect them to come and get plates before the wedding. The camp needs to see everyone spending time on land.” Marc walked toward the ladder, ignoring Greg and Lisa, who were making out in the far corner of the huge swimming pool. He went down the ladder, hating how slow and awkward he was. He also loved it that he was able to do it on his own.


    The rest of the team came down behind him. Ivan carried Dog on his shoulders. “If you fart, I’m throwing you into the water.”


    Dog whimpered and held it in. Pick a target and hurry!


    Ivan moved up next to Daryl as they crossed the bridge.


     


     


    2


    “It’s amazing here.” Allison observed the island and the camp, having a good moment for a change. The smell of barbeque tempting her nose was sweet.


    She and Zack had been here for hours, basking in the sunlight and a surface that didn’t lurch and jostle and send chills down her spine when it creaked and groaned. Zack had secured them a spot near the beach, but Allison hadn’t even walked in the surf yet and she wasn’t going to unless someone pushed her into it. If not for the amenities, and lack of bugs, she wouldn’t return to the ship at all. She slapped mildly at a tiny fly on her lotioned arm. She assumed it could smell the sweat underneath.


    “I can’t believe I’m here.” Allison had thought she would die from the cancer long before now. Conner’s transfusions were giving her another chance to live and she was grateful beyond words.


    Next to her, Zack grunted agreement, but his mind was on his sons. Mike and Eric knew how to fish. They were helping the younger kids learn how, under the close supervision of the adults and guards. Timmy was sitting nearby, but he was staring at the ocean. He and Megan looked like twins. Neither of them had moved in an hour. Zack knew she hadn’t been punished yet for leaving her post early, but she would be.


    He didn’t care right now. Cathy’s disappearance had finally been noticed. The camp had been told she jumped ship and was missing, but most people knew the truth. She’d crossed the age line and been severely disciplined for it. After the discipline, she hadn’t been willing to stay in Safe Haven and try to regain her honor. Very few people considered the possibility that she might not be alive.


    Zack turned his attention to the man standing near the pontoon bridge with a bait bucket. Tim wasn’t welcome in any group right now, even though half the camp agreed with him. Because of his choice, awful things had happened. He hadn’t been forgiven.


    Zack wasn’t looking forward to Tim’s trial. The camp was talking about the upcoming vote on whether or not to remove the right to privacy from their constitutional document, but between those moments, people were staring at Tim, wondering if he could be trusted. Zack doubted he would stay in Safe Haven after the vote. If he isn’t charged and executed. We’re all still pissed.


    Zack caught sight of Mike smiling at the girl standing next to him. He was helping Leanne learn how to cast. It was obvious the two got along well. Zack planned to encourage that relationship. At least one of my sons might end up happy.


    He didn’t know what to do for Timmy other than to leave the boy alone and give him time to adjust. Zack hoped it would be enough. He, along with several others, were observing to make sure he didn’t do anything crazy, like hurt himself. Zack didn’t think he would. Timmy is in mourning right now. Not for Cathy, but for the life he thought they would lead together. When that mourning stage was over, his middle son would come out fighting. Timmy always handled challenges this way. The apocalypse had changed a lot, but not the core of who most people were.


    And that brings me to Tommy. Zack scanned the man on guard duty at the edge of the pontoon bridge. He hadn’t been allowed inside the ship again, though Zack knew Tommy had been assigned to a cabin and other work shifts. That’s another one who won’t stay in Safe Haven long. Nobody loses that much honor and then rebuilds it. It’s different if they lost their honor before they came. Once they lose it here, it’s almost impossible to get it back.


    Zack swept the top of the cliff, where Adrian and Sadie were both sleeping. He quickly glanced away, not wanting anyone to think he was longing for their former leader. I’m just keeping an eye on him like I am everyone else. The boss understands.


    Zack swept the beach and paused. “That might get ugly.”


    Allison followed his line of sight to the busy pontoon bridge where Shawn and Missy were also coming from the ship. Both of them already had their cameras out. One was taking snapshots while the other made a video. The group in front of them were waving, smiling, and shouting fun things at the camera. They didn’t see Brittani coming across the bridge toward the ship.


    Zack stood up, scanning the group. Conner and Candy were there, but if there was a problem, Conner would only cover Candy and get her out of the way. Jonny was also in the group, but he’d been distracted since hitting on Grant and getting hit by Ray. Zack didn’t know if he was dependable anymore.


    Jayda and Ed became aware of the problem at the same time. They stopped, putting out arms to keep the others from going by.


    Brittani tensed as she saw Trinity.


    Trinity wore a bikini with thin red straps. It matched her red handbag and red flipflops while showing off slender hips and giant breast swells. The wide brown tourist hat completed the ensemble perfectly. In comparison, Brittani’s jeans and plain white t-shirt were covered in sweat stains and food splatters that were also in her hair and on her face and hands.


    Trinity smirked. “Make way for the help.”


    People around Trinity leaned away, frowning in disapproval.


    Candy went around them all, eager to get her large stomach out of their way.


    Conner stayed, glaring at Trinity. “Stop it.”


    Trinity swept the dirty cook in contempt. “Stop what? Telling the truth?”


    Jayda went around them next, shaking her head. “Some skanks need a hard hit to wake them up.” She gave Brittani a pointed look to remind her of their conversation. Some parts of Safe Haven were just as ugly as the old world had been.


    Brittani sighed. This isn’t racism even though she’s using those lines. She thinks that will hurt me. This is all about Gus.


    Jayda didn’t believe her. She kept walking. The small friendship that had started among the trio had ended as soon as Trinity and Brittani had decided to fire on each other. After that, she’d had to pick a side.


    Brittani walked forward, putting her nose in the air. She sniffed as she went by the group. “Why does it smell like dirty ass right here?”


    People laughed as Trinity flushed.


    Brittani had spotted the woman’s weakness as soon as she came into view. Trinity was vain. Calling her hygiene into question would bother her for days. It also confirmed her theory on why Trinity was attacking her and not Bernice. That female was stunning. She was above Trinity in every way except for Eagle rank.


    Brittani smirked. “Wait until she joins the Eagles and starts advancing, with Gus at her side. Trinity may leave!”


    Wade chuckled as he went by her to join his team. “Trinity has no idea who she’s messing with.”


    On the bridge, Trinity continued to the island, but the day was ruined for her. I shaved. Did I use deodorant after that?


    Trinity sank down on the blanket next to a camp woman and tried to catch a whiff of herself without anyone noticing.


    The camp woman got up and went to find someone else to sit with.


    Witnesses relaxed as the two women separated and Marc’s team came across the bridge. Shawn and Missy began calling for people to pose, drawing attention toward them.


    Allison blew out a breath. “That was a close one.”


    “Yes, but I doubt it’s over.”


    Allison frowned. “What do you mean?”


    “During this final battle with the UN, the Eagles can’t be in all places at once. I wouldn’t be surprised if those two go at it the first chance they get.”


    “I thought that fight was an act.”


    “As do most people. If they get caught fighting, the charges will be filed and they’ll both be banished.” Zack’s eyes narrowed. “Unless Jayda gets her way and then we might have to burn Trinity at the stake.”


    Allison laughed at his exaggeration.


    Fresh tension rippled across the beach, drawing attention from the Eagles. Only a few others noticed. They were busy laughing at Adrian as Sadie woke and attacked him again.


    Zack and Allison both caught it. They scanned the camp, searching for whatever problem was about to hit them. The familiar feeling brought dread and nausea.


    “It’s mine!”


    “It was lying on the sand! I just wanted to see it.”


    “It’s mine! Give it to me right now!”


    The shouting match between Amy and Joey drew attention from those closest. Zack kept an eye on it as the bad feeling grew stronger.


    Joey held out the small doll. “I’m not stealing it.”


    Amy snatched it from his hand, anger blazing. “You’re like your dad! You think you can take something even when it belongs to someone else!”


    Joey glared. “I am not. He was a bad man.”


    “I’ll bet you grow up to be a bad man too!”


    Cate had been next to Joey, rebuilding a sandcastle the strengthening surf had washed out. She stood up, frowning at Amy. “He didn’t steal your ugly little toy. Go away.”


    Amy’s rage flared hotter. “I knew you’d take his side!” She kicked sand toward the older girl.


    Cate stepped forward to keep Joey from being hit.


    Amy took that as a sign of aggression. She ignored the adults telling her to stop or calling her name. She balled her fists. “If you don’t get out of my way, I’m going to hurt you and him too.”


    The threat against Joey removed Cate’s control over herself. She slapped the younger girl.


    Unprepared for the pain, Amy hit the ground and stayed there, holding her cheek. Amy whimpered. “She hurt me!”


    Cate rolled her eyes. “We’ve seen you kill people, remember? Get up.”


    Amy had always felt the pain through her witch. Now that she was locked, being hit hurt a lot more. It was also a great way to gain sympathy from the den mothers who were helping her up. Even the Eagles were giving Cate sharp looks. Amy hid her gloating expression. She tried hard to sound her age. “I just wanted my dolly back.”


    More people began to frown at Cate.


    Cate glared in return, face slowly icing over. “I knew I couldn’t trust any of you.”


    Joey tugged on Cate’s arm. “Let’s find something else to do.”


    The two children turned around to find Angela standing there.


    Cate braced to be punished.


    Angela stared at Joey with a blank expression and a mind locked to everyone around them, including Marc.


    Marc and his team had come to a stop to observe, not sure if they should interfere.


    Angela concentrated, bringing up the time stream. She did it quickly, before anyone could intervene. She also reached a hand out.


    Neither child knew who she was requesting. Both of them touched her fingers.


    Angela gasped. She took a step back and wiped her hand down her pants to remove the slimy feeling.


    Cate stared at her. “You won’t, will you?”


    Joey shuddered.


    Cate glared at Angela. “If you hurt him, you and I will be enemies for life.”


    Joey pulled on Cate’s hand again. “Come on. Let’s go play.”


    Angela stared at the children as they ran to the other end of the small beach. The familiar sense of not being willing was all around her now. She flashed through those first moments, spotting what they had all overlooked.


    Angela brought up her everything’s fine smile and flashed it around at Eagles, descendants, and normals. Despite being one or the other, she almost considered the Eagles to be both because of the way they were able to put their differences aside and work together. It also shined through in the moments where their cooperation and teamwork influenced the fate of Safe Haven or one of her members.


    But not this time. I’m the only one who sees it. It’s my responsibility to either alert the others or handle it.


    Angela turned toward Marc.


    Marc was watching his daughter in concern, but it was also tinged in disapproval. He didn’t like it that Cate had hit the smaller girl. He didn’t understand what had really happened, but as soon as she explained it, Marc would react. That’s just who he was.


    Angela kept a lock on her thoughts–the one only Jennifer was able to get through. She returned to their campsite and settled down on the blanket, but inside, she tried to figure out a way to turn this into an advantage for her camp. The cost would be one small child and she would be the only one who knew he’d been sacrificed. It’s not the first time.


     


    Ian slipped into the tree line during the din with the kids. As far as he knew, no one had seen him go. Now that they were on land, everyone needed to practice their skills in tracking and evading. Ian was taking this opportunity to do both.


    Ian heard voices raising behind him. Camp members were getting grumpy, tired, nervous, drunk, angry. Finding out the vote had been moved up and they only had a few hours left to make a final choice had dampened the mood a little. The fact that it was also late afternoon didn’t help. Their fun day was almost over. After this, no one knew what to expect. But they sense something bad coming. Ian did too, but he didn’t think it was something from the outside. It wasn’t an enemy problem. This felt like an inside job.


    Ian stopped and turned, able to view small groups of people through the breaks in the trees as the wind blew. Ian saw Angela and a couple known members of the law council exchanging looks while the Eagles hurried to get between two arguing camp women. In moments like this, the council was giving themselves away by making any kind of contact. Ian had put that in his notes last night, but it would take Angela time to implement a solution.


    Ian saw Chad join Marc’s team. The rookie reached over and rubbed the snakehead souvenir Daryl had put on a string and hung from his neck. Then he strode toward the ship. Ian assumed the man was about to do something hard, like a cannonball or asking someone on a date.


    A bit grossed out, Ian turned back to the jungle. He did want to ask Kendle if she knew anything about the other islands, but this alone time was needed for his state of mind and their future. Kendle was just the cover. Ian wanted to walk the areas where they’d lost men. He was searching himself to determine what he could handle now. Spending time thinking about it was required and he couldn’t do that on the ship.


    Debra had that covered, overseeing the setup for the vote and also making sure the finishing touches were put on the honeymoon suites for the wedding parties. The coming vote, Nature, and the wedding were popular topics. Everyone wanted to avoid the UN fight, but Angela’s new assistant, Ed, was about to start handing out upgraded patches. It would be an instant reminder.


    Angela had given everyone a bump in level who had participated in clearing the island. Lower-level Eagles and those who hadn’t been cleared for duty would watch the senior men attach the new rank patches to their jackets with longing. The coming run would most certainly give that glory to them. The senior men would use that incentive like they always had, but it felt deceitful to Ian.


    This job is deadly. He patted his pocket. Placing bugs in the enemy’s home was a perfect example. If caught, they might kill him. Rookies have a right to know what they’re signing up for. No matter what choice I make personally, I’m always going to feel that way and at some point, I may need to do something about it.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Seven
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    “It’s been a good day.”


    Angela nodded, rubbing her stomach. “I can’t eat another bite. I may sleep right here.”


    Marc laughed. He and his team had also enjoyed the food. The tastes and smells had been amazing.


    He swept the eating, lounging, content camp. Then his eyes went to the clifftop. Adrian had switched to the shade of a tree to keep observing. He’d been there for hours, writing and occasionally servicing Sadie. That satisfied female was sleeping next to him between bouts. Marc wasn’t sure that was what he’d meant as a punishment for the man. But I do need to talk to him.


    “Ivan will take you.” Angela smiled.


    Marc snickered. “Come on, Ivan. Push me up the hill.”


    Ivan complied willingly enough. The mood was perfect right now. It was time for something to screw that up.


    People noticed Marc moving through the crowd. When they saw where he was heading, they kept track, curious. A few of them had wanted to go visit with Adrian, but they hadn’t been sure how leadership would feel about it.


    Adrian saw Marc coming. He swept Sadie’s naked, love-marked body. “Company is coming up the hill. Would you like my jacket?”


    Sadie growled at being woken. She was tired. She’d spent all night digging out of the bunker and all day claiming her mate.


    Adrian chuckled. He slipped out of his jacket and draped it over her.


    Sadie snuggled under it, inhaling deeply.


    Her moan made Adrian’s ego swell. I did a good job.


    Adrian returned to his notes until Marc arrived. It was a long hill and he had too many thoughts in his brain to waste time. Copying the other parts of the book he’d lost was possible, but these new pieces had to be captured when they arrived. As he’d watched Safe Haven grill and picnic, a powerful piece of the past had appeared in his mind.


    Marc didn’t notice the rough ride up. His mind was centered on what his demon had told Angela.


    “Create a world where evil is valued even as it works for the good.”


    He didn’t know yet how they would do that, but Angela had spent hours on it last night and they were both working on it now. With both of them digging, Marc was sure they would find a solution. He’d been afraid to ask his demon because he’d feared there wasn’t anything they could do. It was a relief to know that wasn’t the case.


    He was also fascinated with Conner’s blinking theory. He hadn’t had a chance to ask Angela any questions about it yet. Their morning had come early and been busy, but he wanted to know if she felt it when she blinked. Does it hurt? What happens to the thought she’s working on? Is there a way to speed up the body processes to adjust for the new mental load? Is it dangerous to her? That was the one Marc was worried about.


    Ivan didn’t get into Marc’s thoughts. He pushed the chair, enjoyed the good vibes, and refused to think about a redhead with a talent for curse charms.


    Marc felt Ivan’s relief, but he didn’t ask about it. He already knew. Kenn’s thoughts had been full of it this morning. Marc had been shocked to find out Tonya had caused so much damage. He hadn’t realized curses were physically dangerous. Angela had made it clear that there were several different kinds.


    Ivan shoved, reaching the top of the hill. He admired the view while gasping for air.


    Marc set the brake on the chair.


    Adrian finished his sentence and put the book down as Marc limped over on his cane. “May I?”


    Marc moved closer.


    Adrian put a hand on Marc’s leg. The energy he sent was ancient, powerful. It sank into Marc’s bones and sped up the healing process.


    Marc sighed as the dull ache faded. I wish we could do that for ourselves. “Thank you.”


    “It’s my honor.” Adrian smiled at Dog, who’d insisted on struggling up the hill next to the chair. “May I?”


    Dog growled, snapping at him.


    Adrian snatched his hand back as Marc chuckled.


    The wolf dropped down awkwardly next to the chair and stared at Adrian in dislike.


    Adrian shook his head as Marc reached into his pocket. “I don’t know anything about it. I can’t tell you anything.”


    Marc stared, trying to understand what Adrian wasn’t saying.


    Adrian motioned toward Conner, who was on a blanket near the tall grass with Candy and a few others. “He knows most of the old stories.”


    Marc nodded, getting it. Nature would have access to Adrian’s thoughts. If the antler piece could help them, she didn’t need to know they had it.


    Marc studied Sadie, seeing evidence of a satisfied woman. “Will she be living in the shack with you?”


    “No. She just doesn’t have that information yet.”


    “I see. What about the others?”


    Adrian shrugged. “I didn’t ask. I assume they’ll use Luke’s bunker.”


    “Tell Kendle the cabin and his bunker are hers, as his widow.” Marc carefully dug the picture from his pocket. “This is too.”


    Adrian scanned the image. That explains some things. Adrian put it inside his notebook. “I’ll make sure she gets it.”


    “And the other thing? The one you discussed with Dog?”


    Adrian tensed as that conversation flashed in his mind.


    If drawn by a bright enough light, lost souls might come, ready to mend old hatreds and be reborn in peace. That might shift the balance of good and evil to man’s favor.


     


    Adrian was careful with how he phrased it. He wasn’t sure how much Marc wanted Ivan to know. “I’ve studied it from several angles. I don’t have answers yet, but I have a trail I’m following.”


    “I assumed we’d need a restful walk?”


    Adrian was glad Marc wasn’t openly talking about dream walking. The Eagles were okay, but there were a lot of camp members close enough to hear them. “Yes, but only the founders.”


    “I’ll let her know.” Marc shifted on his ankle, letting the cane hold his weight. “What do you know about blinkers?”


    Adrian’s brows came together. “She’s blinking?”


    Ivan stared in confusion. “I thought that was a couples’ thing.” Ian had asked him about it this morning.  Ivan had guessed.


    Marc waited for Adrian to answer.


    “The labs didn’t mess with them often. It’s addictive to be in your head while thinking that fast.”


    Marc nodded. “They didn’t mess with it because it’s dangerous, right?”


    Adrian shrugged. “I think they just didn’t get anything from it. Blinkers take years sometimes, but then they solve an amazingly hard puzzle or challenge. The government wanted faster results.” Adrian’s face darkened. “It can be dangerous if the person forgets to live in reality.”


    “I’ll keep track of it.” Marc continued to the next item on his mental list. “She’ll be setting training schedules and classes soon. People have already been asking about it. When she drafts your part, we’ll have Tommy bring it by. He’s free to come and go–everyone is. Angela said Safe Haven means the freedom to pick your friends.”


    “Thank you. I told Kendle to make up with him. When he comes by, I’ll push it.”


    “No, let her be herself. I want Tommy to see he has better options.”


    Adrian followed Marc’s line of sight to the sad woman sitting near the beach. Megan hadn’t moved in hours. “It’s a shame about her and Darren. I thought they were a good match.”


    “So did I, but he and Hannah had apparently started something too. Now he swears he wants to be a bachelor.”


    “We know you can love more than one person at a time. Our hearts are big enough.”


    Marc made a face. “Angela wants to know if she should expect more of that or if you believed it would fade when you made the breeding tree predictions.”


    Adrian chuckled. “Angela wants to know?”


    Marc snickered.


    Adrian understood Marc was curious. He shrugged. “I didn’t get that far.”


    “I was only asking because we’ll need to know how big to make the rooms.”


    “Uh-huh.” Adrian grinned.


    Marc smiled.


    The moment was nice. Adrian stiffened, scowling. “Why are you up here making nice with me? What’s going on? Am I dying for real this time?”


    Marc laughed. “I’m showing the camp you can get along with someone you hate, and in the end, maybe even come out with a powerful bond.”


    Adrian made a rude noise. “And you expect me to believe that crap?”


    Marc chuckled again. “I’m finally facing destiny?”


    “You’re making her happy so you get laid tonight.” Ivan sank down in the grass. “She may not recognize your tactics, but I do.”


    Marc swept the camp, finding Angela in the crowd. “She’s getting a look at all three of us together right now, each time she glances up here. It shows her three men who will do anything for her. She rarely feels safe. We give that to her.” Marc shifted toward the chair. “I’m ready.” He lifted Dog into his lap.


    Ivan smacked the ground. “I just sat down!”


    “I know. That’s why I’m ready.”


    Adrian chuckled, thrilled with the jobs and locations they’d been cleared for. Kendle and Quinn would have to cover themselves, but he would help with Sadie. When the time was right, he would piss her off and she would turn to Safe Haven and Angela. She would be trained, polished, and matched with someone who was worthy of her. Adrian knew that wasn’t him. He’d been trying to avoid this relationship, but she’d insisted and he was a single man.


    Sadie rolled over, waking. Her eyes went straight to him. “Get over here.”


    Adrian thought about Angela’s perfect ass and slowly rose from the chair. “A man’s work is never done.”


    Ivan brought up a private line as he held Marc’s chair and kept it from rolling away and flipping. He didn’t see it.


    Marc held Dog as they hit another bump. He was hiding his own secrets. He couldn’t dig through ours at the same time. Good job putting a bug right there.


    I pushed it under the dirt. He may find it.


    “I know.” Marc grinned.


    Ivan strained, keeping the chair at a steady pace. I’ll make contact with Sadie soon.


    “Make sure you show her a side of men that she won’t get from him. Despite Angela’s claims that she wants a man who encourages her to take risks, she’s marrying the one who protects her.”


    Ivan was floored. “I never would have made that connection.”


    “You would have, once he becomes your rival.” Marc forced a smile and pushed away those ugly thoughts. No matter how many times he avoided death, the clock was always running in his mind now.


    Tick-tock, Safe Haven. Tick-tock…


    Marc’s head whipped to the side, searching for Nature and those giant snapping teeth.


    Ivan reached the bottom of the hill. He put a hand on Marc’s shoulder. “Easy, Boss.”


    Marc shuddered. “I’m ready to go get drunk again.”


    Ivan was relieved. He didn’t like it here either. This won’t ever be home for us. Nature saw to that.


    “After we handle the UN, I’ll talk to Angela about that recon run Kenn mentioned, but it will take all of us nagging to get her to agree to let me off this island.”


    “Cool. Where are we going?”


    Marc’s head turned northeast. “Home.”


     


     


    2


    Ian knew who was behind him before he turned around. He didn’t need a gift. Her hot, dangerous presence changed the environment when she was near. “Hello, Kendle.”


    “Ian.” Kendle noted he was in jeans and a faded ZZ Top t-shirt instead of Eagle gear like everyone else. “Are you working?”


    “I’m gathering an inventory list while spending some time alone.” Ian gestured with his notebook. “I’ve already been by the other areas. This is my last stop.”


    Ian surveyed her sweatpants and tank top. From a distance she looked like Angela to him. Up close, she was just lucky to be alive.


    “Yes. Lucky.” Kendle scanned him, not getting anything from his thoughts that she needed to worry about. She still frowned. “Why do you need alone time?”


    Ian gave her a pointed glance. “Why do you?”


    Kendle sighed, eyes going to the airstrip. “I’m chasing ghosts.”


    Ian shrugged, making a note about the contents on the shelf. “Never a good idea.”


    “I know.”


    Ian scanned the distance even though the three islands were almost 100 miles from them and not visible. “Do you know anything about the other islands?”


    Kendle shook her head, turning in that direction. “I didn’t leave Pitcairn until Luke flew us out of here. I never heard him talk about the other islands at all.”


    Ian believed her. He added it to his notes. “Thank you.”


    Kendle waited for him to leave.


    Ian frowned at her. “I have a job to do. Chase your ghosts somewhere else!”


    Kendle flushed. She marched toward the tree line. “Asshole.”


    Ian kept going with his notes until he thought she was gone. Then he stepped into the shed. He reached over to lift a box lid and used the shadows to cover him as he placed a little silver listening device on the shelf hinge and activate it.


    Kendle was watching from the trees. All she saw was an Eagle taking inventory. She’d seen them do it 100 times. It never took long. Kendle decided to wait him out. She scanned the opposite direction.


    A small yellow and red boat drew her eye. It was moving fast over the calm blue water and held five people who were too far away for her to scan mentally.


    Ian came out of the shed. He spotted Kendle and followed her surprised line of sight to the boat. Ian motioned. “Call it in. You’ll get credit for the warning.”


    “Maybe next time.” Kendle walked into the trees.


    Scowling, Ian keyed his radio. “Incoming, Boss! They’re right behind our ship, in the blind spot.”
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    “We couldn’t even get one damn day?!”


    People turned at the rage-filled shout, expecting to see Angela.


    Angela stood, sighing.


    Marc’s team was slightly drunk, but they sobered instantly at the sight of the RIB coming toward the beach. They leapt to their feet and brought up shields while hurrying to provide support if Marc needed it.


    Marc brought up his shield as he limped quickly toward the beach, where the intruders would land if he let them. All of the people in the fast boat were waving and shouting, though they couldn’t be heard.


    Camp people rose, retreating toward the jungle. If there was gunfire, they would scatter into the foliage until it was over.


    Angela brought up her shield around the kids and babysitters along the beach, but not to protect them from the strangers. Marc was about to scatter wreckage everywhere.


    Several Eagles spoke up or stepped forward to offer an opinion.


    “I don’t see weapons.”


    “I think they’re survivors.”


    Marc let the RIB clear the edge of the cruise ship, but he didn’t give them time to fire. He blasted hatred at the incoming boat.


    The RIB flipped into the air, scattering people and gear.


    A body slapped the cruise ship and fell under the water.


    Three more bodies hit the waves and popped up, but none of them tried to swim.


    A herd of sharks swam eagerly through the wreckage in search of a meal. The smaller sharks couldn’t fight their way through the larger masses to reach the whales, but they were just as hungry, just as deadly.


    Angela sat back down. She locked her thoughts to keep Marc from knowing how unhappy she was that he’d handled it that way. She’d had her own errors in judgement, her own crosses of that forbidden line. It was only fair that he got to make mistakes too. We’re all killers here in Safe Haven.


    Adrian winced. There was no other way to make sure the normals survived.


    Angela didn’t answer.


    Marc stared at the wreckage, calming, feeling regret now. We could have used information.


    Eagles near him nodded, but they didn’t scold or even mutter. They were always being hunted. The people should have known better than to approach without permission. Marc was right to react so fast. If they’d delayed every time action found them, no one would be here right now.


    The camp loved seeing Marc defend their safety. Good vibes went through the crowd.


    The bubble came into view around the camp.


    People cheered.


    Angela marked the boundary line, as did Marc and many of the senior men and women who’d been wondering how that would work now.


    We were right. It doesn’t cover the ship.


    Angela nodded. We’ll get them living on land as soon as we can.


    Marc still felt her displeasure through their bond, but he didn’t apologize. Someone tried to invade and I handled it. She should be thanking me.


    Angela motioned toward the bridge. “They’re ready to set up for the ceremony. Clear the area, will you? They need room to work.”


    Marc limped that way, mind moving on from this bad moment to the next one that would happen.


    Bits and pieces of the boat washed up, forcing the kids to abandon their playing until it was cleaned.


    Angela stared at the wreckage and bleeding bodies. It wasn’t just Safe Haven’s citizens who were sacrificed in her schemes, but each one served a higher purpose. All she could do was hope that mattered when it came time for her own judgement.


    Kendle joined Adrian at the top of the cliff. She scanned the feeding sharks, trying to estimate how many bodies were there. “Did he get them all?”


    Adrian nodded. “Four came in and four went out.”


    Kendle smiled and sank down in the grass.


    Adrian frowned at her. “What are you so happy about?”


    Kendle’s smiled widened. “Just enjoy the wedding. I’m busy putting a perfect carrot on my stick.”


    Adrian sat down and refused to think about anything but Ralph and Daisey.
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    “It’s time for the wedding. Everyone needs to move toward the beach. If you need help to get there, flag down an Eagle.” Kenn didn’t mind being the mouthpiece for this event. It was the next event that he was concerned with. He expected a few fights over the vote. “Anyone staying the night here needs to go get their gear as soon as the ceremony is over. We’re having a wedding! Come wish our new head den mothers well as they join in holy matrimony.”


    Tim was waiting at the altar for the two couples. He was the only thing Tracy had asked for. Ralph had gotten Daisey to agree. If Tim was later convicted of conspiracy, Ralph said he was going to ask for another ceremony so they weren’t cursed.


    The stunning sunset glinted and shined over the island in brilliant hues and fading warmth. Dark shadows began to run along the beach as the sun sank below the horizon.


    “Gather over here for group photos.” Shawn and Missy were getting pictures and video of the guests.


    Kenn moved through the content camp, passing the word while avoiding those photos and videos.


    A ripple of people began to walk toward the beach, drawing others who were farther away. The music that had been blaring from their ship for hours suddenly stopped.


    Kenn was relieved. Most of the wedding party had vanished an hour ago to put on finishing touches. The brides and grooms had been taken along. Out of all the proposals, only Daisey and Ralph and Tracy and Charlie were going to get married tonight. Everyone else had opted out or decided to wait.


    I understand. Kenn wanted to give Tonya all the frills, like Jennifer, but better. He couldn’t do that with a five-hour set up in dirty sand while surrounded by garbage from a barbecue. He knew Ralph and Daisey wouldn’t mind, but he wasn’t sure about Charlie and Tracy. They both just wanted to get it over with. He was certain they were going to regret it. This was a special day for both parties, even though men didn’t like to admit that. Rushing through it was a mistake. “Gather on the beach, folks. It’s time for us to witness the holy matrimony of some crazy folks.”


    People laughed as he went by. He hadn’t been keeping a count officially, but Kenn believed only half of their camp was still on the island. The rest had returned to the ship, hours ago in some cases. Everyone had heard they were protected here, but none of them were feeling it and the RIB arrival hadn’t helped. They trusted the ocean with all its floating debris piles more than land.


    Shell-shocked. Kenn didn’t know what else to call it. He did know it would last forever. They would eventually adapt to living here, but the survival instinct that Nature had instilled in them during the trip would never fade in this adult generation. Only the kids would have a real shot at not being traumatized every time a bird flew overhead, or a rock slid down a mountainside, or lightning struck in the distance, or cicadas sang. The road to get here had been the ugliest time of all their lives, with only a few exceptions. Kenn refused to name them, not wanting to feel guilty right now. He definitely deserved to, but for this one day, no one was giving him shit, not even Marc. After the explosion, the birth, clearing this island, and then finding out they only had two weeks until the next battle, Kenn’s brain was fried. I may need to take a break before I sign up for the next run.


    All over the beach and all through the Adrianna, men and women were having the same thought. Even hardcore fighters could be pushed to their limit. Most of them were there. If they didn’t get a real break after this one, several people were going to leave during the night. Angela wouldn’t stop them and they would never return out of fear that things would always be the same. They understood having to fight for survival, but if they weren’t a part of Safe Haven’s light, then they wouldn’t have to do it as often.


    Adrian caught those thoughts and more as he watched the camp gather around a pale white canopy fluttering in the wind. Lace and flowers decorated the outside with silken bows in all shades of the rainbow. It was beautiful. Adrian was positive the inside was even better. I wish I could be there to offer congratulations to Ralph and Daisey. “I never would have guessed he was ready to settle down.”


    Kendle snorted. “It’s Angela and that damn breeding tree of hers.”


    Adrian didn’t tell her the breeding tree had come from his notebooks. He also didn’t remind her that Daisey was well beyond childbearing years. He saw people he knew, men, women, and kids he had saved and given everything to. It was good for him to view the fruits of his labor and sacrifices. “And that’s why she’s letting us stay close today.”


    Kendle hadn’t been following his thoughts. She was watching Marc as he stood near the shoreline. He was well-protected, but the sight of him using a cane and having a cast made her want to nurse him back to full health.


    Now Adrian snorted. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


    Kendle chuckled. “Can you imagine the fallout?”


    Adrian didn’t comment on her choice of word, but it was an instant reminder of all those they’d lost. There were so many white balloons!


    Kendle felt Adrian’s sadness, but she didn’t have time for it. Like him, she knew Angela had a reason for letting them stay close, for being generous with the gear that had been delivered. She was soaking up memories of Marc while she was allowed to.


    “She’s showing us the good that comes from making the right choices. Specifically, she’s showing me I built this and it’s worth my honor.”


    Kendle glanced over. “Is it working?”


    Adrian shrugged. “I always enjoy seeing my camp do well, but it doesn’t have as much pull anymore. The carrot on her stick began to rot when she let Marc throw me overboard.”


    Kendle didn’t answer. She just smiled.


    As soon as Kenn reached the people farthest away, he immediately turned back. He didn’t want to be away from the main action. There was a sense that something else was going to happen and he didn’t want to miss it, but even more, he didn’t want Tonya to be involved. She was standing on the top deck by the rail with several other women and their babies. If things went crazy, they would all be in the crossfire. The deck they were standing on had a front row seat to the wedding. Most of the men were glad Angela had arranged it that way. It was starting to get dark. By the time the ceremony finished, it would be. None of them wanted their mate or child to still be on the island when the sun set.


    “Just squeeze inside.” Brittani waved.


    She and her parents were catering the wedding and running security for it. When Kenn had asked Daryl how they felt about being overloaded, he had shrugged and smiled. “They ran that restaurant before the war.”


    Kenn skipped the wedding area and went to the cooking station. He was looking forward to eating whatever had been brewing in those large pots all day. They’d had a barbecue earlier, but this was spicier and heartier. It was all Kenn could do not to start drooling as he got closer.


    Dwight smacked Kenn’s hand as he reached for one of the huge ladles.


    Kenn drew back, surprised and a bit offended to be slapped like a child.


    Dwight handed him a heavy oven mitt.


    Kenn grinned sheepishly. “I guess you should have let me get burned.”


    Dwight shook his head. “Not today. I need another taster and you look like somebody who can stand a little bit of spice.”


    Kenn thought about Tonya and busted out laughing. “You could say that.”


    Distracted by the food, Kenn didn’t see the wedding party approach the shoreline, but he heard everything go quiet and knew that’s what was happening.


    They had set up two large tents on the floating pontoon bridge for everyone to get ready for the ceremony. Petals were floating in the water around the shore, as well as lining the end of the ugly bridge connecting them to land. The pink and blue flowers were fake, though. They couldn’t strip the island just for a wedding.


    Kenn slipped the first bite into his mouth.


    Heat immediately ran down his throat. Steam pushed through his sinuses.


    Fire followed it.


    Hell came next.


    Kenn grabbed for the glass of water Dwight held out. He gulped it, rubbing his tongue along the roof of his mouth. He no longer cared about the wedding procession.


    Dwight paused. “Too hot?”


    Kenn reached around him and grabbed a loaf of bread. He shoved a chunk into his mouth as he spoke. “Course is too damn hot! What fa hell is wrong wiff wou?”


    Dwight laughed, reaching for the brown sugar. “I told you I needed a taster.”


    Kenn quickly moved away before he was asked to try another bite. He could already tell that one was going to be too much.


    Thelma frowned at her husband instead of laughing. “That was mean. You knew the chili wasn’t ready.”


    Dwight put the lid on the pot and got a clean ladle to use. “He was reaching for it without asking. He got what he deserved.”


    The sound of an announcement coming across the ship speakers echoed for a moment, drowning out the laughter, conversations, and the soft lapping of the water against the boat and the island.


    “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today…”


    Both brides were wearing detailed white dresses. Their grooms had black tuxedos. The women had nails painted, new shoes, and makeup. The men had plastic flowers in their lapels and a high shine on their shoes. One of them was beaming and blowing kisses. One was glaring sullenly at the cloth floor. Warm winds blew through the crowded tent, bringing sweat and perfume under suntan oil.


    “…anyone wish to speak against the union of Ralph and Daisey or the union of Charlie and Tracy?”


    The silence was loud.


    “Speak now or forever hold your peace.” Tim paused again.


    Nearly all the witnesses expected Angela to object.


    “I have something to say.”


    People glared at Angela.


    Angela frowned right back. “It wasn’t me. Get your facts straight!”


    Tracy cleared her throat. “I can’t do this.” Tracy lifted the dress to keep it from tripping her while she walked. “Ralph, Daisey–I wish you all the luck in the world. Charlie, we’re through. Stay away from me. Angela, I want an abortion and if you don’t give me one, I’ll take my life.”


    There was complete silence as Tracy left the altar and marched through the shocked guests and witnesses. “And I’m not going back onto that ship until the medics are ready for me. Leave me out of all your plans. As soon as I recover, I’m joining Adrian’s camp. Then I’m finding a way home!” Tracy stepped through the tent flap, bringing an end to her unexpected scene.


    Charlie hurried after her as the camp murmured and muttered amongst themselves.


    Now almost everyone did turn to stare at Angela, not sure what was supposed to happen next. Most of them had never been to a wedding where someone didn’t get married.


    Angela motioned toward Tim. “We still have one happy couple. Tie their knot.”
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    Tim found his place. “Okay, does anyone wish to object to this union? Speak now or forever hold your peace.”


    Daisey leaned forward and kissed Ralph.


    The camp cheered at her sign of commitment.


    Tim smiled at the older couple. “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride back.”


    Cheers echoed as the couple sealed their union.


    The rushing ocean surf was the perfect backdrop for the moment. The shouting wasn’t.


    Angela slowly moved toward the rear of the crowd, away from the dressing room tent where Tracy and Charlie were arguing. She walked toward the tree where Adrian had spent the day. He was at the top of the cliff now, enjoying the larger branches and leaves that provided shade from the light drizzle.


    Ivan followed, unable to read her thoughts but he was certain she was running through her options. At first, he had assumed the scene was part of a plan, but the smoke rolling out of Angela’s ears said she was trying to find a way to counteract at least part of Tracy’s demands. Ivan assumed it was the part where her grandbaby was killed.


    Angela laid down in Adrian’s impression in the weeds, able to smell him and Sadie. She hadn’t come here for that. She needed to be distracted for a moment. The thought of losing that grandchild was painful.


    Tracy had known it would be. She didn’t want to be a mother, but she also knew she could use this to hurt Angela in return for being forced to torture someone, for being forced into admitting she never intended to follow through as a full First Lady of Safe Haven.


    “I can charm her.”


    Angela shut her eyes. “She already has been and it didn’t hold or maybe he released her. Either way, that won’t work.”


    “What will?” Ivan had been trying to keep his distance from Angela emotionally, but he couldn’t stand the crushing pain rattling through the empty holes in her heart right now. “How can I help you?”


    “Only two people might be able to, but neither of them believes they should. I have to leave this alone and let fate do what it means to do.”


    “What does that mean?”


    Angela sighed. “I’ve never been able to change someone’s destiny. I’ve been able to delay it or increase it or even make it happen faster, but I’ve never been able to stop their deaths. I doubt this situation will be any different.”


    Ivan realized she’d finally reached Adrian’s point, where she wasn’t going to fight fate’s decisions anymore. He hated it that life was crushing her hope. “I’ll find a way.”


    “I’d be very grateful. So will my son and his ex-fiancé, though both of those will come in the future. But I don’t think it can be done.”


    “I’d be very grateful.” Ivan was filled with determination. He stared at the tent. Charlie was gesturing wildly, but he wasn’t yelling anymore. Now he was begging. Tracy was busy getting out of the wedding clothes. She wasn’t responding at all. There has to be something I can do.


     Ivan viewed her situation like an Eagle. She would rather go live with Adrian and suffer that lifestyle than to be embarrassed by everyone knowing what had happened. There wasn’t anything he could do to change that. She chose a very public moment and accomplished a very public break-up. However, if she decided to give the baby up for adoption instead of aborting it, people would eventually forget all about this. Most of them, anyway. Angela never would, and neither would Charlie.


    “I considered that too. I’m about to use my last card, but it’s weak.”


    “You’ll offer her anything she wants.”


    Angela loved his quick intelligence. In that area, it was great for him to be like Marc. “Yes, after she’s had some time to cool down, but the only thing she wants is the one thing I don’t want her to have.”


    “Who else have you talked to about this?”


    “A dozen or so, including Tim and members of the Eagles. There’s no law that says she has to carry it.”


    Ivan frowned. “What if we made one? Would it be retroactive?”


    Angela shook her head. “I won’t create a law just to ensure I win. I wouldn’t let anyone else do it. I can’t either.”


    Ivan respected her for doing what was right even though it might crush the rest of the light from her heart. “Why does she want to get rid of it? Does anyone know?”


    “She’s scared of being a mother, among other things. She’s not stable, but she’s made good progress. Her road was hard. She’s been walking it alone because she doesn’t trust anyone. All recoveries have moments where people slip a few steps. The bravery comes when they keep trying to get it right.”


    Ivan was surprised. “You’re proud of her.”


    Angela sighed again. “I am. She stated her wants and needs clearly and she faced me down in front of everyone. I didn’t think she had that in her.”


    Ivan knew Angela rarely underestimated someone. “Maybe you should talk to her again.”


    Angela snorted. “I’ve done enough. Kendle will pick her bunker mates and send the rest to Luke’s cabin. If there’s someone she doesn’t want there, we’ll know it. Until then, I can’t interfere.”


    Ivan finally got it. “You’re bound by Eagle code!”


    “Yes. Safe Haven’s leader has to follow those rules first. Eagle code says I can’t use any of my authority or gifts against Tracy, in any way.”


    So you’re getting me to do it for you.


    Angela blasted him with heat. “I’d be very grateful.”


    Ivan waved his relief over 10 minutes early to cover his post.


    Angela put it from her mind. She splayed her hands in the thick grass and felt the small pouch. She knew it was for her. She slid it into her pocket and sat up. She hadn’t finished that code rule, but her mind went to it now. Safe Haven’s leader had to follow Eagle laws first, and only the Eagles could pick Safe Haven’s leader. The camp got a vote, but it didn’t matter unless the Eagles agreed. Like when Adrian had brought her in, she would have to do everything she could to ensure her heir was accepted and supported by the Eagles. Charlie might have saved his place by being willing to follow through, but there was no way he would ever be able to lead this camp if he let Tracy kill their child. It was a catch-22. He was damned if he interfered and damned if he didn’t.
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    “You forgot something! You have to ask him before you can join his camp and he won’t agree because he doesn’t support killing babies either!” Charlie stomped out of the tent, slapping the flap down. “How can you live with yourself?!”


    Marc led Charlie toward a private area where he could vent without disturbing Ralph and Daisey’s happiness. The camp was getting ready to escort them to their honeymoon suite.


    Angela had insisted on giving them what would have been the most expensive cabin on the ship before the war. She’d thought about putting Kyle and Jennifer in that honeymoon suite, as well as taking it herself, but in the end, she’d decided the old-world memories that lingered would ruin it for them. Ralph and Daisey weren’t carrying the weight of the world on their shoulders. They would enjoy the room the way it had been intended. Angela blushed a little. No room should have that many mirrors.


    Angela stayed away from Marc and Charlie as the father tried to console the son, not wanting to be a part of the drama anymore. If someone else stepped in and convinced Tracy not to have the abortion, that would be great, but it would only delay the inevitable. Charlie’s first child wasn’t supposed to live. Angela didn’t know why and it was breaking her heart.


    Her witch spoke up. There are ways to go against fate. Each of you carry forbidden doors to save your offspring. The same can occasionally be done for someone else. Each live birth guarantees one free life. It has always been this way.


    Angela smiled at Ralph and Daisey as they both looked at her for permission to go to the ship. The camp was already surrounding them. They weren’t going to wait, but it pleased her that they wanted to make sure it was okay. She sent out a blast of approval and then fell back into her mind. Keep going.


    Nature made it so in many species. Some animals and plants can be almost completely crushed and return to their full potential. But only the rare ones, the special ones, the most hunted, the most sought after. Everything is governed by nature’s rules, including the descendants.


    Angela finally had an answer for why they were able to heal or give one of those birth lives to someone else. “It’s to make sure we don’t die out either.”


    Exactly.


    Angela considered what that meant. Despite Nature’s obvious hatred of humanity, they had been given extra gifts because they were rare. “And some of us won’t breed. Some of us did, but lost those children.” Angela began making a mental list of everyone in camp who had lost a child. Each of those descendants might be able to save someone during an emergency.


    She turned back to the witch mentally. But that doesn’t save my grandchild.


    Doesn’t it? The witch inhaled deeply, catching Adrian’s scent. How many children did he say he has alive? You may have to make a new deal, but it’s not like he’ll say no.


    Angela tensed as she understood. Adrian said he had 12 children, but only five of those were living. Adrian had lives to spare if he could be convinced to use them.


    Angela sent that thought to Charlie and allowed herself to hope a little. She didn’t let it build, however. She’d already learned the hard way that fate hated it when you assumed you had something covered. Sometimes it was best to assume you were defeated until the last minute and then hope things went your way.


    “But I won’t be doing that.” Angela slowly rose and headed for the ship. She had somewhere to be in a few minutes. “I’ll be relying on a tried-and-true method that has kept us alive this far.”
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    “I have one for this cabin.” Shawn stopped outside the door, giving Greg a look that said he didn’t want to do this anymore. The ship was about to fill with people and all of them were going to get a mood crash. He wanted to go finish making videos and forget what was coming.


    Greg opened the door directly across the hall. “It’s your job, Eagle. Get it done.”


    Both men stepped into the cabins and shut the doors. They exited less than a minute later with their duty accomplished.


    Shawn studied the small sheet. “I don’t have anyone else in this hall.”


    Greg held up three fingers.


    Shawn moved to the center of the hall where he could see both security checkpoints and entrances while Greg handled his remaining drops. There wasn’t a guard on duty in either station, but Shawn still watched for anyone who might interrupt. Things like this were best handled while everyone was busy. All these cabins were empty. Almost everyone was going to the mess now. Then they would enjoy the entertainment floor, completing a celebration of the wedding and their arrival on this island.


    I wonder how many of them will feel betrayed that they laughed with Angela and talked to her tonight, and she didn’t mention a word about what was happening. In their place, Shawn was positive he wouldn’t be troubled by it unless he was an Eagle and then he would feel left out and more than a little worried about his place in this camp.


    Greg shut the last cabin door. He and Shawn headed toward the elevators so they could rejoin the partying camp.


    Greg paused at the security desk. He quickly grabbed the clipboard for the next shift.


    Shawn held the elevator to let Greg catch up. They went downstairs together, neither man speaking.


    Clamped to the clipboard, a long brown envelope waited for the next guard in a brutal reminder of rougher times.


    Identical envelopes now sat on the pillows of the people they were meant for inside 20 Safe Haven cabins and staterooms. Battle assignments had just been handed out.
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    “Son of a bitch.”


    Three of the Eagles starting duty tensed at that low growl. They looked around to determine where it was coming from. Except for Daryl. He’d just found the envelope on his clipboard. He was staring at it in stunned silence.


    “I’m not seeing that. I do not see that.”


    The other two Eagles left their posts as a new moan echoed from a different cabin. They exchanged glances through the small crowd of descendants who were returning to their rooms for the night.


    “What the hell?!”


    “She’s kidding, right?!”


    Doors slammed. Men punched walls.


    The Eagles joined the crowd to peer into the cabins where men were standing with rigid shoulders.


    Conner caught sight of the problem and quickly retreated. He motioned the other rookie guard to return to his post. We don’t want to be in the middle of that.


    Unlike most of the other Eagles, Conner had volunteered for a double shift. It was easier to fight the temptation to spend time with his dad if he was busy. He’d spent most of his day on the ship.


    Conner kept track of who all had noticed the envelopes. Most of the high-ranked people were just coming down the ramps and steps, including Kyle, Jeff, and Neil.


    Conner slid behind his post and refused to meet their eyes. It was the only warning he was able to give them. He had no doubt that Angela intended this to be a nasty surprise. He wasn’t allowed to soften the blow.


    All three men mentally tensed, slowing their walk.


    Jeff opened his door first. He froze at the sight of the unwelcome item on his pillow.


    Kyle and Neil both spotted the envelope and hurried to their own cabins.


    “She’s not doing it. I won’t allow it!” Another door slammed.


    Jeff slowly entered his cabin, vaguely aware of the chaos around him and the refusal of some Eagles to accept the new duty that had been delivered while they were enjoying a wedding and their promised island time. No one wanted these reminders, least of all the men who’d been there for every moment of Angela’s ugly plan.


    She used rings. Jeff slowly picked up the envelope. He fished in his pocket for his lighter and set it on fire. He thought about Crista while he watched it burn.


    Passing the doorway behind him, Chad paused to see if Jeff was going to put it out. When the man only let it burn, Chad stepped in and gently took it out of his fingers. Chad lowered it to the ground to keep sparks from spreading. He ground it out with his boot, not sure what to say.


    Jeff went into the bathroom and closed the door.


    Chad made sure the embers were completely out and then left the cabin. He did leave the door open in case Jeff needed help. It was obvious that he wasn’t handling this new assignment well.


    Chad went to his own cabin, not dreading it like the others were. I wasn’t there for it. I’ve only heard the stories. I’m looking forward to more proof that she doesn’t even need a gift. All she has to do is think of death and it happens. As a military man, I admire that.


    Neil caught the thought as Chad walked by him. Neil frowned. You won’t feel that way when it’s all over. If you survive at all.


    Chad went straight to the envelope on his pillow. He read the front.


    Open this now.


    The sound of envelopes being ripped opened began to echo down the hall. He quickly pulled out a single slip of paper.


    I’m in the conference room. If you accept this assignment, please come to me for your orders.


    That was it. There was no hint of what she wanted and no promise of survival. It was simply asking if they would follow her plan.


    Chad immediately turned toward the conference room. He had no problem with whatever she might need him to do. As long as it’s not hurting kids, and I know that will never happen with her, I’m all good with whatever she needs.


    A few of the others felt the same way. They followed him down the hallway, also keeping track of the reactions of other people. A few of them, like Jeff, were not taking it well and a few others were ranting to anyone who would listen.


    Didn’t she promise to never do this again?!


    I guess she lied.
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    “I didn’t lie. None of you have to do this.”


    Silence fell through the crowded room as Angela spoke. The conference room held her kit, a stack of notes, and other paperwork that she hadn’t gotten to yet. It was warm and a little dusty. These office rooms were always last on the list for the cleaning crews. Some weeks they weren’t covered at all unless someone made a mess.


    “Last time, I didn’t give you a choice. I sent assignments and demanded that you follow them. Most of you did and we won, but that doesn’t mean it was okay to handle it that way.” Angela didn’t say there hadn’t been another choice at the time. The people gathered around her already assumed it. She wasn’t going to blow that open right now. “Because of the way I handled things last time, I believe we had more losses than I accounted for. I don’t want to go through that again. The assignments will not be handed out in the dark. You will know where the rest of us are, the same as we’ll know where you are. If anyone gets in trouble, there will be multiple ways to get help.” Angela motioned to the guard on the door.


    The guard held up a finger.


    Angela waited for the last arrival, glad that he was coming now. It would be better to get this over with in front of the Eagles instead of the camp.


    Jeff entered, ignoring everyone else. He stomped toward Angela.


    Men tensed. Those closest to the boss got ready to grab him before he could do anything stupid.


    Jeff stopped in front of Angela. “Please don’t do this again!”


    The smell of burnt flesh wafted up, telling her what he’d done today. Angela looked at him without the sympathy she was feeling. She wasn’t allowed to show that right now. “I can’t make any promises. This has to happen. You know that. Why are you putting me on the spot when you don’t have a better solution?”


    Ugliness crossed his face, but it didn’t come out of his mouth. He stared at her with desperate fear. “I don’t want to do this. I don’t want her to do this.”


    Angela gave him what little bit of comfort she could manage. “The kids will be with the camp. That’s the best I can do.”


    Jeff left before he did do something stupid.


    The other Eagles relaxed a little. Knowing she wasn’t going to use kids in the main fighting this time was a relief.


    Angela waved toward a stack of envelopes on the table next to her. “You can open them and read them; you can talk about it with each other, but I don’t want the camp to know exactly what we’re doing yet. I’m sure you understand why.”


    Most of them worried there was another traitor among the normals, but there wouldn’t be a chance for them to join the other side. They were all hoping those people changed their minds before they made a final choice.


    Tension filled the room again as Neil pulled several envelopes from the stack. “But you are using the women.”


    “Some of them.” Angela sighed. “They had to make the same choice you’ve all just made.”


    Neil’s voice matched his thunderous expression. “Then why are you even telling us?!”


    “Because I want you to take a few minutes to adjust to it before you talk to them. Most of you are in stable relationships that make you happy. You’ve done a great job at picking mates. I don’t want you to blow those relationships.”


    They understood she was giving them time to vent at her. Some of the Eagles liked it. The rest of them were too mad to accept that concession.


    Angela stood pat against the protests. In the past, it would have been hard for her. Almost every person in this room was bigger than she was and most of them had more training. They knew how to use the weapons they were wearing and each of them had a specific core set of values that made them indispensable as Eagles and members of this camp. The intimidation factor would have been too high.


    That’s the real reason I couldn’t do it this way last time. I never would have been able to face them before that battle with these instructions and make it work. I would have had to see their faces and it would have crushed me to know some of them might not come back from the orders I was giving.


    Angela squared her shoulders. I’m not that person anymore. “I’m protecting your children. Everyone else has to fight for survival, like we’ve always done. I know you’re tired of it. I know you’re tired of hearing these lines. Don’t you think I’m tired of saying them? I’m sick of sending Eagles out to risk their lives. I want other options, but this makes us the superpower on our side of the planet. No one will dare come near us after this until they have giant armies and even then they’ll hesitate to face us because of the stories that are going to circulate from this battle. I told you our camp would have years of peace after this and I meant it. For my Eagles too.”


    Angela looked around, pinpointing the few who were already restless. “Others still want it. There are always battles waiting for those willing to fight on the side of good. If you don’t want to stay here and enjoy the peace, I have work for you. As soon as we handle this issue, everyone is free to make that choice for themselves without it hurting Safe Haven’s destiny, and I do mean everyone.” Angela got up and walked toward the door. “I want all those envelopes delivered. If you can’t do it, have someone else cover it. All assignments are to be handed out over the next two hours. Get on it.”


    There was silence for a minute after she left. Several people thought of saying something nasty, but it was obvious that wasn’t going to matter. As soon as the women found out Angela had jobs for them, they were going to be ecstatic. There wasn’t going to be a way to change their minds.


    Neil scooped up some of the envelopes, shoulders drooping. “Does anyone want me to deliver their doom?”


    No one took him up on the offer.


    Neil was glad. The men in this room were the deadliest fighters in Safe Haven. It wouldn’t be good if they were afraid to handle their own envelopes.


    We’re going back to war. Neil’s mind flashed a reminder of the last time they’d done this.


     


    “Are we ready?” Neil scanned the team of men behind him. “‘Cause we’ve got company.”


    The Eagles were set. Everyone stilled except for being sure that they were indeed in position. This would be a quick hit and run, but it was also tricky on the timing.


    They watched the three jeeps of soldiers roll right up to the cave entrance and rush inside as if they weren’t worried over anything or anyone who might be in the area. Neil vowed to change that. He and his teammates had been here for hours, waiting patiently to start Angela’s war.


    Neil held up a hand as Jeremy’s finger settled over the button.


    The last jeep of soldiers was expected to remain outside, but Neil wanted as many of them as he could get. He waited until they took up sentry positions outside the entrance to the vast network of caves. It had been a military supply depot at one point. Neil and his team had gone through it a week ago, cleaned out what they could use before wiring the entire tunnel system. There wouldn’t be any fleeing and escaping through a different exit.


    Neil nodded.


    Jeremy pushed the button.


    An instant later, the cave began to blow up.


    The Eagles stayed under the cover of the opposite cliffs, protected from the debris, but not the dust as the side of the cliff disintegrated into millions of bits of dirt and stone. The first blow had been struck.


     


    Walking by him, Kenn put a hand on his arm in a rare physical show of support. “We’ll get through it. She needs us alive.”


    “Convincing me or yourself?” Neil moved out from under Kenn’s touch. He approved of the new man that Kenn was now, but Neil still didn’t like Kenn and he never would.


    “Both.” Kenn continued out the door, multiple envelopes clutched in his hand. Despite Angela saying she wasn’t using the kids in the main fighting, there were envelopes for some of them and it was his job to make sure they were delivered. He didn’t need to be told that. He’d known as soon as he saw the names.


    Missy. Cate and Cody. Amy. Kimmie. Joey.


    Marc might be furious, but Kenn was relieved by it. Those twins were deadly and they needed all of the best fighters protecting their camp. Even their time against the government might not compare.


    Kenn remembered that fight clearly.


     


    Kenn opened his eyes to find Tonya sitting at the table, spinning a lighter on the dusty surface. He groaned as he sat up, carefully feeling his jaw. “What are you doing here?”


    Tonya didn’t answer yet. She needed him to be fully alert for this.


    Kenn stood up, hand braced on the wall. He felt like hell.


    Tonya pushed a travel mug of stale coffee toward him. “We’ll talk in a minute.” Tonya ignored the cluttered shelter, more concerned with Kenn’s reaction than garbage piled on the wooden floors or clothes hung to dry on a sagging Christmas tree.


    Kenn took the coffee and the chair, but he kept his attention on her and not the pain. Something was wrong. It was the only time Tonya was quiet. Kenn rubbed at his face. “Spit it out.”


    Tonya heard the tone and knew he was awake enough. “I’m headed in, as a spy.”


    “Like hell you are!”


    “Shut up!”


    “You shut up! Tell him to send in his own bitch!”


     


    Kenn snapped out of it, refusing to consider what had happened after that. All wars were ugly. It just seemed like Safe Haven had been through more than any one group of people should have to endure.


    I hope she lets me live through this. I finally love my life.


    Kenn wasn’t worried about Tonya at all. She had become an upstanding member of Safe Haven and a valuable member of the medical team. There was no way Angela would put her on the front lines for those reasons, not to mention the fact that she had recently survived a premature birth and had an infant who needed constant care. “Tonya will be safe with the camp. I’m the one who needs to worry about survival.”
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    “Here comes bad news.”


    Adrian spotted Charlie marching determinedly toward them and groaned. “I can’t help him.”


    Kendle stood up, removing the lid from the bottle in her hand. “Well, you better at least try, for Angela.”


    “You don’t give a shit about Angela.”


    Kendle swallowed, relishing the burn of the whiskey. “No, but I love Marc and that’s his son. Help him if you can.”


    Adrian didn’t need her to say that. There was no way he would refuse to try, but what Charlie wanted wasn’t going to happen. Tracy didn’t want to be a mother. She also didn’t want to have a child that someone else was going to raise. She no longer wanted to be a part of Safe Haven’s light or even a society. She had reverted into a recluse state. It had been a huge mistake not to force her to reintegrate. Seth had gotten Becky back into normal life, and it had almost worked, but Charlie hadn’t been able to accomplish the same with Tracy.


    “Don’t you think there’s a reason?” Kendle no longer assumed that anything was coincidence as far as Angela was concerned. “It probably means it’s evil, like Cynthia’s baby.”


    Adrian winced. He didn’t like the reminder of that. It still hurt. “It may also be a destiny thing. It’s possible that having the baby might harm Safe Haven somehow or interfere with Charlie’s future.”


    Kendle shook her head. “If he lets her kill that baby, he doesn’t have a future as a leader here. These people have lost kids. Killing one without a damn good reason isn’t going to fly with the prigs. You know that.”


    Adrian did, but there was nothing he could do to make Tracy change her mind. Short of them dragging her off and keeping her on life support for the next six months, there wasn’t a way to stop her from getting rid of the baby. Even if the medics decided not to help her, there were plenty of ways she could do it. Women had been performing self-abortions for centuries. Adrian agreed it shouldn’t be used as birth control, but in this case, Tracy was mentally unstable. It was possible that she would even pass madness to her offspring. The abortion wasn’t a totally bad idea.


    Adrian started speaking as soon as Charlie was in hearing range, hoping to forestall the threats and pleas. “There’s nothing I can do. You’re only here to use me as a target for your frustration and anger.”


    Charlie pulled the bottle out of Kendle’s hand and came over to Adrian. He sat next to the surprised man and took a long drink.


    Adrian grabbed the bottle. “You’re not old enough to get drunk.”


    Charlie would have snorted, but his nose was watering and his lungs were on fire. He sucked in a tiny thread of air, blew it out and drew in another. “What is that?!”


    “Some type of pirate whiskey. The Eagles found it. Marc sent us a bottle to try. If we don’t die from it, the rest will be put in their stock.”


    Charlie reached for Adrian’s eyes, claws coming out.


    Adrian drew back in defense.


    Charlie snatched the bottle and took another drink.


    Kendle laughed. “Just like his dad, he knows how to handle you.”


    Adrian couldn’t argue that point. Marc always got what he wanted from me. Why should his son be any different?


    Charlie kept the bottle. “You owe me. You owe her. You owe the baby.”


    Adrian paled with every softly spoken declaration. “What do you want me to do?”


    Charlie stared at the dressing tent where Tracy had taken refuge from the disapproving and surprised stares of the camp and Eagles. “I want you to charm her.”


    Adrian and Kendle stared at him in shock.


    Charlie didn’t care if it broke rules or what trouble any of them got into for doing it. “She’s not happy. She hasn’t been since she was your whore. I want you to charm her and save my son. If you don’t, then I’m going to speak out against you being with my mom when the time comes. I’ll also speak against it every time the Eagles want to lift your banishment. And if I have to, I’ll frame Conner and get him banished too. I’ll make it my life’s goal. I’m not nearly as easygoing as my dad.” Charlie sucked in another long drink and then dropped the bottle into Adrian’s lap.


    Adrian caught it out of reflex, speechless.


    Charlie headed down the hill, not looking at Kendle as he walked by her. “You stay the hell away from my mom. I don’t want to slit your throat, but I will.”


    The adults watched the boy go. After a minute, Kendle came over and sat next to Adrian. “So how is this going to work?”


    Adrian considered Sadie’s likely violent reaction to the news and grunted. “You tell me and then we’ll both know.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Nine


    They Were Hunted
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    “How do you think the men are handling it?”


    Samantha shrugged at Jennifer’s question. “I think they’ll be okay.”


    All three women had on sweaters despite the warm temperatures. The breeze blowing in hit the ship differently than the island. It was almost chilly on the top deck now. Samantha tucked the blanket closer around the small twin boys who were snuggled up to each other in the stroller. It was made for twins, but they didn’t need a full side yet. She was using the rear seat for their huge diaper bag of gear. She hadn’t realized how much stuff a baby needed. “Once they vent a little, you know?”


    “Sure.” Tonya swept the few people camping on the shoreline. It was already so dark that she could barely view them as they sat around small campfires and put up tents. Eagles had cans of trash burning, but it hadn’t even put a dent in the garbage littering the sand and grass.


    Jennifer wasn’t as confident. Ugly flashes went through her mind.


    “Where are we going?”


    “For a drive. You were found on the edge of this campsite with a gun. You’ve said you were sent here to kill me. You’re a prisoner of war.”


    Jennifer shuddered. “I’ve been that since it happened.”


    Donner heard the truth there and immediately understood how he was being played. She wouldn’t have been sent in alone. “Pull over.”


    The driver brought them to a fast halt.


    Donner got out. He jerked Jennifer’s door open and grabbed her by the arm, ignoring her attempts to get to one of her other weapons.


    Louis slammed his hands across her arms, bringing a satisfying cry.


    They hauled her roughly to the side of the road.


    Donner shoved her to her knees, then again, onto her back. His man put a boot on her neck to keep her there, grinding enough to get her attention.


    Donner unzipped his trousers as the cheers of the men rolling by echoed over them.


    “Tell your guard to come out.” Donner knelt down.


    Struggling to breathe, Jennifer was helpless as he forced his body on top of hers.


    “Call for help.” He watched as real tears oozed down her cheeks. He put a hand on her jeans, tone deepening into need. “Once these come off, you’re mine in every way.”


    Jennifer screamed.


    Donner nodded at Louis, who assumed a sentry position.


    “Again, girl!” Donner slid that hand up her shirt to rip the front of her bra apart.


    “Kyle! Kyle! Kyyyyle!”


     


    “Are you all right?” Tonya had felt the wave of fear. It would have been hard to miss, but she was also using her new gifts. She had no idea what she was doing yet, but she was exploring.


    Jennifer nodded. “Bad memories.”


    Tonya grunted. That hadn’t been a fun experience for her either. “I doubt the boss will give you the same type of mission. She knows you’re pregnant.”


    Jennifer believed that to be true, but she also understood wildcards, considering that she was one and she was married to a man who liked to occasionally flip his own. Then there were Safe Haven’s defenders. This would be a perfect time for one of their loyal Eagles to turn out to not be quite so loyal. That had happened in the past more times than Jennifer cared to count. We’re better with our gifts now, but we still don’t have it figured out. If we did, I wouldn’t have this sinking feeling in the pit of my gut.


    Angela joined the nervous women by the rail. Everyone assumed this was going to be an ugly bloodbath. I hate it that they’re right. “Do you guys need anything?”


    None of the women spoke, though they all had questions. They assumed there would be a briefing.


    She’s tired. Her gray is showing more than usual.


    Angela fought the urge to touch her hair at Samantha’s thought. She yawned instead. “Did any of you read your orders yet?”


    All three women snorted in tandem.


    Angela chuckled. “Stupid question.” She scanned the children and the child-to-be, then walked toward the bridge for a check in there. “Try to have a good evening, ladies.”


    Her tone was ominous.


    “Why is she stirring us up?” Tonya wasn’t sure exactly what was happening. She’d been too scared during the first war against authority to pay attention to Angela’s methods, other than to understand that she was entirely without mercy. She also didn’t try to read Angela’s mind. A small part of her was terrified that Angela would banish her now that she was one of them.


    “She’s rallying her troops.” Samantha carefully steered the stroller toward the ramp. “She’s reminding us we could all die out there if we don’t do our jobs.”


    Jennifer gestured. “And she did it without saying it.”


    “I need to go pack. I want to be ready when the call comes.” Tonya moved away from them. Kenn was downstairs with their boy. He was getting a checkup and a bath. Kenn had promised to take pictures, but Tonya wanted to be there to see it herself. It was his first one.


    The sound of kids running below echoed up, making the adults smile. It was feeding time for the camp and then bedtime for the kids. They’d all played hard. Once Angela and the others got them settled, it would be a peaceful night while the children slept it off. That would give the adults some rare, precious time to themselves.


    Samantha waited until Angela was out of hearing range. “I guess she knew about Gabe.”


    Jennifer rolled her eyes. “If Gabe hadn’t touched Tonya, he would have been fine. She keeps replaying it. She’s worried she’s going to get in trouble, but Gabe knew better than to touch any female without her permission.”


    “I agree.” Samantha let Jennifer go first to clear a path through the well-wishers and hold doors. They only had a few infants in Safe Haven and many of the people who had lost children in the war were drawn to their babies. None of them were going anywhere without a guard. Samantha looked over her shoulder.


    Wade winked at her.


    Samantha blushed.


    Wade chuckled at her reaction. He was on duty over her and the boys right now, and he took that seriously. He also wasn’t eager to consider how he felt about Samantha getting an envelope. He was reading the minds of the men coming up the ramp around them and it was obvious what was happening. He assumed Samantha had gotten one too. Who didn’t need someone who could predict the weather during the fight?


    Samantha stiffened. “Let Neil be that half, okay?”


    Wade considered how it was with Marc and Angela. Marc was forever interfering with things Angela wanted to do and it had caused nothing but drama. Yes, Neil could be that half of their relationship. She’s her own person. I don’t want to control her. I just want to love her.


    Sam’s heart warmed. She gave him another smile, this one more familiar, more sensual.


    Wade’s heart rate tripled in the space of a few seconds.


    Jennifer tugged on Samantha’s arm. “You’re distracting our security. Stop it.”


    Everyone was laughing as they went down the ramp, but the amusement quickly faded. Neil and Kyle were standing there, watching them.


    Already at the bottom of the steps, Tonya eased by the men. Samantha and Jennifer believed they were in for a lecture and maybe an argument. She didn’t want to hear it. Tonya knew how to handle her man. Kenn was a wildcard. Everyone knew. It was safer for the camp if Kenn was with her so she could keep him under control.


    Tonya snickered mentally. It was funny to think she had control over Kenn in any way, but she honestly did. As long as he loved her, she would be able to keep him on the good side. Unless someone threatens our happiness.


    Peter’s face flashed in her mind. Tonya refused to dwell on his death. “Catch you guys later.”


    Tonya went down the hall quicker than she should have. Sharp pain shot into her abdomen and traveled down her leg, but she refused to let it slow her. I’m tougher than that now. And I have a little boy waiting on me. She increased her pace and got out of sight.


    Samantha and Jennifer both watched her go.


    Neil and Kyle observed them in slight disbelief. Both women were staring after Tonya as if they wanted to be her. That made the men feel guilty for the tirades and threats they’d been planning. It also made them feel ashamed because Kenn was handling his relationship better than they were even though he was a wife beater and a cheater. It was humbling.


    Kyle turned around and walked away. He couldn’t talk to Jennifer about it yet. He was glad something had happened to reach him so he could cool off. Angela had offered that to all of them, but most of them hadn’t been able to accept it.


    Neil stared at Samantha. He caught Wade’s don’t do it gestures, but only Samantha mattered at this moment. If I keep denying her the adventures I’ve enjoyed, and endured, then I’m going to lose her. Wade already decided to support her. I can feel it.


    Wade was sorry he couldn’t side with Neil on this one, but like the trooper, Samantha’s happiness mattered more to him than even her safety. If she wants to risk her life, it’s her life.


    Neil walked up the steps and held his arms out.


    Samantha entered them with a grateful smile. “I love you.”


    Neil kissed her, hard, and then stepped back. “Let’s go to the cabin and get you packed. I want to make sure you have everything you need.” Her orders were only monitoring for bad weather, but he refused to take chances. Her kit would have everything she needed if chaos struck.


    Samantha grabbed him by the shirt and kissed him harder than he’d kissed her.


    Wade studied the emptying corridor for threats, aware that the witnesses were happy for them and also angry. Most of these people know it will only take one or two of us to refuse to follow these orders and then Angela’s plan will be doomed. They’re furious because we’re not going to. I wonder if they know they’re strong enough to do that on their own?


    Samantha resumed walking. “If that happens, the UN will get me and the twins. I suggest you both use the charm that works so well on me. I don’t want to belong to the enemy. I like my life now. Don’t let them take it away.”


    Slashing pain swarmed over Neil.


    Both boys whimpered in their stroller.


    Wade tripped over the carpet and barely caught himself on the wall. Her fear was almost tangible. And he could taste it. No wonder she has heartburn.


    “I volunteered last time and endangered the babies. I used them, though. I was positive Donner wouldn’t kill me because of them.”


    “If he wanted them, why did he hand you over in exchange for Angela?”


    Samantha shuddered at Neil’s question. “Because he wanted them to grow up a little bit more. Think about it. He kept track of Conner and Adrian, then Angela, all the people from Canada, and God only knows how many more. He knew Adrian’s team members and he knew us. He was just going to wait until he didn’t have to change shitty diapers and then we were going to be hunted like everyone else has been.”


    Neil saw the truth in that right away.


    Wade had already considered it. If they weren’t a part of Safe Haven, Donner would have captured all of them without much trouble. They were powerful, but they wouldn’t have been able to match Donner’s mind. Only Angela had been able to.


    “Exactly.” Samantha led the way to their cabin with determined steps. Having point over the ship this afternoon had reminded her how much she liked having a good place in this camp. It had done wonders for fighting off her baby blues. I wonder if Marc knew I needed it for that reason? “None of this would be possible without Angela and Adrian.”


    “Adrian isn’t helping with this plan.” Neil had already gotten a lot of the details from Marc’s thoughts.


    Samantha chuckled. “Don’t believe that, Neil. Adrian is involved in everything she does. The only time he’s on the outs is when she doesn’t know what Marc is planning to do.” Samantha gestured toward the ocean they could barely see through the tiny window and the sunset shadows. “Like throwing Adrian overboard. Angela knew Marc was going to move Adrian to the other ship. She had no idea how. As long as people aren’t making their own plans, Angela’s should go off without a hitch.”


    “We’ll do everything we can to make sure that happens.”


    Wade added his support to Neil’s. “My life on it–no one is taking you this time. I’ll die first.”


     


     


    2


    Jennifer, now alone at the bottom of the steps, veered toward the hall that would take her to the mess. She’d eaten three plates through the day, but her stomach was growling again.


    Jennifer wove through the light crowd that was headed to the same destination. The smell of chili was drawing residents from their cabins. Jennifer wondered how many of the people on land would stay there after the Eagles informed them the ship was being moved tonight.


    Jennifer entered the mess and got in line for a tray first. She wanted to snack on her food while waiting in the drink line.


    The mess was crowded. Almost every seat and table were occupied, but the portions were smaller. Everyone had gorged themselves today.


    She scanned, still smiling and thinking good thoughts, but her sharpening enforcer skills picked out details most people wouldn’t have noticed. She certainly hadn’t until these gifts had popped. Even her Eagle training couldn’t account for all of it.


    Red skin. They’re sunburnt. That means the medical bay will get busy later for a while and we’ll need gophers to bring more aloe vera from the cargo bay.


    Jennifer scanned again, frowning a bit. They’re restless. People were twitching, tapping their feet, rubbing their knees. We’ll need the last case of pain relievers too.


    Being on land was going to be hard on them, especially those who were older or not recovering well from the radiation sickness. Several of those were hunched over their trays right now, flushed and clearly miserable.


    Jennifer wished she could help them, but the human body was easy to injure. Tomorrow would give most of them some relief. For tonight, Advil and Tylenol would cover it.


    Jennifer nodded to Tobias. She smiled at his wife, Daniella. They were helping handle evening mess and doing a good job. All their cooks seemed to be in good moods, judging from the jokes and laughs flying back and forth. Jennifer swept the eating camp again in hopes that she would find more people who were happy.


    Male thoughts hit her as she reached the far corner. A table of Eagles and camp men were openly observing everyone… Not everyone. Jennifer narrowed in, following their quick glances and adding commonalities. Couples. They’re studying the couples.


    Jennifer placed it to Wade’s sex classes. She listened for a moment, curious.


    Her nostrils flared. Doesn’t he see she’s getting mad? Too much vote ranting.


    His lips are pinched and he’s tapping the underside of his chair with his finger. He doesn’t like whatever she’s saying.


    Her pupils dilated! She is interested in him!


    Jennifer took her tray, forcing herself to tune them out. She was alone right now, so she wasn’t under their magnifying glass. Those who were either didn’t care or didn’t know. She had other issues to consider.


    Tobias pointed at the bowls as Jennifer reached the end of the line. “Vitamins, chocolates, and antacids. Take what you’re supposed to have or need.”


    Jennifer saw most of the chocolate was gone. “You’ll have to ration that or women like me will take more than their share.” Jennifer took three of the delicious little truffles.


    Tobias chuckled. “Boss said it’s okay today. Tomorrow, we’ll have a guard on it.”


    Jennifer laughed. “Awesome. Where’s Anna?”


    Tobias pointed. “Over there with Debra’s wards. Laura’s nieces love to read too.”


    Jennifer scanned and saw the two girls were sitting with Anna, Bernice, and her daughter. All of them had a book in their hands or on the table. Jennifer approved of that friendship. Debra was still on point duty, though it was ending in about an hour. “Any trouble the council should be aware of?”


    Tobias stared at her.


    Jennifer waited, foot tapping.


    Tapping foot! She doesn’t like it that he isn’t answering her.


    Jennifer stilled, smoothing her face. Okay, not just the couples.


    Tobias recovered. “No, no trouble. And it’s any relationship. They’re trying to figure out emotional clues that will lead to a woman saying yes every time.”


    Jennifer burst out laughing. “It takes more than that.”


    “I believe there will be several lessons.”


    Jennifer guessed from his tone that Tobias wanted to attend the next one. “Why not? Wade isn’t byzan. There’s no danger there.”


    “Cool.” Tobias went to help Daniella lift the crate of crackers onto the counter.


    Jennifer went to her table with the kids instead of the leadership tables that were pushed together in the center. She smiled at Monica as she put the tray down. “How are my little angels?”


    “Just that.” Monica handed Autumn to her mom and smiled at Roy. The boy had his head on the table and was drifting in and out of sleep. “They had a long day.”


    Jennifer had loved it. She and Kyle had gotten to spend hours with the children. “I wish we had more days like this.”


    “Me too!” Monica hated it that Charlie and Tracy were upset again, and the Eagles had had to suffer another attack, but that was an easy day in this camp. The attackers had been removed, Charlie was having a heart-to-heart talk with Adrian, and Tracy was bedding down in the tent on the pontoon bridge where she could be alone tonight. It was hard to think with so many people around. Monica hoped the night to herself, with guards close by, would help Tracy get her mind straight.


    Jennifer smiled at Cate and Cody, who were sitting across from Monica.


    The twins smiled back. After everyone else was sleeping, they would have their next training session. Cate had taken to her teaching methods right away. Now Jennifer was ready for both of them at the same time. I hope.


    Loud cheers echoed and rippled, swelling. Jennifer didn’t need to look to know Shawn had entered the mess. She did look, though, curious who was with him.


    Pam felt Jennifer’s discontent about Shawn getting all the attention. We’ve tried to tell them he doesn’t want it, but they won’t stop.


    Jennifer let go of her rising anger. They need a hero and the other men are too hard, too dark in their souls, for the camp to accept them in that position.


    Pam nodded. That made sense to her.


    Shawn suffered the comments, cheers, and clapping with a red forehead and a fake smile that anyone could see through if they wanted to.


    The camp didn’t. They surrounded him and Pam in the line for a tray.


    Jennifer left it alone. Something would happen or they would find a new hero in time. Kyle and the rest of the men who’d cleared this island didn’t want that adoration anyway. They wanted to forget it.


    “Yes, we do.” Kyle sat across from her. He held out her envelope. “It was on the bed. I read it.”


    The mess quieted as everyone waited for her and Kyle to have a fight. Then it sank in for some of them. She had an envelope. They were at war again!


    The mood snapped into dangerous tension.


    Darren stepped into the mess. His bloodshot eyes went over the happy diners in contempt. They’d spent the day playing. He’d spent it adding Hannah’s name to the memorial and simmering on how to keep it from ever happening again. He spotted the envelope in Jennifer’s hand.


    “No.” Darren stomped over and ripped it away. He tore it in half and threw it at Kyle. “No!”


    Kyle stood up, voice cold. “You need to talk to Adrian. He’ll help you adjust.”


    “Or at least talk to Angela and Marc.” Jennifer didn’t trust Adrian.


    Darren’s face iced over. “Angela and Marc are the reason Hannah’s dead! They knew what that island was like and they still let her do guard duty!”


    “Calm down.” Gus came over to provide Kyle with support if it was needed. Darren was as vicious as Marc in the cage.


    Darren pointed a paint-stained finger. “We lost three medics! They were stabbed through the throat and through the heart! They were hunted! None of Marc’s men should be alive!” Darren slammed his hand on the table, making kids flinch and whimper. “Women can’t be Eagles anymore! Enough is enough!”


    Megan held up a hand as Gus started to step forward to confront Darren. “Let’s go visit Adrian.” Megan gently leaned against Darren’s hip, trying to lend comfort. “I’ll walk with you.”


    Darren stared at her, but all he could see was her fighting the rage walker at the doctor’s house. “I’m sorry I put you through that.”


    Megan didn’t know what he meant, but it didn’t matter. “I forgive you. Let’s go for that walk. We can look at the stars.” When I wished for a distraction from wondering when Angela will punish me for leaving my post, this isn’t what I had in mind. She didn’t know why the boss hadn’t already handled it. She assumed the awful waiting was part of the price she would pay.


    Darren let Megan lead him toward the door. “You have to stay on the ship.”


    Megan immediately agreed. “Okay. I’ll just walk you to the top deck.”


    The top deck is where Hannah died! Darren ripped his arm out of her grip. “Don’t you leave this ship!”


    Megan followed him down the hallway, aware of security frowning at them both. “I won’t. But you’ll go straight to Adrian, right?”


    Darren nodded, jaw clenched.


    Megan thought about his stash. “Maybe you could use that and go take a few days to yourself, you know? Sometimes it helps to have room to think.”


    Darren snorted. “You can have everything in that hole, including the bones. They can remind you how easy it is to die.” He walked faster, leaving her standing there. “It might also keep you alive, but I doubt it. I saw the envelope in your pocket just now, Megan. Goodbye. I hope she sends you to the Weigh Station and not to hell.”
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    Kenn slid aside to let a trio of sullen rookies go by. He wasn’t in the mood to handle rebellions right now.


    “That chili was rough, man.”


    “I liked it. I can still taste it in my nose.”


    “Same. It cleared my sinuses.”


    Kenn grimaced. It cleared my colon. He let out a loud fart.


    Kenn hurried down the hall as people stopped to spot the offender.


    Someone gagged. “Run!”


    Kenn moved faster, trying not to laugh and give himself away. He hurried down the steps and went to the rear entrance of the medical deck, where Marc and his team had spent the night. Tonya’s new lab was in the far corner. Kenn was ready to face her now.


    Tonya looked up as he opened the door. “Hi!”


    Kenn shut the door and joined her at the tall counter. The neat lab smelled like the old one had–confusing to his nose. He spotted Timmy napping on a cot near the small bathroom.


    “He ate too much. The moving ship isn’t helping.”


    Kenn put a hand on her wrist. “Gabe’s gone.”


    Tonya went into his arms eagerly. “I know. But I can’t talk about it unless I have to. Okay?”


    “Okay.” Kenn allowed her new power to surround him. He trusted her.


    Tonya snuggled close. “Morgan said our boy might come out of the incubator tomorrow. He’s doing really well.”


    “That’s wonderful.” Kenn held her and let himself relax.


    “What was wrong? Why did you avoid me all day?”


    Kenn chose to be honest. “You don’t need me now. You have everything you want.”


    Tonya almost cried. She hugged him tightly. “It’s nothing without you.”


    Timmy leaned over the cot and threw up into the bucket.


    Kenn led Tonya from the lab. “Come on. I’ll send a medic in to him.”


    Tonya gathered her notebook and waited in the hall while Kenn got Harry. Once she knew Timmy was covered, she let Kenn see how tired she was. “Am I clear to sleep or do I have a run tonight?”


    Kenn stared at her. After a minute, he resumed their walk through the empty corridor. “You’re good until noon tomorrow.”


    Tonya smiled. “Perfect. I need a hot shower, a feeding session for all three of us, and then glorious sleep.”


    “That sounds great.”


    “I’ll want to come back around dawn. The results of the water tests will be in then.”


    “That’s fine.” Kenn didn’t tell her once he dropped out he wouldn’t wake up until his body was ready. She already knew. “Take a guard.”


    “Deal.” Tonya let him hold the elevator, moving slowly.


    Kenn hit the button, stomach boiling. We need to get out of this elevator before I gas her.


    Tonya grinned. “The chili?”


    Kenn sighed. “It’s tearing and bombing its way through my ass as we speak.”


    Tonya slid aside so Kenn could go out first.


    Kenn hurried, trying to get away from her before he let go. He saw Kyle in his path. “Move! Chili bomb!”


    Kyle ducked into an empty room, pulling Jennifer along.


    Shawn came around the corner and ran into Kenn.


    One of them farted like a foghorn.


    The other recoiled, eyes watering. He bounced, arms flailing. “No more chili!”


    Pam and Morgan pulled Shawn away from the cloud.


    Kenn looked for Tonya. He found her reading her orders. It made him think of Gabe’s words earlier. Everyone thinks she’ll stay here now that she’s a mother.


    Tonya met his eyes across the laughing, scattering people. I will not be staying here in the final battle. Train me or assign someone else to do it because I’ll follow even if you leave me here.


    Kenn was stunned. Why? You might be happy. At least you’ll be alive.


    Tonya gave him a sad smile. I’m going home, Kenny. Me and the kids belong with you, in America. This is just an unusually long vacation.


    Kenn loved her more right then than he was capable of expressing. He took her hand and led her proudly down the hall.
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    “Damn, you’re popular tonight.”


    Adrian heaved a sigh. “And Sadie’s done rummaging for food. She’ll be coming for me in a few minutes.”


    Kendle stood up, not wanting to feel the pain that would come with this conversation. “Any way to get it over with quickly?”


    Adrian shrugged, mentally pulling up his files on Darren, Megan, and Hannah. “Maybe, but I won’t blow him off. Darren did quiet work for me for months. It’s awful to see him unhappy.”


    “Understandable.” Kendle headed for the jungle at the top of the cliff to avoid Darren’s determined stride. “Good luck with all your commitments. I’m sure you’ll be able to cover them like you always have.”


    Adrian winced, neck sore from how many times he’d done that today. Safe Haven might have enjoyed this long off day, but he hadn’t.


    Darren stopped a few feet away, waiting until Kendle was out of hearing range. He sensed that she didn’t care about his feelings. He didn’t want to fight with her. She’s not the problem anymore.


    Adrian snorted.


    Darren leaned against the tree Adrian was under. He studied the ship, narrowing in on the smoke coming from the stack. “They burned her body.”


    “I know. I saw Jeff take her below.”


    “Why did you do this?”


    Adrian had never seen Darren unkempt and erratic. “Does the who matter, or the why?”


    Darren glared.


    Adrian gestured. “Too many women and not enough men. They were going to be slaughtered every time they came together. I did it for them.”


    “They’re being slaughtered now!”


    Adrian knew honest facts and statistics wouldn’t help here. “I’m sorry for your loss, Eagle.” Adrian let his own pain come through. “I didn’t know Hannah. She joined in Ciemus, but I almost had another heart attack when I saw her.”


    “She looks…looked like the other Hannah, who died before we got there.”


    Adrian nodded. “She and Megan came in together and left us about the same time. We hit Ciemus and got another Hannah and Megan, only this time they were competitors instead of friends.”


    Darren put it together. “You think those two are repeating lives and deaths.”


    Hearing it aloud made Adrian doubt himself. “I don’t know what I’m saying. It’s probably just one of those distasteful coincidences.”


    Darren didn’t want to make that final connection, but his brain did it anyway. “Megan’s next.”


    Adrian winced. He rubbed his neck. “I hope I’m wrong. Now is a bad time for you to go off the rails, Darren. She needs you on guard. Tell Angela. She’ll put you two together for the coming fight.”


    Darren stiffened.


    Adrian sent a wave of calm, using the rest of his energy. He would be into reserves from here, but Darren’s pain and anger were haunting. Adrian couldn’t take it.


    Darren heaved a deep sigh. “Thank you.”


    “It’s my honor.” Adrian motioned. “Stay a while. We’ll reminisce.”


    Darren shook his head. “You said Megan is in danger. I need to get assigned as her guard.” Darren sucked in another deep breath. “I miss Hannah so much! I didn’t know anything could hurt this bad.”


    Adrian felt tears on his cheeks as Darren walked away.


    Quinn came from the shadows.


    Adrian pointed, assuming Quinn was looking for Kendle. “She went the other way.”


    “No problem.” Quinn went by Adrian. “Hey, Darren? Wait up.”


    Adrian hoped Quinn would be able to help Darren. I’m sorry I can’t, but death has no master among humanity.


    Darren slowed, already fighting the peace now that he was away from Adrian. Megan’s in danger!


    Quinn caught up. “I’m going halfway. I’ll walk with you.”


    “Okay.” Darren didn’t know Quinn personally, only by reputation. He didn’t consider Quinn a threat or a peer.


    “I’m sorry about Hannah.”


    Darren nodded curtly.


    “I wonder if Marc would allow that.”


    Darren frowned vaguely. “Allow what?”


    “Female Eagles.”


    Rage relit Darren’s fuse. “Marc doesn’t make the rules!”


    “I know. I was just wondering if Marc would do it if he was in charge.”


    “The only way that will happen is if Angela gives up leadership and that won’t ever happen.”


    Quinn smiled. “You’re right. She has too many guards to be killed. She’ll always be in control of our lives.”


    Darren staggered to a halt as Quinn slid into the jungle. His mind replayed the brief conversation in startling clarity.


    “If Angela gives up leadership...”


    “You’re right. She’ll always be in control of our lives.”


    “She has too many guards to be killed.”


    Darren stood in the middle of the road, mind splitting as the moon started to rise above him.


     


    “That was quick.” Adrian frowned as Quinn came back by. “Were you able to help him?”


    “Yeah. I think I pointed him in the right direction.” Quinn continued up the road. “Oh, Sadie said get to the bunker right now or she’ll come get you.”


    Adrian stood up.


    Quinn laughed. “You are whipped.”


    “It sure feels that way.” Adrian went around him and took the lead.

  


  
    ​Chapter Ten


    It Was Worth It
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    “Hello in the bunker!”


    Sadie frowned at Adrian as she opened the door. “I live here. You don’t have to knock.”


    “Did you ask Kendle?”


    “She said me and Quinn are both welcome here. She said you don’t need these accommodations…”


    Adrian didn’t answer. He was exhausted, filthy, and starving. He didn’t feel like listening to a tirade about where he was supposed to sleep.


    Sadie had napped again and eaten instead of showering or looking for clothes. She was eager for the fight. “You go where I tell you to.”


    Kendle laughed out loud.


    Quinn glanced up from digging through the food Angela had sent. “Yeah, that’ll help.”


    Sadie glared at Adrian. “You’re mine now.”


    Adrian came into the bunker and dropped in one of the kitchen chairs.


    Being ignored angered Sadie further. She grabbed Adrian’s shoulder.


    Adrian used two fingers to break her hold. He used the same two digits to twist her wrist until she was on her knees in front of him. He refused to be swayed by the moisture coming into her surprised eyes. “I let you push me around earlier because I felt like you’d earned it. Stop now.” He let go and leaned on the table. “Anything good to eat in there?”


    Quinn slid a bag over and kept digging through his, but he also kept track of the girl. He wasn’t sure what her reaction was going to be.


    “You reek.” Kendle pointed. “There’s a shower over there. Quinn already put water on to boil for everyone. One of you two go first.”


    Sadie slowly stood up, not sure if she should be angry or submissive now.


    “Just be yourself.” Adrian chortled. “It seems to work for you.”


    Sadie smiled as everyone else chuckled. She decided to accept the light reprimand. “I don’t have any clean clothes.”


    Kendle pointed again. “There’s a stack of sweatpants and T-shirts in the rear. I don’t have a solution for bras or underwear.”


    Sadie grimaced. “Who wears those now?” She moved toward the back to get started.


    Kendle thought about everyone in Safe Haven. “I don’t think she’s going to fit in there.”


    Quinn frowned. “Why does she have to? You told her she could stay here.”


    “She has a date with the boss tonight.”


    Sadie had almost forgotten about it. She began stripping her torn, filthy clothes, not caring who saw her body. “Do I have to go?” She’d much rather stay here and attack Adrian again.


    All three of them nodded.


    Sadie paused, standing naked before them. “Why?”


    Adrian looked at his food. Half of the marks on her body were from their lovemaking. It was hard to see because he was so sore. The thought of having to do it again made him shift uncomfortably on the hard chair.


    “Because it’s the alpha. She invited you out on a date. You not only go, you bring her flowers.” Kendle took a bottle of Wild Irish Rose from one of the bags on the table. “Take this. It has an 18% alcohol content and a burn that will take your breath away. Make sure you keep her happy, but don’t get so drunk that you can’t find your way back tonight. We’re all going to want details when you’re finished.”


    Sadie dumped the first bucket and sucked in air at the chill. She slung her head around, splattering water all over the wall. “That felt good!”


    Adrian chuckled.


    Quinn dug into the food he’d chosen from the pack.


    Kendle’s brows came together. “Close the damn shower curtain! If you make a mess, you have to clean it up!”


    Sadie grinned at her. “I guess I’m not the matriarch after all.”


    Kendle frowned as she realized she had that job. “I don’t want it either. That’s why I kill to earn my keep.”


    Sadie shrugged. “I’m not the one bitching about everything; that must mean you’re the mom of this group. Good luck. You’re gonna need it.”


    Kendle wanted to protest, but she was too tired. She put a hand on her hip. “Okay. Then here are your orders from the matriarch of our clan. All of you will clean up your mess when you’re done. I don’t care if it’s laundry or dishes. Clean it or I’ll bitch so much that your ears will bleed. That is all.”


    Everyone expected worse, Quinn especially. “Is there anything you’d like me to do?”


    Kendle nodded. “On the shelves is everything we need to be comfortable for a month or so. Look through it and make a list of what you think we should start using first, based on expiration dates.”


    Quinn rose and went to the rear of the long bunker. He kept his back to Sadie, not caring about the girl at all. I have the woman I want. That one is way too immature for the type of relationship that Kendle and I have.


    Adrian smirked. Boy, are you in for a surprise.


    Kendle stepped outside to avoid the next thought or comment. A lot of it would be true. Some of it would be totally false. None of it mattered. Quinn was free to believe anything he wanted about their relationship, but Marc was the one she wanted and everyone knew. If Quinn deluded himself into believing otherwise, that was his problem, not hers.


    “I need someone to wash my back.”


    Adrian rose from the table. “I’m only washing. You don’t have time for anything else.”


    Sadie laughed. “I’ve already been working on it. Get over here!”


    Adrian groaned like a child. “Do I have to?”


    Quinn joined Kendle outside the cave before he could catch Sadie’s response. “I’m too innocent to listen to that kind of roleplay.”


    Kendle laughed with him. She let the man put an arm around her shoulders, but she didn’t lean against him like she might have done with Marc. I don’t ever relax anymore. Even if Marc were my mate, I don’t think it would matter. I’d always be worried for his safety, like Angela is.


    Kendle glanced at the beautiful sky. There wasn’t a cloud in sight. I wonder what it’s like at the Weigh Station... I wonder if I could be happy there with Marc.


    Quinn finished chewing and swallowed. “That can’t be good.”


    Kendle turned to see what he was complaining about now. She found Ivan walking calmly up Cliff Road. Both of them remained silent and kept their thoughts blank as Ivan scanned them.


    “We have company coming. Get your clothes on!”


    Ivan heard Kendle shout and chuckled. The girl likes sex. I can work with that.


    Kendle scowled. “If you’re hoping for strange, you’re in the wrong place.”


    Ivan laughed, but didn’t tell them why he was here. He stepped around them as he reached the top and moved to the door of the bunker.


    Knock-knock! “Eagle Escorts at your service.”


    Quinn frowned as Kendle and Sadie both giggled at Ivan’s joke. The sound of clothing being slid on and Adrian groaning in relief echoed through the open door.


    Not the least bit worried about catching someone without clothes, Ivan stepped inside without being invited. He scanned the bunker quickly, aware of Sadie stepping in front of Adrian in defense. She’s already an Eagle. She just doesn’t know it yet.


    Adrian leaned against the shower wall, gasping for air. She knows it. Why do you think she has a meeting with the boss?


    Ivan didn’t understand why Angela would bring her rival into the fold.


    This time, Sadie glared at him. “I’m not a rival.”


    Adrian was too tired to be diplomatic. The truth came out instead. “No, you’re a dangerous threat she needs to get control of or eliminate. Be careful in what choice you make when she gives you the ultimatum.”


    “Angela doesn’t have plans for her. There is no ultimatum.” Ivan walked over to Sadie and held up the nearest piece of clothing to give her privacy while she got dressed. He looked away instead of taking peeks at her body.


    Sadie paused, not sure what was happening.


    Adrian snorted. “She doesn’t need chivalry. She needs training.”


    Ivan shrugged. “I would do it for my sister. She’s no different. She deserves respect.”


    Sadie stewed on those words as she finished dressing. She didn’t dry her hair or her body. The clothes and wind would do that for her. She also didn’t comb her hair, brush her teeth, or use any of the body products that had been sent, like deodorant.


    Ivan relented. Okay, maybe she does need a little training. He dropped the dirty clothing as soon as she finished pulling up her pants. He walked to the door. “I’ll wait out here. Let me know if you need me to carry anything.”


    Ivan sucked in a deep breath of fresh air as he stepped outside.


    Sadie stared after him. “What’s his deal?”


    Adrian slowly forced his legs to hold him, but he only tugged up the sweatpants and went as far as the first bunk. He climbed in and shut his eyes. “He’s emulating Marc. He doesn’t mean anything by it.”


    Sadie sat in the chair to pull her shoes on. “Marc is a boy scout, but he hates you. Is there anyone else he treats that way?”


    “Kenn, but that’s about it. Marc is a nice guy to everyone except traitors.” Kendle took the chair next to Sadie. “He’s right, though. You need to be careful. When she gives you the choice, think it through from both sides. Or better yet, tell her you need time to think about it. We’ll help you find all the angles.”


    Sadie took the belt and a knife Kendle held out, but she refused the gun. “I don’t have enemies on this island yet and we’re protected here. Unless I fall on a snake and make it bite me, the knife is more than enough.”


    Kendle didn’t argue. She also didn’t agree.


    Sadie left without glaring at Adrian. If he wasn’t here when she returned, she would track him down.


    Ivan held out an arm to Sadie as soon as she approached, flashing a charming grin. “My name is Ivan.” He didn’t stare at the hard nipples poking through her damp shirt.


    Sadie shunned his gentlemanly gesture. She started down the cliff. “Why do I care?”


    Ivan shrugged. “I guess you could just say ‘hey you’ if you need something from me.”


    Sadie realized he was trying to be polite, like Adrian had told her. “I’m not used to that. I don’t know what to do when somebody uses those techniques on me.”


    Ivan stored her mix of educated and childish wording. He flashed another soothing smile. “Don’t worry. I’ll take it slow.”


    Kendle turned to Quinn. “You know him better than I do. Is that right?”


    Quinn’s shoulders went up and down. “He’s always been friendly with the ladies, but everybody knows he really wants Angela.”


    Sadie heard, but she didn’t ask about it. If I was as pretty as Angela, all the guys would want me too. That doesn’t mean I would want them or that they couldn’t have a happy relationship with someone else. Even I know it’s okay to be attracted to more than one person over a lifetime.


    Ivan was impressed. “That’s very mature. I wasn’t expecting that from you.”


    Sadie blushed under his warmth. She didn’t encourage it. I’m satisfied right now. She shot him a sideways glance. But he is adorable. If I get tired of Adrian I might think about it.


    Ivan chuckled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to put off those vibes. I’m not available romantically. I can only be your friend.”


    Attention snagged, Sadie slowed her walk. She sniffed, catching his cologne. She hadn’t been around a man who smelled good in a long time. “Is it because you’re in love with Angela or do you have a girlfriend?”


    Ivan jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “It’s because of your roommates.”


    Sadie accepted that answer. Nobody trusted Adrian. It made sense that they wouldn’t trust the people around him either. “What does she want with me?”


    “It’s hard to say. The boss doesn’t usually share her reasons for doing things until after they’ve already been done.”


    Sadie had no problem believing that. Her few brief hours around Angela had been tense and exhilarating.


    That’s it–tense and exhilarating. Ivan held a wild branch to let her pass without being scratched. “She told me to give you an escort and to make sure you get home safely.”


    Sadie didn’t thank him. She thought about it, but she didn’t have a relationship with him. His opinion didn’t matter enough for her to show gratitude. Her time in the UN had made it clear that not everyone was worth her friendship.


    Ivan wasn’t offended. He moved into place next to her and continued to scan for problems as the moon rose higher.


    The jungle moved and whispered as wind blew through the trees, rustling the leaves. Ivan hadn’t heard that sound in so long that it gave him a chill.


    Sadie didn’t mind the darkness. She also didn’t mind the bugs that attacked any exposed skin. She was already covered in scratches and bites on her arms and legs, as well as her stomach and the cheeks of her ass. It was worth it.


    Ivan did a quick scan and found several injuries that probably needed tending. He dug in his kit as he walked.


    Sadie didn’t know what to do with the first aid box he handed to her. “What’s this?”


    Ivan pointed. “You’re injured. If you don’t take care of those, they’ll get infected.”


    Sadie refused the kit. “I’ll take care of it later.”


    Ivan was suddenly sure the boss would make her do it before she went home, but he didn’t say that or try to get her to do it now. Ivan believed in letting people do what they wanted as long as it wasn’t against their laws. And sometimes, even those are meant to be broken.


    Ivan had finally gotten Sadie’s attention now. No one has ever cared if I’m hurt or in pain, not even my drunken parents. She studied him openly, wondering what he was really like. He has to be a good man or Angela wouldn’t even consider him as Marc’s replacement when Marc dies.


    Ivan grabbed another branch and held it. “I am a good man. I’ve also been an asshole in the past. Everybody has issues of some kind.”


    “Ain’t that the truth.” Sadie had never met a completely normal, stable person in her entire life. Everyone had secrets, and those awful deeds always came to light. The divorce that had been caused by her mother’s affair had sent her to the west coast to study.


    “So you grew up in a hypocritical household too.”


    “I don’t know what that means.”


    “It means something against the rules was okay for one adult but not for the other and it caused hell for everyone.”


    “Yes, but you shouldn’t be in my mind. I thought we weren’t allowed to do that to each other.”


    Ivan didn’t answer. He felt someone watching them. Alert mode kicked in hard.


    Sadie felt the attraction as she noticed his muscles tense and the vein in his jaw start pounding. Her excellent sight allowed her to watch the hairs on his arm stand up around his bruises and scratches. “Are you okay?”


    Ivan slowly shook his head, too rattled to think of a politically correct answer. “Not really. This island fucked me up.”


    Sadie had heard the stories. She was suddenly grateful Adrian hadn’t allowed her to be a part of the chaos. Again, she considered being nice to Ivan by telling him at least he had survived, but she didn’t. I don’t want to get close to any of these people. I have Adrian and that’s all I want for now.


    Ivan paused as the beach came into view. “And what about later?”


    Sadie understood what he was asking. She considered it for a few seconds, then she slowly took a step back. “I don’t know you.”


    “I understand.” Ivan started walking again.


    Sadie followed, frowning a little. She hadn’t expected him to give up easily.


    “I believe in respecting boundaries. If you don’t want another friend right now, I’ll be around later. Maybe it’ll happen then.”


    Sadie had also never been around a male who was considerate of her feelings. Her father and brothers hadn’t been, and frankly, neither had Adrian. He’d helped her survive, but he wasn’t really nice. Sadie suspected he was only capable of being that way with Angela and maybe not even then. The sexy man was hard to read and even harder to predict. She had no idea why he had agreed to be with her except that it was something to do while he waited for Angela to be widowed.


    Ivan was floored. “Anyone who says you’re not paying attention is definitely guilty of that themselves.”


    Sadie brightened under the praise. She couldn’t help it. She didn’t get much of it.


    “The boss is on the top deck. Climb the ladder and turn right.”


    “You’re not coming with me?”


    Ivan turned his back to her for a scan of the island that was giving him the creeps. “I’m an Eagle on duty. But I’ll be here when you’re done.”


    Sadie didn’t want to be comforted by hearing that.


    But she was.


    Sadie stepped onto the bridge, scanning the guards on it as well as the guards waiting at the top of the ladder. The ship loomed huge over her, throwing off noise and light in every direction. Sadie saw Tommy was on duty. She paused next to him. “Are you being punished with double shifts?”


    Tommy shook his head. “I haven’t been punished at all yet.”


    Sadie’s brows came together as she tried to figure out what he meant. “Then you’re…self-punishing?”


    Tommy chuckled without humor. “And I can’t talk to people while I’m on duty.”


    She walked away from him without saying anything else. For a brief moment, she’d been reminded of punishments from the UN. Double shifts and working until you dropped were common forms of keeping fighters in line when the threat of death wasn’t enough. It was good to know that wasn’t happening here.


    Sadie scanned their outfits and tools. She didn’t feel self-conscious, but she also didn’t feel safe. These people were powerful. If they attacked, she didn’t stand a chance. At least not with my gifts.


    Greg nodded politely to the girl, but he didn’t speak. He was on duty at the top of the ladder for this short shift, but his mind was on his emotions. I’m strong enough to do this. I’m not a threat.


    It bothered Sadie that some of the Safe Haven’s members weren’t as upstanding as they’d first appeared to be. She walked away from Greg with her chin up. I never lie. I don’t need to.


    The dark deck was covered in shadows and flickering light from the candles.


    The guards gave Sadie a fast scan and then returned their attention to the landscape. It was clear the wild girl wasn’t a threat to the boss.


    Angela stepped out of the shadows under the bridge.


    Sadie let out a loud shriek and retreated, hand going to her weapon belt.


    Greg was there to grab her wrist and stop her body with his. “It’s just the boss. Breathe.”


    Sadie flushed. She shook her finger at Angela. “That was mean.”


    Angela chuckled. “Yep.” She waved at the chair closest to the ladder. “Have a seat.”


    Sadie went to the chair and perched nervously. She scanned what she could see of the island from here. She found Ivan halfway up the bridge. It was obvious that he’d started running toward the ladder when she screamed. Against her will, she smiled at him.


    Angela noted every response and thought the girl had, studying her. Sadie had a big future in Safe Haven. She just didn’t know it yet. No one did, not even Adrian.


    Angela sent a wave of healing that sealed the cuts and gashes all over Sadie’s body.


    She didn’t expect gratitude and she didn’t get any.


    Jennifer came up the ramp with a tray and Kyle on her heels. Her flaring nostrils and tight grip on the tray implied Kyle had tried to insist on carrying it for her.


    Jennifer gave a curt nod. He wants me to feel helpless so I won’t accept my run.


    That’s not true! Kyle scowled at her.


    It is and you know it. Giving me my envelope in front of the crowd was for show so they’ll think you support female rights.


    Kyle sighed, forced to tell the truth. “Darren spooked me.”


    Damn it, Kyle! Now I have to tell the truth too. Jennifer made a face. But not unless she asks me.


    Sadie flinched as they both came over and dropped into the chairs across from her.


    Jennifer held out the tray. “Hot chocolate?”


    Sadie took one of the five wide rimmed mugs. She’d forgotten to bring the bottle of alcohol, but she didn’t care. She didn’t want to get drunk. “Who else is coming?”


    Kyle studied her. “How do you know someone else is coming?”


    “Five cups.” Sadie sipped her hot chocolate.


    Kyle settled in his chair and waited. He was here to evaluate the girl like Angela had asked him and Jennifer to do. Angela would get the ball rolling when she was ready.


    “Make room.” Daryl came through the guards and chairs. Dog was in his arms, chin resting on his big shoulder. The rotting snake trophy was on a string around the arm that was healing from that injury. It danced grotesquely as his arms flexed.


    Sadie jumped out of her chair, almost overturning it. She kept the entire crew and everyone else between her and the new arrivals.


    Daryl put Dog on the empty chair next to where Sadie had been sitting and then turned toward the ramp. “He has gas.”


    Jennifer and Kyle groaned. Angela made a face. Sadie stayed where she was.


    Dog’s new cast gleamed in the lights on the deck. He’d tried to run away, but Marc had caught him with one arm and dared him to bite. That’s the one thing I won’t ever do.


    Sadie gawked at the wolf. It was huge, with enormous feet tipped in sharp claws that wrapped around the mug Angela sat between his paws. He gobbled his two cookies and then stuck his snout into the mug.


    She didn’t understand why the others weren’t scared of him.


    Angela took the chair on the other side of Dog. She reached over and adjusted his leg. After using it all day, he was tired. The cast made his leg twice as heavy.


    Sadie watched Angela touch the wolf without any fear. I must look like a coward to her. Sadie slowly came forward and sat on the chair again, keeping her legs on the right side, away from the wolf.


    Angela removed the empty cup and wiped away some of the cookie crumbs.


    Dog looked over at Sadie, golden eyes glowing. I love your fur.


    Sadie was startled into a laugh.


    Dog stretched out his paws and began licking a sticky spot. It had been impossible to make it through the halls without braver people reaching out to grab a feel of his soft fur. Not all of them had had clean hands.


    Sadie took another sip of the hot chocolate, uncomfortable in the pleasant atmosphere. She didn’t know what to do around others when they were being nice.


    “I have something I need delivered to Adrian. That’s why I asked you to come by.” Angela leaned back and propped up her feet. “That feels good.”


    Sadie didn’t believe it.


    Kyle held the tray out to Angela. Then he extended it to Sadie.


    Dog whined.


    Kyle shrugged, handing his cookies to Jennifer. “Ask someone else to share one of theirs. I have a pregnant wife to fatten up.”


    People laughed as Jennifer swatted his arm.


    Dog immediately turned to Sadie. Share?


    Sadie took one cookie off the tray, swallowed hard acid, and then pushed the fear away. She extended her hand to the wolf, leaving plenty of room for him to grab the cookie without biting her fingers.


    Dog reached out with his long tongue and licked it out of her hand.


    “Eww!” Sadie dropped the cookie on his seat and rubbed her fingers on her pants. “Don’t do that.”


    Dog was busy crunching the cookie.


    Sadie heard the others laughing, but she didn’t feel left out or bullied. It felt like she’d just been welcomed into the group.


    Sadie shut down. She crossed her arms over her chest. “How long do I have to stay?”


    “Don’t be rude.” Jennifer studied Sadie physically, not getting into her mind. The girl seemed healthy and rowdy. She would make a great Eagle once she was trained.


    Sadie uncrossed her arms at the reprimand, but she didn’t give in. “I know what you guys are trying to do and it’s not going to work.” She looked at Angela. “You said you had something for me to deliver. Give it to me and let me be on my way.”


    Angela motioned toward the ramp. “It’s downstairs. You’ll have to come with me. If I leave you alone up here, Jennifer and Kyle are going to dig into your mind.”


    Dog lifted his head. Don’t go yet. See how it feels to belong here before you make a final choice.


    Sadie glared at the animal, fear fading. “You can’t talk me into it either! I don’t want to be one of you!”


    Jennifer smirked. “You already are. That’s why it feels good.”


    Sadie decided she needed to make herself heard. “It’s not as good as being with Adrian.”


    Angela shrugged. “That’s because we haven’t fucked you yet.”


    Kyle’s mouth dropped open.


    Jennifer laughed out loud.


    Sadie prepared to return fire, enjoying herself even though the atmosphere had changed.


    Tick-tock. Tick-tock.


    Angela stood up, stopping the next remark from any of them. “Let’s go get your delivery.”
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    Sadie followed Angela. She was a little nervous, but she lifted her chin and refused to show it. She was used to being stared at. She usually liked it, but the guards were examining her character to see if she was worthy to be one of them. She didn’t like the results they were coming up with.


    She’s too rough.


    She’s twitchy. It would take a lot of work to settle her down.


    She’s been sleeping with the enemy. We can’t trust her, even if Angela lets her join.


    Angela led the way down the ramp. “Don’t worry about them. They’re always suspicious of new people. Even if you didn’t have a relationship with Adrian, they still wouldn’t trust you yet.”


    Sadie believed her. Safe Haven had been hunted for over a year, but they’d won every challenge they’d faced. For a brief moment, Sadie wished she’d been there to help them fight their enemies. Maybe I wouldn’t have been captured if I had been with Safe Haven all along.


    “A lot of my people feel that way, especially the kids.”


    Sadie knew they had children, but she’d only caught a few brief glimpses of them. As they descended the stairs into the cheery ship, Sadie spotted children everywhere.


    “I don’t wanna go to the dorm.” Caleb pouted. “I’m not ready to go to bed.”


    “We had fun all day. You’re all exhausted. You’re going to go get showers and get tucked into bed. Then Monica is going to tell you all a bedtime story.” Angela smiled at the tired den mothers who were herding the kids.


    “Yay! A story!”


    Ray eased through the line of kids to reach Angela. The alpha being here would help the den mothers get the kids settled while the rest of the camp kept celebrating. Ralph and Daisey were in their honeymoon suite.


    Angela held the door to the next steps to let the kids go through.


    Ray joined her. “Grant wants to fight this time.”


    “Excellent.”


    Ray scowled. “He’s the only captain we have. He’s too valuable to waste in a battle.”


    Ray had showered and shaved, but those haunted eyes hadn’t changed. He was already fighting the UN battle in his mind. And in there, we’re losing.


    Angela wished Ray had chosen to take at least one vacation day. He clearly needed some off time, but she also understood. When your brain said no, it meant no. “Do you know that for sure or is it just your fear of losing him?”


    Ray glared at her. “You have no right to risk his life.”


    “I’m not–he is. Why did you come and tell me he wanted to fight if you expect me to deny your request?”


    “I’m an Eagle. It’s my duty to report things even if I don’t like them.”


    Angela gestured. “Exactly, Ray. You have honor. So does he. Let him have this or you’ll end up regretting it.”


    “You saw that?”


    Angela shook her head. “I didn’t have to. It’s a logical conclusion. This is the last action any of us are going to get for a while unless we go out on a run. You’re robbing him of his manhood for the next three years. Be sure that’s what you want to do. I don’t think your relationship can take it.”


    Ray stared as she and Sadie followed the kids, but he didn’t beg or threaten. He already knew that wouldn’t work. He would have to console himself with knowing Grant really was the only one who could sail them away from here when it was time to go home. Angela would make sure he was safe during the fight even if he saw action. I have to believe that or I’ll never let him go. I refuse to let him die…like Dale.


    Angela reached out a hand in front of Sadie to stop her as another group of children barreled down the hallway. She immediately lowered her hand. “Sorry. It’s bedtime. They go a little crazy now.”


    Kids in pajamas and slippers ran toward the boss.


    Sadie was surprised. “You let them?”


    Angela nodded, giving fast hugs to the kids before sending them toward the dorm. “Everyone needs to blow off steam. Our kids are actually very well-behaved. I believe it’s because I give them moments like this. If I didn’t, we would have more problems. There are a lot of special children here.”


    Sadie knew that to be true. She was being assailed mentally by young minds that hadn’t sharpened those skills yet. A couple of them were slicing through her barriers, however. Sadie turned around and found a boy and girl standing behind them. They were obviously twins.


    Angela frowned. “Play nice.”


    Cate and Cody both immediately flashed innocent smiles.


    Sadie watched them walk down the hall. “Those two are dangerous.”


    “And not just them.” Angela held the door to the kids’ area open.


    Sadie went to the doorway, but her attention was snagged by all the activity in the wide hall outside the dormitory. Women were packing suitcases and children were bringing items for those suitcases. Stacks of supplies were all over the tables and counters as if they were being sorted and then packed. “What’s going on?”


    “The UN is coming. We’re preparing.” Angela studied the area to get an idea of how much they still had to do. What was going on now was supposed to be the finishing touches.


    Debra came from the rear corner of the room, carrying a familiar object. She gave it to Angela, frowned at Sadie, and left. Her shift was over, but she was still working.


    Angela stored the wrist blade in her jacket pocket, fighting the memories that went with it. Debra had borrowed it right after Angela lost the baby. I wasn’t allowed to wear anything heavy then.


    Sadie stepped into the kids’ dorm.


    Silence fell.


    Kimmie came over from her post in the rear of the wide, chaotic room. Her third shift guard duty punishment had started tonight. She stepped in front of Sadie with her fists on her little hips. “Who are you and what are you doing here?”


    Sadie wasn’t sure what to say to the aggressive child. She stepped aside so Angela could enter, protecting herself mentally as the child dug in for information.


    Kimmie glared at Sadie, waiting for an answer.


    “Alpha!”


    “It’s Angela!”


    Every other child in the room dropped what they were doing and flew toward the door.


    Sadie immediately ducked and rolled. She came up in a crouched position in the hall.


    Angela and the Eagles laughed. It was impossible not to be amused.


    Sadie slowly straightened, hands dropping as more kids came down the hall. She slid back to let the children reach Angela, suddenly not sure if she should protect the alpha from the kids.


    Every adult descendant on that deck caught her thought and approved. Sadie had the automatic reflexes of an Eagle, as well as the sense to know these children were dangerous to anyone they came in contact with. Those were two marks in her favor.


    “They love her. Everyone else could be in deep shit if they snap.”


    Sadie found Tommy standing next to her.


    Tommy shrugged. “My next shift is about to start. I need to change my clothes and gear.”


    Sadie was surprised. “They have you guarding the kids after you ran out on them?”


    Tommy snorted. “I’m cleaning up after the kids, but they really don’t need protection.”


    Sadie slowly came to that opinion too. She was catching flashes from their past now. Some children were holding small brown envelopes and staring at them in horror or confusion. Sadie caught more than she wanted to as she stared at Kimmie.


    Sadie snapped out of it, not wanting to be bonded with the child. She was immediately slapped with another flashback from the smallest child in their group.


    Sadie was horrified. “They’re all killers!”


    Tommy stepped by her. “Except they only have the alpha between them and murder. The rest of us at least understand right from wrong. Some of these kids are too young to know the true consequences of their actions, but they’re still deadly. Be careful. Be respectful.”


    Sadie rolled her eyes mentally. So much for being myself. I’m not either one of those things. That’s how I get in trouble.


    “It’s the same with us. There are all these rules we have to follow.” Kimmie crossed her arms over her chest, much the same way Sadie had on the top deck. “I don’t like the damn rules!”


    Kimmie returned to her post.


    Sadie realized the girl was on duty. “What did you do?”


    Kimmie pointed.


    Sadie saw a short-haired woman hurrying up the stairs near the dorm. She quickly found the woman’s name in Kimmie’s thoughts. “Francesca.”


    The woman turned around to discover who was calling for her. She spotted Sadie and quickly overlooked her for the little girl on the other side of the room. Francesca’s hand automatically came up to touch the short, jagged curls. Hatred crossed her face and then she hurried up the steps.


    Sadie snorted. “So you gave her a haircut. What’s the big deal?”


    The adults liked Sadie for that, but they also disapproved. It was clear she was as wild as any of their children.


    Kimmie didn’t answer. I don’t know you. Stop pushing me.


    Sadie bonded with the little girl against her will. “Damn it!” The bond cemented quickly. Sadie found herself walking toward the guard post, ignoring the Eagles and Angela, who was being smothered with laughing children.


    Kimmie picked up a pen. “I have to add your name to the logbook because you came inside.”


    “Sadie. S-a-d-i-e.”


    Kimmie wrote it and then placed the pen back in the holder. She stared at the woman’s hair. “Why did you pick blue?”


    “I didn’t, actually.” Sadie smoothed her wild locks. “As we were going on the ship, they dyed our hair blue. Once we got on the ship, we were supposed to wash it out. I liked it.”


    Kimmie shrugged. “Not everything we don’t want is bad for us.”


    Sadie understood the garbled message. She rotated to examine the rest of the room. “So this is where you live?”


    “They say we’re going to get to live on the island, but we’re all packing to leave, so it doesn’t seem like that’s true.”


    Sadie automatically tried to comfort the child. “I heard once you defeat the UN, you guys will get years of peace.”


    Kimmie muttered a curse word Sadie rarely ever used herself. She snickered. “I’ll bet you were hell in the pits.”


    Kimmie stilled. “You’re a fighter?”


    “I killed one of our kind, without magic.”


    “Me too.”


    Another bond flowed between them, making the air crackle with electricity. Angela and the other kids observed as they enjoyed playtime, but they didn’t interfere. It was like this for their kind because they were suspicious and aloof. Sadie and Kimmie had suffered at the hands of the UN. Angela had counted on them being able to create a friendship. But that wasn’t what I brought her here for.


    Angela straightened, holding her hands up to stop the next wave of eager children. “Finish packing now.”


    All the kids went, swallowing disappointment. If they were fast enough, she might still be here when they finished.


    Angela joined Sadie and Kimmie at the guard post. She scanned the adult guard and received a head shake. There hadn’t been any problems with the girl yet. There also hadn’t been any signs that she was Eagle material. Angela was having a hard time fitting Kimmie into Safe Haven life because the only thing she seemed to do well was stalk or kill. She was already positive the child would have to go to America with them for the final battle. After that, Angela assumed she would end up being a tracker to help eliminate any UN survivors on American soil who hadn’t renounced their goals of conquest.


    Sadie and Kimmie had been distracted from Angela’s thoughts by the other kids coming over. Sadie found herself surrounded.


    Angela observed for a minute, trying to get another angle into Sadie’s mentality. She acted like a 10-year-old most of the time, but occasionally, she seemed older than everyone here. Angela was trying to figure out how that was possible.


    “I have that A-word stuff.” Sadie blurted it out, unable to take the embarrassment of Angela thinking that way about her in front of all these children. “The one that makes me do weird things and say dumb stuff.”


    The kids immediately began offering words.


    “ADHD.”


    “No, it’s A.D.D.”


    “It might be autism.”


    “Isn’t that the same as Asperger’s?” The guard couldn’t help himself.


    Sadie pointed at the child who’d said autism. “It’s that one. I’m on the side that can do things.”


    “Functioning?”


    Sadie smiled at Kimmie. “You know all the big words. You’re smart.”


    Another bond of friendship ran between them.


    Angela was pleased. She was also in a hurry again. The clock had started ticking as Sadie stepped into the dorm. “Let’s go get your delivery.”


    Sadie locked down on the thought of protesting. She suddenly didn’t want to leave.


    She followed Angela into the connecting room of the dorm. It was a large play area. A small boy was sitting on the steps to the jungle gym that had been put together next to the stage.


    “This is Joey.”


    Joey rose and picked up his suitcase. “I’m ready to go.”


    Sadie scowled as she understood. “That’s not a package!”


    “Yes, he is. He’s an extremely dangerous package that needs to be delivered to someone who knows how to handle him.” Angela held out an envelope.


    Sadie stared at the brown paper in revulsion, making the connection. Those are my orders.


    “They’re Adrian’s orders. You’re just a delivery boy.”


    Joey chuckled. “She’s not a boy. See the boobies?”


    Chuckles went through the room. Sadie slowly approached the child. “I’ll carry that for you.”


    Joey gave up the suitcase, but not the small brown envelope in his other hand. Sadie refused to ask if those were his orders. She didn’t want to know. It horrified her to find out Angela was using children in her plan. She might not be any better than the UN.


    Joey came over and took Sadie’s empty hand.


    Angela motioned. “We’d like a radio call upon arrival to verify he’s safe.”


    “Adrian won’t like this. Kendle and Quinn will hit the roof. Luke’s bunker isn’t a good place to raise a child.”


    Angela held the door for both of them. “I’m aware. However, it is a great place to train a future Eagle.”


    Sadie’s voice rose. “In what? Sleaze?”


    It pleased Angela and everyone else that Sadie had chosen that description. It said she was aware that Adrian wasn’t the good guy he pretended to be. Hopefully, she would make the right choice when it counted.


    Angela was saved from having to answer as Cate appeared in the hall ahead of them.


    Cate stared at Joey.


    Joey sent a deep wave of need.


    Cate’s face twitched. She took another step forward.


    Angela glared at Joey.


    Joey let go and looked up at Sadie. “I’ll see her again.”


    Cate finally turned and followed her brother into the dorm for real this time.


    Sadie was aware of everyone staring at her and the little boy as they climbed the stairs. Sadie knew the other kids wanted her to be nice to the child, but she doubted they would have an instant bond like she’d just had with Kimmie. Unless this little boy had gone through the same things, they didn’t have anything in common.


    “My daddy was in charge of the western United Nations division.”


    Sadie stiffened again, glaring at him. “You’re the son of our enemy!”


    Joey let go of her and kept walking.


    Angela rustled the boy’s hair. “You’re not responsible for the sins of your family. None of us are. It may have been that way in the past, but I changed that because it wasn’t fair.”


    Sadie liked hearing that even though she didn’t have a bad family to be cursed by. They’d been selfish and stupid, but that wasn’t the same.


    She resumed walking, emotions starting to get unruly. She was being hit with too many things at one time that she wasn’t used to. Honesty and compassion were foreign to her.


    Pam and Morgan were on the top deck. They both came over to say goodbye.


    Joey kept walking.


    A bit hurt, Pam stopped.


    Morgan frowned. “Good luck, kid.”


    Joey didn’t answer. He didn’t hate them, but it hadn’t taken long for him to figure out that family wasn’t going to stay together. He’d been taken in by nice people, but he’d refused to bond with them after seeing their future.


    “Joey!”


    Pam’s hurt voice made him stop and look back. He smiled at her. “It’s okay. I want to go.”


    Pam forced herself to nod. This isn’t right. He’s just a little boy.


    Joey controlled the need to lash out. I’m much more than that. He walked faster, forcing Ivan and Sadie to keep up. He was getting some of their thoughts now. It was new and wonderful. I’ll have my gifts soon.


    Angela walked them to the ladder and then knelt in front of Joey. She wrapped him in her embrace and kissed his cheek. “Are you sure you want to do this?”


    Joey nodded, hugging her. “He can teach me. If he doesn’t, I’ll be a bad boy when I grow up. We both saw it.”


    Everyone who heard him gained a better understanding of why Angela was sending the boy away. Once again, she was trying to save one of her lost souls.


    Ivan came to the ladder to wait as Joey began to climb down. He was ready to catch the child if he slipped, but Joey’s movements were confident. He was used to conquering new situations without letting anyone know how nervous he really was.


    Ivan felt that deeply. As the boy reached him, Ivan gently took his arm and directed the boy onto his back. “It’s good to have a ride through the jungle when it’s dark.”


    Joey grinned and held on tight.


    Sadie followed, staring at them. Ivan didn’t comment on her healed skin or the little boy with her. Sadie assumed he’d known Joey was being banished. His good attitude might be practice for when he has his own kids.


    It suddenly seemed like a good idea. Sadie decided she would try to help Adrian care for the child as practice for when they had their own baby. If Angela was right, that would be less than a year from now.


    Angela stayed at the top of the ladder with her guard as everyone else went below, keeping her thoughts blocked.
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    “Why didn’t she give me an envelope or any orders for the fight?”


    Ivan shrugged carefully, not jostling the child. “I don’t know. She obviously trusts you or you wouldn’t be allowed to be alone with one of our kids.”


    Sadie frowned. “I’m not alone with him.”


    “But you will be at some point. So will Kendle and Quinn.”


    Sadie could tell from the disapproval in Ivan’s voice that he didn’t agree with Angela’s decision on that one.


    Ivan rubbed Joey’s leg. “How are you doin’, champ?”


    “I’m okay. She said this will be like having a nice dad.”


    Ivan snorted. “She’s never been wrong, but this might be the first time.”


    Sadie listened to Ivan chat with Joey, getting more upset with each minute that passed. By the time they reached the dense jungle, her patience had run out. “How can you be okay with this? She banished a little kid for something he might do later. And she’s going to use him in the fight!”


    Ivan slowed a little to let her catch up. “Angela has a reason for what she’s doing. Those of us who know her understand.”


    Sadie didn’t. “I think it’s awful.”


    Joey reached out to touch Sadie’s hair. He quickly let go. “Why is it hard?”


    “I hate the way shampoo smells.”


    Joey touched his own freshly scrubbed locks. They were soft under his fingers. “Your color is better, but I like being clean.”


    “Well, good for you.”


    Ivan swallowed a snicker at Sadie’s offended tone. The little boy had touched a sore spot. From all of the things he was reading about her, Ivan saw Sadie was in the difficult period of life where your conscience constantly spoke up, trying to direct you onto a good path. You could ignore it, for decades if you really wanted to, but if you were wise, you listened to that voice and were better off for it. Ivan considered giving her voice a little push of support but didn’t. That’s not my job here.


    Sadie had been tracking his thoughts. She hated the feeling of being abandoned. “So what is your job? Just to sponge off Marc until you’re good enough for the boss?”


    Ivan didn’t flinch or even tense. He was getting tired of hearing that accusation, but it no longer had the power to make him angry because it was true. Angela had called him on it today. Everything that happened from here on out in his life would be because of that moment. Sadie’s random comment had no power. That would always be in Angela’s hands.


    Sadie felt the first true flicker of jealousy. “Is there anything she’s bad at?”


    “She has too big of a heart. One day, it will probably get her killed.”


    Once again, Sadie didn’t understand. How can having a big heart be a bad thing?


    Joey supplied the answer, young voice full of tremors. “If you care for someone too much, you can be hurt by it.”


    Ivan frowned. “Yes, that is true, but that’s not what I meant. A lot of the people who have gone on to betray us first convinced her or the other council members to give them a second chance, to let them in.”


    Joey nodded. Don’t let anyone in unless I need them for something and then don’t trust them. Good to know.


    Ivan slowed, trying not to trip in the deep vines. “Wait. That’s not what I meant. You just have to be careful that they aren’t bad guys.”


    “So it’s okay to let them in if they’re good?”


    Ivan relaxed as the boy got his point. “Exactly. Don’t be closed off. Just be careful.”


    Joey liked hearing that. It gave him more options for a happy future.


    Sadie hated that. It meant she had to take risks and let people get close. That’s not going to happen.


    “Why not?” Ivan was also keeping track of her thoughts. “Wouldn’t things be easier if you had people around you who could be trusted with your life?”


    Sadie shrugged. “As long as they leave me alone, that’s good enough. I don’t need to be safe. I’ve never been like that.”


    Ivan believed her. Just because she’d been a UN darling, that didn’t mean it was what she’d wanted or what she would have chosen if there had been another option. There hadn’t been, of course. The UN had responded to protests with bullets.


    Or worse. Sadie swallowed a shudder. “How about a happier topic?”


    Ivan was a bit surprised, but also pleased. A lot of people in her situation would have been begging for favors or bitching about the lack of them. “What would you like to discuss?”


    Sadie’s stomach rumbled. “Was the barbecue good?”


    “It was awesome.” Ivan dug in his pocket carefully to keep from dropping Joey. They were traveling through the thicker vines now and it didn’t matter that the time of day had changed–the vines still wanted to pull him down. “I brought something for you.”


    Sadie took the small foil pouch, warming. He brought me a treat!


    Ivan stored that reaction as he wiped his fingers on his jacket. He was wearing his backup. His main Eagle jacket was filthy and waiting to be washed. “The cooks were packing things to take to the mess. I thought you might enjoy a taste of it, but don’t share it with the outcasts or Angela might get mad.”


    Sadie already had her fingers buried deep in the barbecued beef. She shoved a bite in her mouth. “I von’t!”


    Ivan chuckled. It was a relief to find out she seemed to be a good person. He looked over his shoulder at her and smiled.


    Sadie glanced up in time to be caught by the full blast. She stopped, slowly pausing in her wild chewing. Chills hit her skin; a deep ache pulsed in her stomach.


    Ivan felt it too. He assumed it was in response to the light charm he’d tossed out. He kept walking.


    Sadie slowly followed, resuming eating, but her attention stayed on the mysterious man in front of her. Maybe I should encourage a friendship with him. Him and the little girl. I like Kimmie.


    Joey hugged Ivan’s neck. You got her.


    Ivan patted Joey’s hand. Shhh.


    Sadie started to ask what they were talking about, but another voice echoed before she could.


    “Help me!”


    Ivan slid Joey to the ground and pushed the boy against Sadie. He drew his gun.


    Sadie understood she was responsible for the child. She put one hand around his little wrist and drew her knife from her belt with the other.


    A shadow stumbled toward them in the darkness, crashing and tripping his way through. “Please, help me!”


    Ivan got a quick glimpse of a pirate sword and clothes in tatters. He saw weapons in the man’s holster and a thick body under the filthy garb. He didn’t see any signs that the man was in mortal danger. Ivan assumed his Eagle stance, lifting his gun. “Stop right there!”


    The man kept coming. His eyes ran over Sadie and Joey in hunger. “You have to help me!”


    Birds and insects went silent as the man got closer.


    Ivan scanned the man’s mind and found no power, only thoughts of claiming some for himself. “Where did you come from?”


    “Our raft sank. Everyone else died.”


    Ivan didn’t believe him. “Are you from the detention center?”


    The man hesitated.


    Ivan finished his trap. “We are too. It’s okay. Safe Haven said we can stay here.” Ivan lowered the gun. He smiled brightly. “How can we help you?”


    Not expecting an easy entrance, the man stumbled. “Um… I need food!”


    Ivan stepped forward with his hand out. “I’m Ivan.”


    The man’s big hand came out. A grin split his face, showing neat white teeth. The pirate grabbed Ivan’s hand and jerked him close. “I’m evil.”


    “I know.” Ivan fired once.


    The man fell to his knees, knife dropping from his other hand.


    The shot echoed across the island, drawing attention from everybody.


    The sound of running boots echoed next.


    Ivan keyed his radio. “We had an intruder. The threat is neutralized. Recommend full check and double security.”


    “Copy. Injuries?”


    “Negative.”


    The sound of boots grew louder, closer.


    Ivan was unable to determine if whoever was running toward them was from his camp, Adrian’s camp, or were companions of their attacker.


    Ivan picked the darkest shadows next to them and nudged Sadie and Joey that way. “Stay close. Be quiet.” As soon as they were in the shadows, Ivan brought up his shield and concentrated.


    Sadie stared in delight as Ivan’s shield glowed green and then blended in perfectly with the environment. No one would know they were there.


    Unless they read your thoughts. Be quiet.


    Sadie and Joey both went dark.


    Ivan was a little impressed and a little creeped out at how well both of them did that. Ivan told himself it was due to their time with the UN and then turned his attention to the arriving boots.


    “He isn’t here!”


    “Are you sure this was the spot?”


    “Positive.”


    Daryl glanced around. “Eagle check!”


    “Over here.” Ivan let his shield become clear again, then he lowered it.


    The small group of Eagles surrounded Ivan and Sadie. Daryl clicked his radio once.


    Ivan knew that was a code to let Marc and Angela know he now had an escort. Ivan led the way, anxious to get Sadie and Joey to where they were going. He hadn’t expected problems.


    Daryl broke off from the group and went to the body. He hefted it over one big shoulder and turned toward the ship. “Let’s go find out who you are.” He was eager to let the few people on land get a glimpse of the body and run for the ship. Angela wanted them all on board overnight, but she couldn’t order it. This would help.


    “He was part of the group who took over this island.”


    Ivan was sure Joey was correct. He didn’t give his thoughts on it.


    Sadie was upset. She picked Joey up in her free arm, not caring that the move drew approval from Ivan and their escort. “I thought we were safe here.”


    Ivan shook his head. “Nature won’t attack us while we’re on the island, but she won’t stop anybody who comes here from trying to hurt us either. Her deal is with all of humanity, not just Safe Haven.”


    Sadie didn’t like that. “Maybe we can make a different deal.”


    Ivan frowned over his shoulder. “Leave that shit to the boss. She’s the only one who can stand that heat when things go crazy.”


    Sadie didn’t answer.


    Ivan sighed. “Some people have to learn the hard way. When it hits you, go to Angela and let her help you understand your place in the grand scheme of things.”


    Sadie scowled. “Do you know your place?”


    Ivan thought about his orders. “I do now.”


    Their Eagle escort made Sadie feel better, but only because there was a kid involved. I don’t need backup. These Safe Haven people are weaker than I thought.


    Ivan snorted. “Yeah, weak. Sure.”


    Sadie flushed. “I didn’t mean to insult everyone. You guys just can’t seem to do anything on your own.”


    “We’re trained to handle things as a group.” Ivan reached out and took Joey. “It’s great that you don’t need help very often.” Ivan glanced at her. “But everyone needs someone else, even if it’s just that neighbor who checks on them or the paperboy who has a minute to chat. The war didn’t remove our need for other people.”


    “But they can’t be trusted!”


    Ivan sighed. “Makes things harder, doesn’t it?”


    Sadie chuckled. “Yes.”


    The Eagle escorts kept their minds blank, but they stored the information. Ivan was following through. Marc would be pleased. None of them knew how Angela would take it.


    Ivan swallowed his bitterness. “Let’s go faster. I’m on a schedule.” He didn’t feel bad about being curt to Sadie now. It was obvious that she was only interested in Adrian. Their plan wasn’t going to work. But I won’t be here to see them try something else. The boss gave me the hardest run of my life. I have no idea if I can do it, but I’m going to try.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twelve


    Concerning Privacy


     


     


     


    1


    Adrian and Kendle met them in the middle of the road, halfway up the hill. Quinn was above them, guarding the bunker against his will.


    Adrian stepped forward, scanning them in a fast, memorizing blur. A kid–special. Sadie and Ivan. Ivan is bloody and Sadie is quiet. A heavy escort. All the Eagles had guns in their grips and eyes that shifted continuously as they searched for the next threat. “We heard a gunshot. What happened?”


    “Intruder.” Ivan walked by him, taking Sadie to the bunker. He showed Adrian mentally, but he didn’t explain Joey’s presence. “They’re clearing the ship. You should shut your door after I leave.”


    Kendle kept her disappointed thoughts locked. She assumed the intruder had been the missing fifth person from the RIB. She’d been hoping they might do more damage.


    Adrian followed, frowning. “What’s…” Adrian saw the envelope in Joey’s hand. He flashed to their fight with the government.


     


    Marc grinned, tossing an arm around Kendle’s gun hand as he drew his Colt and fired into Adrian’s chest, five times in rapid succession.


    The reports echoed, sending men to the ground and fighters to the train doors for cover.


    Marc and Adrian were locked in eye-to-eye combat as the blond slid to his ass in the tunnel, pouring blood. Adrian tried to ask, but the wounds were already affecting control of his body.


    “She said it was a fair fight, but that I didn’t have to do it that way. She meant make peace, of course.” Marc leered as Adrian coughed out blood and puked. “You can die now.”


     


    “Hey!” Sadie shoved him. “Why does everyone have that reaction? Was it that bad?”


    Adrian forced his feet to move, stomach boiling. “Bad doesn’t even come close.”


    Sadie was finally curious, but there wasn’t time right now. She handed the envelope to Adrian and went inside the bunker.


    Sadie saw her clothes had been picked up. The entire shower area had been straightened and was ready for the next person. She grinned at Kendle. “Thanks, mom.”


    Kendle snorted. “I made your man handle it.”


    Joey wasn’t impressed. That’s Adrian Mitchel? I don’t understand why my dad was scared of him.


    Ivan laughed.


    Sadie forced a smile at Joey. “Come on. I’ll show you around.”


    Joey went to Ivan.


    Ivan stared at the child, mind closed to the rest of them unless they wanted to fight their way through his mental layers.


    Joey smiled. “I’ll be fine.”


    “Still. If you need me, call me. I’ll be here in three minutes, though I may need to borrow your lungs.”


    Joey giggled. He let go of Ivan and took Sadie’s hand, sticking to it when she tried to pull away. “Show me my new home.”


    Kendle’s mouth dropped open. “What did he say?”


    Quinn glared at Ivan. “Was this your idea?”


    Ivan snorted. “To leave a little kid here with you traitors and outcasts? You must be stupid.” He held his breath as he went further inside. No one had showered while they were gone. The reek had gotten stronger.


    Joey didn’t notice the smell. “My dad had a bunker like this.” It made him feel at home. His steps slowed at the sight of Kendle and her scars, but he didn’t ask what had happened. He’d witnessed worse at the detention center, though those people had died from their injuries. The red mark down her arm was also a curiosity, but he knew not to question the unhappy woman.


    Kendle didn’t want the boy here. He was obviously trouble, and his neat clothes and quiet demeanor implied he was also intelligent. That meant he would be harder to distract than a normal child.


    Ivan went to the door. He was almost outside before Adrian recovered enough to speak.


    “Wait.”


    Ivan paused as soon as he got out into the fresh air. “What?”


    Adrian dropped the single sheet of paper. “I can’t do this. Take him back.”


    Ivan walked down the dark road with his frowning escorts. “Talk to the boss about returns. My department only handles shipping.”


    Adrian stared as Ivan vanished into the shadows. He slowly rotated to examine the child Angela wanted him to train or eliminate in just two weeks.


    Power immediately lashed out, throwing heat over all of them.


    Adrian inhaled deeply. Byzan child. Dangerous.


    He reluctantly accepted that Angela might have been right to send the boy here. She already had a lot of adult byzan on that ship. A child conceived after that level was attained often inherited their parent’s strongest skill. Despite not having access to their gifts yet, they could still control people with blasts of their emotions.


    Adrian suddenly longed for the moment when he and his daughter would be reunited. I hope you don’t hate me when we finally come face to face again. Adrian went inside the bunker and shut the door against the bugs. “I’m staying here tonight. In the morning, we’ll make other arrangements.”


    Kendle was soothed. She went to the cooking area and began pulling out pans. “Find me a protein and a starch and I’ll get a quick meal together. Then everyone will get a shower.”


    No one argued. In fact, only Quinn was listening. Sadie and Joey were walking the shelves and talking about what they found. Adrian was studying them with concern and the faint gleam of a man who had a new project.


    Kendle smacked the pan onto the stove, annoyed. She’s not even here and Angela still controls every second of our lives. I hate her so much! There isn’t anything I wouldn’t give to see her die–including Marc’s life.


    Occupied, no one caught her thoughts.


    Quinn saw her expression and recognized her body language. He considered offering her a service or comfort, but decided against both. He secured the bunker and went to make sure his rifle was thoroughly cleaned for duty.


     


     


    2


    Ivan saw Charlie putting a bedroll down near the tent where Tracy was hiding. Sobs came from there as Ivan approached. He frowned. “No luck, I guess. Do you want me to try now?”


    Charlie scowled at him, already covered in shame and embarrassment. “Why? You want to claim her now that my mom doesn’t want you anymore?”


    Ivan’s heart dropped. “What?”


    Charlie was pissed at the world and eager to let anyone have it if they were stupid enough to talk to him. “You were replaced today–by someone who has honor. I thought you knew. Everyone else does.”


    Ivan looked around, meeting the eyes of the guards. Contempt and gloating flew at him from multiple directions.


    Ivan lifted his chin and stepped by the angry teenager without replying. It was obvious Charlie was right. Shouting at the snotty kid wouldn’t help him. I thought being like Marc would make her happy. I just found out differently today. What did she expect me to do? Try to claim her in front of everyone? Start a fight for her? I’m not that man anymore.


    Charlie growled, frustrated at the lack of a target who would fight back. As much as he wanted to be left alone, he needed to get rid of this anger and pain.


    Conner appeared on the top deck. I’ve got a chess board and a dirty movie. The teenager had enjoyed the restful day, but he hadn’t actually relaxed. I can’t. We’re not in the clear yet.


    Charlie snorted, making Tracy jump.


    Conner tried again. A bottle and an ear that’s not doing anything else tonight? It would do him good to have someone to talk to about Candy. If I can figure out when it’s supposed to happen, she might not need that extra life I have ready for her. Then she can hold onto it forever.


    Charlie sighed, which also made Tracy’s shadow twitch.


    Fine! Charlie rose, leaving the bedroll. He stomped by the tent, fury growing when Tracy’s shadow cringed as if he was coming in after her.


    The guards were glad to see Charlie climb the ladder and board the ship.


    Lingering in the shadows behind the bridge to observe, so was Marc. He would show Conner his gratitude later.


    The other Eagles were clearing the ship. Marc wanted to be sure the threat wasn’t right here, trying to get on board without being noticed. His scans were running continuously. He knew something else was coming. I’m already getting tired. How is Angela still standing at all?


    Marc’s lips curved. I still think she’s a beautiful, dangerous robot.


    His demon laughed and resumed scanning for the next threat, while watching out for Angela, who was staring at the island from the front deck.


    Marc turned toward the ramp, hearing steps.


     


    Angela stiffened at the sounds behind her. She’d been deep in thought, trying to find every possible outcome of her choice on Joey.


    Kenn spotted her alone and glared toward the bridge, where her rookie was standing and sulking. “If you need time alone, do it in a cabin. It’s not safe up here without a guard.” Everyone had been warned that Darren was unhappy. They’d also been told intruders might be on the ship. The guards hadn’t finished clearing it yet.


    Angela ignored his scold. She stared at the top of the cliff. “Update me while you’re here.”


    “I only have a few items.” Kenn kept the heavy bag over his big shoulder as he dug out his notebook. “Shawn is splicing and dicing. He said he’ll have four versions ready by dawn if you can keep Missy and Pam occupied after your meeting.”


    “I will. Does he need help?”


    “He said the quiet time to work is his reward for the work.”


    Angela chuckled. “Okay. Did you find a way to send it out?”


    “No, but Marc did. He and Theo will cover it in the morning.”


    “Satellite phone system?”


    “Yes. They’ll make those files available, but they’ve also got an idea for a computer-generated notice that will pop up on any other satellite device and direct them to those files. I added radio calls where we broadcast the audio.”


    “Odds that someone will see or hear any of it?”


    “Good, actually. There hasn’t been anything new over the waves in a year. Word will spread.”


    “I need to be sure. Add a surprise, if you know how to do it.” She gestured in Eagle code.


    Kenn grinned. “Marc will love that.”


    Angela scanned the bridge. There were footprints all up and down the pontoon bridge now, going in every direction. The mud had dried into a geological record of their exodus. “Next?”


    “The call earlier was from Australia.” Kenn handed her the sheet with his copy of the call and its location. “Funny thing. The bodies from the RIB Marc blew up–”


    “Were Australian.” Angela fought the guilt again.


    “But Ivan’s pirate wasn’t. He had an old American passport.”


    “We’ll maintain high security for now. What else?”


    “The camp found out Gabe died. They think he was electrocuted.”


    “He was.”


    Kenn grimaced, showing his first emotion about the incident. “How do I protect her?”


    “Get her to convince them it was an accident.”


    “It was. I saw it.”


    Angela had already viewed it through the memories of the guards. “There were too many witnesses to hide what happened. Always use the truth. It’s the perfect defense.”


    Kenn didn’t feel better. That wouldn’t happen until this was all settled. The coming battle was nothing to him compared to Tonya being charged with murder.


    “It would be accidental.”


    Kenn sighed. There was nothing accidental about it. Her witch went straight for his throat. You know as well as I do that our demons never attack without orders.


    “You shouldn’t have told me that.”


    “I trust you.”


    “This isn’t about trust. Don’t ever repeat that, even to her. Forget it and hope no one else noticed. If they did, I expect you guys to leave before she’s officially charged.” Angela turned back to the island view.


    Kenn was smothered in gratitude. He quickly scanned to see if anyone might have overheard them.


    Nothing moved.


    Kenn rotated toward the bridge to finish one of his orders. He glared at the rookie until the man came down the steps and took up a post in the shadows near Angela.


    Only a few feet away, Marc stopped himself from touching the rookie on the arm. He’ll wet himself. No one wants to clean that up.


    Kenn left the heavy bag of weapons next to Grant’s chair and then trudged toward his cabin. His exhaustion level was too high for most things, but carrying out battle setups with one eye open was how he’d spent most of his adult life.


    Kenn nodded at Marc as he went by. He’d been aware of the man since he hit the top of the ramp.


    The rookie looked over and saw Marc. The man jumped sideways, almost bumping into Kenn.


    Kenn chuckled, shaking his head. “Rookies!”


    Marc laughed, assuming his cover was blown. He limped up behind Angela on his cane, in too much pain to leave it behind. He leaned against her heat, trying to offer comfort and support.


    Angela braced her feet to take his weight, enjoying the way their bodies fit together. “I love you.”


    Marc kissed the top of her curls and held her. Angela’s fear tasted like salty tears in the back of his throat.


    Angela caught his musky smell and held onto it, emotions threatening her mental shield. She eased out of his arms to concentrate.


    Marc was relieved. It was hard to hold his mind against her when they were touching. Their bond automatically tried to break through those walls. He decided a distraction was in order. “Ready for an update?”


    “Yes.” Angela had been trying to leave things alone and let him handle them as much as she could. She didn’t want him to feel pushed aside or like there wasn’t work for him to do, but not running things herself might drive her crazy.


    “I only have two updates, but one is really good.”


    Angela sighed. “Then give me the bad one first.”


    Marc frowned lightly. “No one was able to save Gabe. He’s gone.”


    Angela didn’t tell him Kenn had already delivered that news. “Tonya will have to learn to control her immediate reaction to deliver a mortal injury upon being surprised or displeased.” There were other ways to handle it. Unless the person was being violent, what she’d done was forbidden.


    Marc shrugged. “On the other hand, Gabe was slowly getting out of control and this will deliver a clear lesson to every other person in camp who’s like that. It’s a reminder that the descendants will defend themselves.”


    Angela agreed. “What’s the good news?”


    Marc smiled proudly. “Every single thing on the list is done.”


    Angela ran through that list in her mind. “Everything?”


    “Yes. My oral or cover it yourself?”


    Angela chuckled sexily. “Your oral is awesome.”


    Marc laughed. He got out his sheet and read to her. “The beach was cleared of garbage, but only directly around the pontoon bridge. Paths were tramped down all over the place. It will be impossible to say for sure where everyone is or how many people we really have. I assume you dropped your bug in the restaurant?”


    “Under the chair. It’s not on yet. That’s the one with the shortest battery life.”


    “Good. All the above-ground sites that were toured today have a microphone in them. Some of the stops also have bags of supplies and gear. Everyone was armed, re-armed, or stocked on ammunition for the coming battle.”


    She nodded. It would have been a simple matter to drop those items along with the envelopes, but Angela had chosen to do it separately. Debra and Jayda had teamed up for 45 minutes of quick deliveries. Neither of them had been suspected of carrying out that run. Kenn’s drop had been a last-minute addition she hoped they wouldn’t need.


    “The Eagles who dropped off those items believe you decided to make our stand on the island.”


    Angela didn’t confirm any of the theories or ideas. Too many ears were listening. This was a little bit like the government fight in that she couldn’t tell them all of the details ahead of time, but it was different in every other way. Each opponent they met on the battlefield had the potential to be exactly like them. Before, it had only been Donner and an army of normals. This fight was going to be much harder and not just because they couldn’t destroy the islands. There would be other enforcers, trackers, hunters, trap teams, and more. Safe Haven’s fighters only held a couple of advantages. Angela was using them carefully.


    “All envelopes were accepted.”


    Angela was thrilled. Her heart rate calmed a little. She was able to let go of the grip she had around his waist.


    Marc groaned in relief but didn’t complain. He understood she was terrified. He was too, but he was better at hiding it.


    Grant appeared on the bridge. He motioned through the glass.


    Angela sighed. “How long?”


    Marc rubbed her arm. “He’s ready whenever we are.”


    “We’ll stick to the schedule.”


    Marc motioned to Grant with her answer. He put an arm around Angela’s shoulders. They were waiting on the votes to be gathered. They had time. “Is this fight going to be like the last one?”


    “I didn’t want it to be.”


    Marc believed her. All deaths bothered Angela, even when the people deserved it. “How much of the plan do you have finished?” He knew she’d been working on it continuously, but he wasn’t sure how long that actually was. It could have been all the way from the beginning when she’d first gotten the vision of this fight. If so, he assumed she would have most of the details already worked out.


    “It still needs a couple of finishing touches and a few people assigned after those touches are in place.” Angela wound her fingers through his. “I had to wait until tonight to see who was willing to play this latest suicide game. The final notes will be ready shortly. I’m waiting on one more thing to play out.”


    “What’s going to be the hardest part?”


    Angela sighed deeply. “The same as it’s always been–accounting for wildcards. We’ve seen this battle take place.” She gave him a quick glance, daring him to deny it.


    Marc didn’t. “And?”


    “Sometimes a wildcard flips just seconds after you scan and there’s no way to know that something changed until your next scan. By then it’s usually too late to counteract it.”


    Marc understood. “We just have to survive it.”


    Angela stretched her leg out, rotating her ankle and wiggling her toes. She was a little swollen. “I tried to account for all of it. As long as wildcards don’t flip, our odds are 50% right now.”


    Marc grimaced. “That’s not good enough.”


    “I know. After you go over it, you can update those odds.”


    “I will.” Marc took the next logical step to ensure their survival. “Then I’ll have Adrian go over it.”


    Angela smiled. “You’re a fast study, Mr. Brady.”


    Marc gave the expected grin. No matter what else, he would make sure the most important people in this camp were not in the last ring of danger that she was worried about. The final moment of any battle was the worst possible time for fate to flip a card. And if Angie’s worried about that, then we should assume it’s going to happen.


    Angela scanned the island again. The darkness had swallowed the land. It was almost impossible to view anything beyond the two fire cans they’d left burning. All the campers who’d wanted to spend the night had changed their minds after the pirate attack.


    The Eagles were relieved. It was hard to provide security when it was this dark. They’d shrunk posts to the halfway point of the bridge. None of their people were on land now except for Ivan.


    Angela saw that man coming now.


    Even the rookie guards smirked at Ivan as he went by them. They’d all heard about his demotion.


    Ivan glared. “He isn’t the boss. But keep smirking. Someday I might be in charge and I’ll remember every single moment like this.”


    The humor and jealous gloating faded as the men realized he was right. Marc didn’t get the only vote on his replacement.


    The bridge bobbed lightly. Ivan accounted for it automatically. The wind was picking up. I guess Nature knows we’re out of the protected area. I don’t know why she keeps wasting her energy on hitting us. If left alone, we always screw ourselves.


    Ivan climbed the ladder and joined them, also glaring at the rookie guard in the shadows of the bridge. “He isn’t any good to you that far away.”


    Angela also ignored his scold. “Impression?”


    Ivan sighed. “You’re wasting your time trying with her in any way except one.” Ivan gestured. “Daryl was right and wrong. Use our girl.”


    Angela understood. Sadie and Kimmie had hit it off right away. They would become good friends if things worked out right.


    Marc motioned toward the unhappy rookie. “Have Megan sent to the conference room. It’s time for both of her punishments. Then go see point man for your next shift. Switch out!”


    Now that the witnesses were leaving, Angela faced Ivan. “I’m sorry.”


    Ivan’s cheeks and neck turned red. His hands clenched at his sides.


    “I’ve decided to give Greg your place.”


    Ivan’s anger lashed out at her for the first time. “You fucking liar!”


    Angela smiled coldly, hand coming up to stop Marc from doing anything. “Be glad I’m not dropping your rank too. Take the rest of the night off and think about your future in this camp. You can still have one and it can be great, but it will not be with me.”


    Ivan’s humiliation spewed out. “I’ll get a bottle and sleep with that. It’ll be warmer than you!”


    He stomped off, shoving his way through the men coming up the ramp.


    Marc saw Neil and Wade coming. “Come on. Let’s go find out if we can share. They need the deck.”


    Angela pulled away from Marc. She went to the bridge steps. “I’ll be down after the announcement.”


    Marc didn’t argue, though he frowned as he went below. She thinks I don’t know he gave her something and she wants to be alone to look at it.


    Angela smiled as she entered the bridge. I love Marc the genius. Please don’t return to being the hothead. The disappointment might kill me.


    She took the light pouch from her pocket and opened it, braced to be hurt by whatever Adrian had sent.


    Her old dog tags gleamed at her.


    Angela winced. Memories threatened to overwhelm her control. She hadn’t worn the tags since they were in the mountain.


    Angela slid the chain over her neck without crying, but it was close. Momma still misses you.


     


     


    3


    “I’ll miss this.” Tim shut off the light in his private room. He moved down the small, narrow hallway to the adjoining room and stepped into the church.


    He pulled the door shut behind him, listening for the click that told him it was locked. Depending upon the outcome of the vote currently taking place, he might never be back here. He had just finished cleaning and packing all of his things. It was sad that it only came to two small boxes and his kit.


    He’d left everything else. The room was ready for whoever else might be brave enough to challenge the current status of religion in Safe Haven. Knowing where they came from didn’t make it any easier to follow the rules. They’d all been wrong about that one. Mankind had assumed if they knew what the rules were, people would follow them.


    Tim stepped around the altar and walked between the two rows of pews. A cold draft blew through the church. Is a window open? A chill ran up his arms and tickled his neck.


    Tim paused to let his vision adjust to the darkness.


    Five shadows stepped forward to box him in.


    Tim scanned the blank faces in alarm. “What’s going on?”


    All five Eagles took another step forward, securing possible avenues of escape.


    Tim put the boxes on the pew next to him. He dropped the kit onto his boot, instinctively following Eagle procedure. It was right there if he needed something from it during this confrontation.


    And it was obvious that was going to be the case. Tim crouched, hand quickly unzipping it. He dug for the nearest weapon as all five men converged on him.


    People outside the church stopped and stared in shock as the men swung at the same time, each of them nailing a different part of Tim’s body.


    Tim dropped to the ground, weapon sliding down the aisle. He curled into a ball as they beat on him.


    Thud!


    Thud!


    Thud-thud!


    The sound of the beating was awful.


    Outside, Anna started to go that way.


    On duty, Trent shook his head. “He earned this.”


    Anna scowled, realizing it was an Eagle thing she wasn’t privy to. She stomped off to go find someone with more authority who could stop the abuse. Visiting the bookstore was forgotten.


    In the church, Kyle stepped back. “Pause for round two.”


    The other men retreated, some of them wiping blood down their pant legs.


    Tim gasped in air, trying to recover from the intense pain flaring along his ribs, his thigh, his shoulder, his cheek, and his ankle. He sucked in a deeper breath of air, moaning and then spit out blood on the floor of the church. It joined the other splatters already falling from his lip and nose.


    Kyle motioned. “Round two.”


    Tim curled up in a ball again, forgetting to turn over. It left the same areas open for abuse. The Eagles quickly targeted those spots, drawing grunts and a shout.


    Outside the church, the other witnesses faded into the shadows of the stairwell. They weren’t willing to leave yet, but they didn’t want the Eagles to know they’d witnessed the attack either.


    Inside the church, Kyle stepped back again. “Pause for round three.”


    Tim whimpered, pain lighting up his nerve endings. There were four rounds. Tim fell into his training. He rolled over, scanning through the red blur over his vision for an escape. Not finding one, he curled into a solid ball and waited for it to be over.


    Instead of calling the third wave, Kyle stepped forward and crouched down. “Do you accept this loving correction from your team, Timothy?”


    Tim was in too much pain to concentrate, but his Eagle training delivered the proper response. “Yes! In the spirit it was intended!”


    “Next time you know something important, tell one of us. If you break this rule again, you’ll pay with your life.”


    Tim peered up gratefully. “I’ll tell you! I swear!”


    “Good.” Kyle punched him in the mouth.


    Tim sank to the cool floor, fading toward the darkness.


    Kyle stood and keyed his mike. “Medic needed in the church.”


    Standing next to him, Morgan keyed his in response. “Copy. On the way.”


    Morgan immediately knelt and took the kit from his shoulder to tend Tim’s wounds.


    His team watched in fascination as Morgan flipped into their medic. In moments like this, it was obvious that Morgan was a valuable asset to the Eagles. Respect for him went up.


    Morgan used the smelling salts first, needing Tim to stay awake. “It looks like you’ve taken some hits. Don’t go to sleep for a few hours.”


    Kyle strode to the door, scanning for witnesses. He spotted several in the shadows. He let his orbs glow red.


    People took off.


    Tim didn’t understand exactly what was happening, but he sensed it was an attempt by the Eagles to save him somehow. He didn’t ask questions. He assumed they would tell him what to do.


    Morgan stood up. “He’ll live.” He dropped a bottle of Tylenol into Tim’s bloody lap. “Two of those with food every six hours. Come see me if things get worse.”


    Tim blew out a bloody snort, spraying the floor and his arm. “You’re the last fucking person I would go to after this!”


    Morgan patted Tim on his shoulder. “That’s the spirit.”


    The five men left the church, going in different directions as they reached the exit.


    Tim stayed on the floor and sucked in air, wishing once again that he’d made a different choice.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Thirteen


    His Own Decisions


     


     


     


    1


    “It’s time to vote, Safe Haven. Please make your way to one of the polling places listed on doors and hall walls. If you don’t see a list, ask an Eagle to point you in the right direction.” The PA system let out a high-pitched whine as Cliff ended the announcement. He was taking his first shift as a radioman.


    Flatulence echoed through the room.


    Stanley cringed. He opened the tiny window next to him. “Sorry. The chili got me.”


    People laughed. Dwight’s chili was powerful.


    Grant smiled at the group as he and Ray got into line with the other voters. The office room was wide and warm, holding more than four dozen Eagles and camp people. “Good evening. Is everyone ready to decide the future of the planet?”


    A couple of people gave weak smiles, but most of them made a face. Everyone was voting now. The mood had gotten rough again. They were already missing the easy-going day they’d just enjoyed.


    “How can you say that?! The right to privacy is more important than the right to a gun!”


    “You’re out of your damn mind. Stop talking to me now.”


    Eagles and everyone else looked over at the two camp men. Both of them went in a different direction, one muttering and the other rolling his eyes. It was happening all over the ship in every area where they were assigned to vote. Angela had decided it would be easier if there were multiple places to cast a ballot instead of just one. Grant had no idea who was on point over this zone.


    “She didn’t put anyone on point here. She trusts us.” Ray got them into the correct line. There was another vote taking place here among the Eagles as well, but only a few of them had received an invitation to cast a ballot in that one. Everyone was curious, but no one asked. They all assumed it was another part of the devious scheme Angela had created to defeat the enemy. They weren’t in a hurry to hear more details. Envelopes were sticking out of pockets all through the room. Minds were running over details and plans; the mood continued to sour.


    “What are you voting for?”


    Grant turned around, swallowing a frown. Jonny was sauntering toward them and he was once again staring in adoration, right in front of Ray.


    Rage rose, but this time Ray controlled it. He let Grant make his own decisions.


    Grant was proud of Ray. He was also annoyed with Jonny. He gave the man a disapproving look and tone. “You have to stop now. I’m not the least bit interested.”


    Jonny wasn’t cowed by the conversation or the witnesses. He took a step closer, smiling warmly. “That’s because you don’t know me.”


    Grant shook his head. “No.”


    Jonny examined Grant’s white outfit, lingering on the special parts of his body. “I just want to get to know you. What’s the problem?”


    “The problem is you won’t take no for an answer. I’ve made it clear. Leave me alone or things will get ugly.”


    Jonny saw Ray had his back to them. He stepped closer to let Grant catch a whiff of his once expensive cologne. “Are you sure? I bet I’m hung better than he is.”


    People around them laughed or scowled.


    Grant’s embarrassment flared, turning his face a dark shade of red. “Go away.”


    Jonny finally felt Grant’s rejection. Ugliness swarmed his face. “How can you pick him over me? He let his last bitch die in the mountain!”


    Grant punched Jonny in the throat.


    Jonny hit the ground at his feet.


    Grant stepped up next to Ray as witnesses stared or hooted. He feigned innocence. “Did he fall?”


    Jonny tried to speak, but he couldn’t stand the pain. He hacked and coughed, making people frown. A few of them even gagged.


    “Someone get him to the medic.” Daryl dropped his vote into the private box and then stomped through the crowd, not happy to be here. “The boss sent me to supervise things. That means somebody in here caused her to lose full trust in us and it wasn’t the radio jockey now puking on his own leg.”


    Daryl went to stand in the corner next to the lockbox, glaring at everyone. He wasn’t really upset. He was following orders. With his arms crossed over his chest and his gloves on, no one noticed the fresh bruises on his hands.


    Silence fell throughout the room, other than Jonny’s sounds. No one spoke again until after they’d dropped their vote and left the room.
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    “Before I read the results of the vote, I want to remind you that violence is not allowed in this camp.” Angela’s voice echoed across the PA system. “I won’t tolerate fighting or breaking rules. If it happens again, I’ll come for you and neither one of us will enjoy that.”


    Eagles who were getting worried about the mood relaxed.


    “I realize everyone is going to feel strongly no matter how this turns out. There may be shock and tears, and it’ll be hard for you to deal with the happiness of some of those around you. Go to an entertainment floor and find something to do, or maybe even go to bed early. Read a book. Talk to an Eagle if you need it, but I repeat: There will be no disruption of normal life in this camp because of the outcome of this vote.”


    Angela drew in a breath, a little shocked herself. “The result of the vote, overwhelmingly, is to remove the right to privacy so it can no longer be used as a defense to permit criminal behavior.”


    Angela counted to 30. She could imagine what it sounded like down there right now. That’s why I’m up here. I need the moment of space before I go down and kick in my next plan.


    Angela continued her address. “The vote was 72% for and 26% against, with 2% not caring. There is no margin of error on a simple yes or no vote. Everyone who counted the ballots counted all of them and then agreed on what each answer was and then they tallied them. There are no mistakes in the vote. There will be no recount.” Angela wanted it clear that they’d done everything they could to ensure the integrity of the process, but at 72%, there was no need to worry about it. The majority were going to get what they wanted. For now, at least.


    It was possible when they voted on the final document itself that an editing process might begin. It could include changes to these new laws. That was how any founding document needed to work so all of the citizens who lived under it could at least tolerate it, if not be happy with it. Angela knew it was impossible to please everyone. She hadn’t considered her 17% disapproval rating in a long time, but she wondered now how much it might have fluctuated. It was almost a sure bet that it had increased after losing so many lives to the radiation sickness.


    “Because the right to privacy has been removed, using that defense is forbidden, meaning you can’t say, “I told him in confidence.” You also can’t say, “It’s my wife or husband. I can’t testify against them.” Other changes will come from this, such as future employers being allowed to view your medical records, but anti-discrimination laws should balance that out. The council will do everything possible to make sure all laws are fair and justly applied.”


    Angela drew in another breath. “Safe Haven’s council has agreed that in an absence of our own laws, old world laws do apply, with a few exceptions. The Eagles, as most of you already know, have a lot of authority. In many cases, Eagle rules supersede old world laws because they were created after the war, out of necessity. That necessity has not changed. As such, Timothy held an Eagle duty. He was bound by Eagle law to tell someone what Courtney was planning. Man on point will escort Timothy to the brig to await a trial date. He is officially being charged with dereliction of that duty.” Angela let off the mike and waited, confident her orders had been followed.


    The radio immediately crackled with Kyle’s emotionless voice. “Sorry to interrupt, Boss, but I need to bring up the Double Jeopardy law. Tim has already been punished for his oversight, as an Eagle. He can’t be punished twice.”


    Angela counted to five, as if she had to think about it. “The council will discuss this. The decision has been delayed.”


    Jennifer’s voice came through the radio next. “Do we really need to? We’re all tired and you just said old world laws apply when we don’t have our own. We can’t try him if he was punished. Can’t we let it go now?”


    “That’s up to the council.” Angela wasn’t going to skip that part of their new law system, even though she was manipulating it. “All members of the council will supply an answer before they go to bed. I’ll announce the decision to Tim and his lawyer. That’s all for now, Safe Haven. Good night, and remember to follow your orders to the letter. All of our lives, as usual, will depend on it.”
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    “What did Kyle mean? Tim wasn’t punished. He’s not even an Eagle anymore.” Samantha scanned the suddenly quiet men in their cluttered cabin. “What’s going on?” They’d both left after saying they had a quick meeting to attend. They hadn’t been back long.


    Wade refused to speak. This was Neil’s job. He checked on the small boys who were enjoying their fifth nap today.


    Neil shrugged, stacking her finished kit on the lowest shelf of the closet. “Tim was corrected by his team during a recent meeting.”


    Samantha’s lids narrowed as Neil rubbed his fist. Several new purple bruises were there. She got up and went to the closet to get her shoes.


    Eager to be out of the crossfire, Wade gestured. “I’ve got the twins covered.”


    Neil grabbed his jacket as Samantha donned her gym shoes and flew out the door to go check on Tim.


    Neil gave Wade a relieved look as he shut the door.


    Samantha marched toward the stairs and then stopped. She didn’t know where to go.


    “The Church.” Neil knew where Tim would be now that he wasn’t going to be arrested. He wouldn’t want to be in the camp areas where everybody could see him and know what had happened.


    Samantha hurried that way, but her anger didn’t hold. Because he’d been corrected by senior Eagles, Tim would avoid a trial. Even though the official word had to come down from the council, Samantha was confident the charges would be dismissed. Kyle was right. Tim couldn’t be punished twice. She didn’t agree with the beating, though.


    Crinkling paper and angry mutters caught Sam’s attention as her anger faded. She began noticing the envelopes. Small and brown, they were in nearly every hand or sticking out of every pocket Samantha went by. It was impossible to mistake what was happening. “I’ll be glad when you guys get your orders so I’ll know where you are.”


    Neil didn’t say anything.


    Samantha stopped, hands coming to her hips. “Where is it?”


    Neil patted his pocket. “I carried out my first order 20 minutes ago when I shed blood in our church.”


    Samantha’s anger lit up her face. “That’s why Wade was okay with me leaving the cabin.”


    “He’s packing both of our kits right now. We’re being sent out ahead of the others.”


    Samantha wanted to scream. She also wanted to demand to be taken along, but she already knew no one was going to agree. She had two little boys who needed to be cared for and she was barely recovered from their birth. I have to sit this one out except for weather scans. I don’t know how I’ll be able to stand it.


    Neil stepped closer, linking their fingers. He didn’t give false promises. He lent physical comfort and hoped that would be enough.


    “When are you leaving?”


    Neil brushed lint from her gray sweater. “We’re scheduled for the second stop. Probably five hours.”


    Samantha hugged him tightly and then resumed her fast clip down the hall. “I’ll be 10 minutes and then we can spend the rest of that time doing whatever you want.”


    Neil already knew what it was. As soon as she verified that Tim was okay, he was taking her back to the cabin.


    Samantha slid aside as Marc and a few others came down the hall and took the steps to the next deck.


    Neil fought the urge to ask Marc if he needed an extra guard right now. My family comes first.


    Samantha moved faster, wanting every second they had left.
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    Angela went down the ramp into the ship, chin up and mind blank as men and women stared at her in disbelief. Their displeasure about the vote was outweighed by the orders ringing through their minds. She had assigned each person carefully, based on what they would do in each situation. She was counting on them to follow through and she had no doubts that they would. This time.


    Angela went to the bottom deck, listening to the mental clock tick. I hate that sound.


    She stopped at the guard post on this hall. “I need to see this person.”


    Jeff took the slip of paper. They didn’t really need a guard here anyway. Most of the people in the conference room could handle anything that happened. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”


    Angela didn’t want to have the same argument that was circling the ship right now. “It was a camp vote.”


    Jeff had already switched off his radio. He didn’t want to listen to anyone brag that their side had won. “They’re celebrating losing their freedoms.”


    Angela sighed, nodding. “But it’s what they think they want. Who are we to tell them no? We know the old way doesn’t work.”


    Jeff couldn’t think of a good response. He stomped off to go get the person on her note.


    Angela smiled at Marc as she joined him in the doorway. “I see the new sheets in your pocket. Update me.”


    Marc leaned heavily on his cane. “The council already sent notes. They said to let Tim go. We now have a double jeopardy law on the books.” Marc spotted her wrist blade.


    Angela noticed he was wearing one of the new vest setups.


    They both chuckled.


    Angela waved. “Go on.”


    “The camp is starting to grumble about Gabe. Will that hold?”


    “I don’t know yet. I don’t think Gabe had many relationships, but if I’m wrong, someone could still make a claim.”


    Marc agreed. “I’ll let Kenn know she isn’t out of the woods yet.”


    “Wait until morning. Let them have a good night. What else?”


    “Theo picked Monica for his XO. They’ll be working tonight while the camp sleeps. It might make some noise.” Marc scanned the sheet. “That’s it.”


    Angela rubbed her upset stomach as she went into the conference room and joined the others in the rear at the thick, long wooden table. They’d chosen this conference room because it was a huge square of space that was hardly ever used.


    Standing near the table, Megan lifted a brow at Jennifer. Should I start begging for mercy now or later?


    Jennifer shook her head. After we’re done here.


    Megan nodded, resigned to waiting a little longer to learn her fate. She rubbed her arms, trying to ignore the vent by her leg. Almost everyone was still wearing Eagle jackets and jeans to compensate for the air conditioning.


    Angela fingered her long black sweater. That’s why I made them shut it off while we were on the island. No point in wasting that much power for people who didn’t leave the ship.


    Greg grinned at Shawn as he came from the bathroom across the hall and sat at the dusty table. “Did you enjoy the testing that led to this moment?”


    Busy examining the replicas of famous art that lined these brown paneled walls, Shawn was barely listening. “What testing?”


    Greg’s humor failed as he understood he was the only one who’d been tested.


    “There are rules to deals like this.” Angela sat in the chair across from the two men. The thick table was between them, but she didn’t feel like it was enough. I’m not sure what’s going to happen here. “As soon as you gain the power, you have to set laws. That is non-optional. Do it first.”


    Angela drew in a deep breath and stalled, scanning the others in the room. Pam was standing behind Shawn with a comforting hand on his shoulder. A moment like this could be traumatic, but she wasn’t worried about Shawn being able to handle it.


    Marc leaned against the wall, grateful to get off his leg in any way. The cane gave him mobility, but it did nothing to stop the agony of using the limb before it was ready.


    Jennifer was standing by the door of the musty meeting room in case they needed an enforcer, but she only watched one of the men who were about to join their ranks.


    Greg flushed under the hard stares. The people here were evaluating him in this final moment and finding him lacking. “I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.” He hoped that like in the Eagles, senior people would point him in the right direction.


    No one spoke.


    Angela wanted to, but she didn’t know either.


    Greg’s determination rose. “Then let’s just do it. I’ll prove myself during, like I’ve always done.”


    Angela nodded. “Marc’s going to hit us with a sleep spell. Everyone ready?”


    Shawn and Greg nodded, getting set.


    Marc blasted them hard, hoping to get this done quickly.


    Angela sighed, feeling danger approach and then wait out of range for the right second to strike. She had to let this one play out. She let the two men view her vast selection of powerful doors. “See the ones with green edges? Those hold demons who need a host.”


    Greg yawned. “Where did they come from?” There were at least 100.


    Marc frowned at the man. “She’s giving you both one of our mental children.”


    Shawn didn’t know what to say. He’d thought his split would come from Pam.


    “Awesome.” Greg drifted off, eager to meet a version of Angela that he could have.


    Shawn fought sleep for a last question. “Why isn’t there information on this from the labs?”


    Angela dropped out before she could answer.


    Jennifer did it for her. “Because those moments resulted in death every time. The mental children have to be willing. If you’re holding their parent hostage, they aren’t going to like you. If they don’t like you, you die.”


    Shawn faded into sleep with a deep frown.


    Pam stayed close, watching to make sure he was breathing okay.


    Marc did the same for Angela, but he also kept an eye on Greg. He isn’t the problem, though. I’ve vetted Greg so many times I can recite his thoughts. This vibe is coming from someone who’s always been riding the edge. Thanks to Tonya’s comments when she lifted his curse, Marc’s mind went to Ivan.


    Jennifer shook her head. “He just got a bottle. Kyle’s shadowing him right now. He’s going to his cabin to sulk.”


    Marc was glad to hear it. But that doesn’t solve the mystery.


    Jennifer scanned the deck harder, but it was impossible to get through the ship. A couple of their people could do that now, but only when they were full of energy. Kyle was one of them. Jennifer wanted to learn how to do it, but she was saving her energy for the fight coming in two weeks.


    Jennifer picked up a potential problem. “Jonny’s coming.”


    Marc filled her in. “He and Megan are getting their punishments after this.”


    Megan winced, dropping her eyes.


    Jennifer wanted to ask what Jonny had done, but this wasn’t a good time for it. She would find out later. Why can’t our people just be good? Are we cursed?


    Marc refused to give his opinion on that as Angela and the two men began to dream walk.


    Tap-tap.


    Marc opened the door so Jonny could come in and wait. “Have a seat.”


    “No, thanks.” Darren slammed the syringe into Marc’s neck. He pushed the plunger and let go, reaching for his gun.


    Marc saw the baby in Darren’s other arm. Oh, shit! He sank to his knees as the drugs started to work.


    Jennifer gasped, legs threatening to buckle. “He has Autumn!”


    Mommy! Help me!


    Pam fumbled for her radio and her gun, heart thumping. I don’t want to die here. I just got my life back! “Help! We need help on the bottom deck!”
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    “It’s happening.”


    “I know. Marc will handle it.” Angela and the two men were deep in the fog, walking together as dreams circled the edges of their vision. She pointed at the far, dark cliff. “We have to get there for this to work. If we try it down here, we’re vulnerable.”


    Greg began to peer through the fog around their boots. “To what?”


    Angela shivered, walking faster as the dampness started sinking into her clothes, her hair, her skin. “Everything. Watch your six.”


    Shawn and Greg flanked her, hands on weapons, hearts thumping. This didn’t feel like a dream. It felt like one of their runs through hell.


    “That’s almost where we are.” Angela climbed the hillside, fighting her own weight in the thin air. “Dreams can take you anywhere, if you reach the right exit.” She smiled. “Or the entrance, if you prefer a half-full glass.”


    It made sense to them, but neither man was able to fully appreciate the words right then. Elongated visions were flashing faster, showing each of their dreams, but there were thousands more.


    Angela grunted sadly. “There used to be millions. Day by day, those goals go dim and then they die. Humanity’s hope is fading from existence.”


    “So we’re going to kill another 1000 or more to help things along.” Shawn was bitter.


    “If we have to, we’ll remove more than that. Safe Haven almost has enough good souls to restart the world’s population in the ways we need. The UN is about to fill in our gaps and provide a new tree of life for everyone.” Angela stopped at the edge of the cliff. “Lift me up there. I have to be first.”


    “Why?”


    “Because there’s a demon to face, of course. That’s always what it comes down to with our kind.” Angela used their cupped hands and her own legs to jump. She clawed her way up the rest of the cliff, listening to the men follow her. Eagles really will go into hell to complete a run.


    Angela and the Demon of Time saw each other as she stood.


    “Betrayer!” He rushed at her, summoning all the power of his position.


    Shawn and Greg tried to get there, to get in front of her, but there wasn’t time.


    The Demon hit Angela full in the chest.


    Angela stabbed the Demon with her wrist blade, twisting and groaning with it.


    Angela’s heart stopped.


    So did the Demon’s.


    Both lifeforces vibrated against the fabric of time, pulling alarms and strings around them as they fell.


    Greg blinked. The Demon was gone and Angela was standing next to them, uninjured. “I don’t understand.”


    Shawn did. “She showed him what would happen. He chose not to take the path that brings down the world. She’s safe here again.”


    “At least for a while.” Angela connected their minds completely this time, showing her multitude of powerful doors again. “This is what your mind will look like.” She pointed behind them, at a small cell where her witch paced nervously, observing.


    Greg and Shawn both nodded politely to Angela’s witch, honored that the spirit was allowing this. They were also uneasy. There was no door on her cell.


    “You have three preferences or dislikes. Say them and doors will close. You pick from what’s left. Shawn will go first.” Angela could feel the problems on their ship, the fear and the rage, but she had to concentrate on holding them all together for this transfer. Even if she stopped right now, they all had to get to their physical bodies and wake up, and that took time after a sleep spell. It’s all on you, Marc.


    “Healer.”


    Over half the doors went dim at Shawn’s first choice. It made him hesitate on his next need.


    Greg growled. “Come on!”


    “Fire.”


    All of the doors but two went dim.


    Shawn realized he’d chosen rare traits. He followed through with his plan, hoping one of those two held what he needed. “Can help me save Pam’s life.”


    Greg winced as both doors went dim. “Sorry, man.”


    Shawn sighed unhappily. He’d known this power couldn’t do that. “The strongest of the two, please. We’ll be very active.”


    One door lit up.


    Shawn opened it and stepped forward like Pam had told him to do.


    Greg observed so he would know what to do, almost able to forget about the gunshots cracking faintly in the distance.


    Shawn opened his arms. “I accept you for what you are.”


    Power entered Shawn’s soul and merged, shoving into his mind and his body.


    “Now you.” Angela was fascinated by the process and memorizing every second to examine later, but she felt the end coming. If they didn’t get back soon, she might not be able to at all. I wish I had more faith that Marc can handle these moments. “Now!”


    Greg had always known what he’d prefer if he was a descendant. “Nature.”


    Three dozen doors lit up.


    “Alpha.”


    Half a dozen doors remained.


    “Water.”


    Greg stepped forward and opened the single door. He entered the darkness and opened his arms. “I hope you’re willing.”


    Power slammed into him, squeezing his chest until he thought he would collapse.


    I’m not! The demon let Greg draw in a single ragged thread of air. Unless you answer correctly.


    Greg nodded awkwardly, realizing he should have asked more questions before this moment arrived.


    The demon released its hold, letting Greg breathe. Who is your master when I let go?


    Greg recognized the tone. He scowled, rubbing his throat. “I serve myself first and Marc somewhere after that!”


    “Good. I will not spend much time in my father’s shadow.” The demon let go of him and entered, merging.


    Greg sucked in air as the demon finished settling in, pushing and shoving to make room.


    Angela shut the link and began the trip back. She marched quickly through the foggy nothingness, listening hard.


    Bang!


    We’re not too late! She went faster as Shawn and Greg fell in on each side. Their new demons bowed to her in recognition.


    Alpha.


    Mother.


    Angela smiled distractedly at her mental children. Be loyal to your new hosts. They’re both good men.


    “What’s happening on the ship?” Greg wanted to be ready.


    “Another wildcard flipped. Our bodies, not to mention everyone in that room with us, are in mortal danger.”


    Greg scooped Angela up and followed Shawn as he took off running for the place where they’d first entered. But I wish I could stay here and explore for a while. When I return, I have rules to follow.


    Angela grunted. “Get me there in two minutes and you can stay behind for an hour.”


    Greg went faster.
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    “Get out of the way! I’m not here for you.”


    Pam had drawn her gun and stepped in front of the table. She lowered her shield to fire.


    Darren fired first, hitting Greg. The muffled shot didn’t echo far. He followed it up with a shot at Shawn, brow furrowing as Pam moved in front of Angela and blocked his next shot. “Move!”


    “No!” Pam brought up her shield and dove over to cover Greg’s wound with her free hand. “Medic!”


    Jennifer rushed forward, enforcer power reaching through Darren’s shield.


    “Don’t!” Darren tightened his arm around the infant.


    Mommy!


    Jennifer withdrew, moaning in physical pain. “Give me my baby! How did you get my baby?!”


    Darren stepped over Marc, who was fighting to stay conscious. He’d lost all control over his body and most of his mind. “You have to stop giving second chances!”


    Pam caught his memory. “Francesca thought it was okay this time because he’s an Eagle.”


    Jennifer moaned, rage building. Kyle!


    I’m coming! Stay calm!


    Darren kept his shield up, eyeing his target. “Get out and you can have the kid! Go!”


    Pam blanched. “I’m not leaving Shawn.”


    Megan stepped forward, fully blocking his view of Angela’s defenseless body. “Darren. Please stop.”


    Darren’s face fell. “You’re not supposed to be here!”


    Megan nodded. “I know. I’ve heard the stories.” She took another step toward him. “If you give me the baby, they won’t kill you. You’ll be allowed to leave.”


    Darren’s anger flashed out, making Autumn whimper again. “And you’ll still be dead! Get out of here! Move!”


    Jennifer gathered power, but she didn’t know how to use it without hitting Autumn. “Let her go!”


    Darren heard boots coming down the hall. “Damn it!” He eased to the door and stepped into the hall with Autumn tight against his chest.


     


    “Where’s the bosh at?” Jonny slurred his words and took unsteady steps, but he was reporting as ordered. “Don’t know why I’ms in trouble. I got hit!”


    Jeff walked behind him, radiating disapproval. Jonny was very drunk. Anything Angela ordered him to do would have to wait until tomorrow and even then, someone would have to tell him after he sobered up enough to understand words.


    As they finally reached the bottom deck, Jeff saw a man in full battle gear step out of the conference room with a suppressed gun in one hand. He paused, hand going to his own weapon as he smelled gunpowder. “Is there a problem, Darren?”


    Darren turned and saw them. The baby in his arm sucked in air to let out a scream.


    Jonny saw the gun start to come up. Survival mode kicked in, sobering him instantly. He shoved Jeff backward and around the corner of the steps as he turned, hoping the bullet would go straight through.


    The slug plunged into Jonny’s side and bounced off a rib. He groaned loudly but stayed standing, blocking the path. He groped for his radio. “All Eagles! Bottom deck!”


    It wasn’t on. The call didn’t go through.


    Jeff remembered to turn his radio back on. “He has a hostage! All Eagles to the bottom deck!” He stayed down as another slug hit the wall by his cheek. Returning fire was out of the question while Darren had a baby in his other arm.


    Eagles and descendants were already flooding toward them from every direction. They ran faster at Jeff’s call. More men and women filled the halls and steps as they realized there was a problem.


    Jonny fell as a slug slammed into the wall an inch from his neck. He kept his head down as he crawled around the corner, leaving a trail of crimson on the carpet.


    “Shit!” Jeff put his hand over Jonny’s dripping side wound. The radio was a mess now. He couldn’t get through. When I assumed the people in that room could handle anything, I didn’t want it tested!


    Jonny wasn’t worried despite the pain. “We’re good.”


    Jeff grimaced as Jonny passed out. We need medics down here!


    Darren re-entered the conference room before Jeff recovered enough to fire back, waving the gun. “Move!”


    Pam shook her head. “No.”


    “He has my baby! Get out of here!”


    Even Darren was shocked at Jennifer’s scream.


    “He only wants the alpha!”


    “We can’t do that, Jenny.” Megan tried to reason with her. “We can’t let him kill Angela.”


    “She’s not one of us! She’s corrupt now!” Jennifer’s real thoughts flew out with her pain. “She kills us off whenever she needs a sacrifice! That’s my baby!”


    Darren’s expression was blank as he fired again. It didn’t make them feel better to know he wasn’t enjoying this. “Move!”


    The slug plunged into the table by Angela’s arm.


    Radios were a garbled mess without Marc there to keep the waves clear. No one could get through. The descendant hive was much the same as dozens of people tried to reach Angela or Marc.


    Heavy boots ran toward them. Shouts and orders rang through the hall as senior men arrived on the scene.


    The PA system blared warnings and calls for Eagles to go help on the bottom deck.


    Pam slowly moved toward the door. “You swear you won’t hurt Shawn?”


    “Pam.”


    Pam ignored Megan. “He only wants the alpha.”


    Pam exited, not looking at Marc. She slid by Darren, feeling like a coward.


    “Give me the baby!” Jennifer tried to rush him again.


    Darren let her enter his shield this time. As he dropped the baby into her arms, he snaked one hand around her throat and put the gun against her back. “Be still or it might hit you both.”


    Jennifer immediately tried to take his lifeforce.


    Darren shot her in the shoulder and shoved her out as she fell, cradling the baby.


    He kicked the door to shut it.


    Megan stayed in front of Angela, unable to believe who was doing the shooting this time. “Darren. What have you done?”


    Darren stopped, but his hands kept reloading. “Get out of here, Megan. It’s not safe!” He sprayed the door up high to keep the arriving Eagles from rushing it. Slugs punched into the ship, making the lights dim.


    “I won’t leave you. They’ll have to kill me too.” Megan drew her gun.


    “They will!” Darren’s bloodshot, dazed eyes glared at her from sunken sockets. “You’re going to die.”


    Megan had heard the stories from the camp. After Hannah’s death, it had become obvious even to them. All the Eagles had refused to mention it to her. “That’s why you’re doing this, right? They told you I’m going to die and you’re trying to stop it.”


    Darren nodded curtly, glaring at Angela’s sleeping form over her shoulder. “It’s all her fault. She cursed all of us.”


    Megan’s fear and pain gave her great sympathy for him. Her training wouldn’t let it make the choice. “I’ll help you. No one should go through this alone.”


    “Thank you.” Darren lifted his gun and stepped around her.


    Megan rotated, lifting her weapon. She pulled the trigger and shot him in the temple, closing her eyes as his blood sprayed her, the chair, and the sleeping people. “It’s my honor.”
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    Adrian ran from the bunker with Marc’s pain-filled mental shouts fading in his ears. I can’t reach Angela!


    Adrian jumped the weeds and vines, then tucked and rolled all the way down the hill.


    Quinn and Sadie watched from the top of the road, both wincing when he hit a stump and flipped sideways.


    Kendle stayed in the bunker and stirred her stew. As long as it wasn’t Marc, she didn’t care what was happening in Safe Haven.


    Joey peered down from the top bunk where Adrian had told him to go to sleep. “Marc got shot or something.”


    Kendle’s heart slapped against her chest. Not yet!


    She took off after Adrian, taking the same route to the bottom of the cliff. She hit the stump and cracked her ankle before jumping up and hobbling toward the beach.


    Joey pulled the cover up and settled against the thin pillow. You were right, Daddy. Safe Haven is weak.
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    “Bridge is clear. Island looks clear. Adrian says there are no issues with them, but he and Kendle won’t leave the pontoon bridge until we give him an update on the bosses.”


    “Copy. Stay there and wait for further orders.”


    Radios crackled with Trent’s calm voice, but terrified calls were still shouting for help on the bottom deck.


    Kenn and Tonya had just reached the descendant hall when the chaos started. Eagles and fighters were running by to answer those frantic calls. People who’d gone to bed early were peering out through cracked doors.


    Tonya heard a clear moment on the radio and hit the button on Kenn’s set. “Kenn is covering the descendant hall.”


    Kenn pulled away, frowning at her.


    “Copy. Who has eyes on the boss?”


    No one answered Neil’s question.


    Conner came from his cabin. “Candy’s in there.”


    “I’ll be here if she needs something. Go do your thing.”


    Conner smiled weakly at Kenn and hurried toward the elevator. He wasn’t sure if he liked being their main blood donor, but he had to help or he couldn’t stay here and keep seeing Candy.


    Kenn caught that. He made a mental note to remind Angela that Conner was still a Mitchel. She needed to be aware that he was unhappy.


    Charlie flew from Conner’s cabin next, fastening on his gun belt. He headed for the steps to the top deck, ignoring Kenn and everyone else. I have to make sure Tracy’s okay!


    Kenn grabbed the boy by the shoulder, clamping down hard. “No.” Kenn spun the surprised teen toward the opposite steps. “Clear the threat first!”


    The pain from Kenn’s grip and his curt tone woke Charlie from the panic. He knew Kenn was right.


    Charlie fell in with the others who were going toward the danger.


    Neil came from his cabin, pulling the door shut. Kenn got a fast glimpse of Wade standing in front of Samantha and the twins. He was instantly jealous. Neil had someone to protect his family while he fought the bad guys.


    Neil didn’t waste time pointing out the flaws in that theory. He pushed through the rookies who had kits on and were eager to use their weapons. “Holster! There’s no threat up here!”


    Neil strode through the crowd, getting the rookies under control and sending out waves of comfort to the other men and women who were waiting for orders.


    Neil slid down the banister to bypass the next clog at the steps. He ran toward the conference room, smelling gunpowder. He spotted casings and blood as he entered the scene. Was this the start? Neil picked out details as he flew by.


    Charlie was on Neil’s heels. He spotted Jonny on the ground and detoured, gathering power to heal him.


    Jeff was grateful. “I haven’t recharged. I’m out of energy.”


    Charlie handled it, using his anger at Tracy to fuel the stream.


    “You have to get in there.” Jennifer sobbed, crouched on the floor. Blood was puddling around her knees. “He only wanted the alpha.”


    Neil was floored. “You left Angela alone with the assassin?”


    “Darren.” Pam was terrified she’d made the wrong choice too. She was holding a rag over Jennifer’s shoulder. Blood was dripping onto Autumn’s leg from the wound. “He shot Greg. He would have hurt the baby. We had to leave.”


    Neil glanced around. “Where’s Marc?”


    “Marc was shot.” Pam shivered. “I think. I couldn’t see.”


    Charlie tried to hurry. He wanted to get into the room to help his dad as soon as Neil cleared it.


    Neil didn’t care that Morgan and Kyle were flying down the hall toward them. “How could you leave her alone with a killer?! You’re her heir!”


    Jennifer’s control snapped. “No! She made me pretend all this time. I was never going to lead this damn camp!”


    Kyle slowed at her shout, mind placing that with the clues he’d been picking up.


    Neil could only think of one response. “Charlie doesn’t want it.”


    Charlie kept working on Jonny, but he stored their words for later. If I can’t have Tracy and my child, I will need something to get me through.


    Jennifer sobbed again. “I don’t care! I’m done with this game.” She struggled to her feet. “She can risk someone else’s baby next time!”


    Kyle got close enough to see the blood. “Medic!”


    Morgan yanked off his kit and shoved it into Kyle’s arms. Morgan’s hand trembled as he checked the wound. “Straight through. She’s okay.”


    Neil understood he couldn’t count on them for help. He brought up his shield and braced. “I’ll kick it down. We all go in and clear.”


    The rookies nodded nervously. The senior men were injured, dazed, distracted, or they were protecting other areas of the ship.


    Neil lifted his leg.


    A single gunshot echoed from inside the conference room.


    Neil kicked, hoping they weren’t too late.
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    Megan turned toward the door as it was kicked open. Her gun hung at her side. “He was sick. I had to do it.”


    Neil came forward, scanning in approval. “You saved the boss’s life.”


    Neil cleared the room, then keyed his radio. “Threat is down on the bottom deck. All assigned hands report to the medical bay. Finish clearing the ship.”


    Megan looked down at Darren, mind freezing, blanking. “I need to go now.”


    Neil stepped aside to let her go by.


    Megan slipped in the pooling blood and fell forward. Her head cracked into the table.


    “Megan!” Neil tried to catch her, but she fell too fast. She hit the ground hard and rolled onto her side.


    Harry rushed in, but he felt for a pulse first. He’d recognized the sound. That crack meant death.


    Harry shook his head, spotting a stream of blood coming from her ear. Another began to leak from her nose.


    “Damn it!” Neil couldn’t fight the pain. “Switch me out.” He shoved through the gathering crowd.


    Morgan examined the other patients now that he knew Jennifer was stable. “Does everyone have a trim?”


    Kyle nodded angrily. “Now she has a bullet scar on both shoulders.”


    The medics checked on the sleeping people next.


    “Greg was hit.” Morgan pushed Greg over to reach the wound. “It’s a trim.”


    “Same for Shawn.” Terry gestured toward Angela. “Not a scratch.”


    Pam came in and stood by Shawn. “Megan distracted him.”


    Morgan stared down at Darren, hurt and angered. “He trimmed Jonny out there too. He wasn’t trying to kill you guys.”


    “Someone better get Marc up and running before the boss wakes up. He can run interference if she flips.” Kyle was reading Jennifer’s thoughts and trying to hide his reactions until they were alone.


    Charlie came in to help.


    “It was a syringe. He disabled Marc first.” Jennifer shuddered, not feeling the pain from anything but almost losing the baby in her arms.


    Marc’s wakeup was fast thanks to the counteracting agent the Eagles all carried now. Little Rock had been a big lesson for them. His lids shot open. His hands went for his guns. He didn’t have his mental gifts, though. He could only use his physical skills.


    Charlie kept a hand on Marc’s arm. “It’s okay. You’re okay.”


    Marc groaned, rubbing his neck. “Angela...”


    Charlie looked over bitterly. “Is fine. She hasn’t woken yet.”


    Marc was relieved that she hadn’t been part of the fight this time. “Darren?”


    “Dead.” Charlie helped Marc stand up.


    Marc leaned against the teenager, fighting the drugs for control of his body. “How bad is it?”


    Charlie dug out a bandage from his kit. “If he’d used a gun, you wouldn’t be here.”


    Marc let Charlie put the bandage over the puncture spot. He limped over to the bodies as the medics worked on Greg and Shawn. Darren hadn’t really wanted any of them but Angela.


    Marc was sorry about Megan. “Make sure everyone knows what she did. She deserves a hero’s memory.”


    “I’ll add her name to the memorial.” Neil didn’t ask about Darren’s name.


    Marc concentrated. It’s over. She’s fine.


    Adrian wasn’t comforted. How many losses?


    Marc refused to answer.
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    “Let me through!” Missy shoved her way into the hall and marched toward Jennifer.


    Jennifer saw her coming and tightened her grip on the snoozing infant. Autumn had recovered quickly. The same couldn’t be said of her parent. Jennifer was in shock.


    Missy ignored Kyle, who was standing next to Jennifer and glaring at everyone. The little girl locked eyes with the injured mother.


    Jennifer replayed it all in horror, heart thumping.


    Every descendant there relived it with her, flinching at Darren’s almost emotionless shots. He hadn’t missed a single step of his plan, or a single shot. Megan had been his wildcard.


    Missy rotated toward Pam. Fury blazed on her little face. “You left him.”


    People tensed, listening. The action might be over, but the drama was just starting.


    Pam paled. She came out into the hall. “I had to. Darren was going to hurt Jenny’s baby.”


    “He hurt my Shawn!” Missy’s eyes filled with tears of betrayal. “You’re not our family anymore. Stay away from us!”


    Missy marched into the conference room. She stepped over blood and bodies to reach Shawn, leaving Pam trying to find air.


    Missy glared at Neil. “Send Morgan out.”


    Morgan was working on Greg. He waited, not sure which way he would go if he were in Neil’s shoes. But I’m not. I’m as bad as Pam.


    Neil sighed. “Morgan’s a medic. We need him in here.”


    Missy brought up her shield around Shawn and Terry while he stitched the new hole in Shawn’s arm. “Keep him away from my Shawn or things will get ugly.”


    “I’m not sure they can get any uglier, kid.”


    Missy snorted harshly. She glowered at Morgan, wishing she was allowed to show him how betrayed she felt.


    Neil frowned. “I almost understand about Pam, but why Morgan? He wasn’t even here. And I don’t think he would have left the room.”


    Missy’s orbs lit up bright red. “All he thought about was her! He didn’t think about my Shawn even once on the run down here!”


    Neil grimaced. “Still, he and Pam are in love.”


    “It wasn’t Pam.” Missy glared through the open door. “It was Jennifer.”


    Morgan glanced at Jennifer as the truth spilled in front of a dozen witnesses. Terror and shame warred for space in his mind. I’m sorry.


    Jennifer was humiliated. She turned away from them all, shifting Autumn between her and Kyle. “Get me out of here. And I mean that in every way.”
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    Angela woke with tears on her cheeks. She knew they’d lost people.


    Marc was there to put a hand on her shoulder as she opened her eyes. “I’m sorry.”


    Angela leaned against him, drawing comfort.


    Shawn’s lashes fluttered.


    Missy leaned over him. “Shawn?”


    Shawn groaned, hand going to his arm.


    Terry hoped Shawn didn’t wake too fast and react before they could explain what had happened. “Don’t move. It’s just us.”


    Missy sent a calming spell. “The medics are working on you. Be still. It’s okay now.”


    Shawn became alert through the buzz of voices and the pain of a gunshot. I’ve been here before. I didn’t like it.


    Shawn’s new demon took up residence in the mental cell in his mind. Never again. I’ll be here now to watch over you while you roam.


    Missy was delighted. She hugged Shawn and welcomed his new power.


    Shawn felt safer than he ever had.


    Greg didn’t move.


    Marc frowned at Morgan. “Is he okay?”


    Morgan was putting in stitches now. “It’s better that he gives me another minute to finish anyway.”


    Angela wiped her face. “He’s staying there to play.”


    “He knew there was a problem.” Shawn didn’t approve. “He should have come back with us.”


    Angela stood so Marc would use his cane. She eyed his small bandage. “It was covered.”


    Marc ran a hand over the bruise forming on his neck. He could feel it swelling. “Not really. If not for Megan, you wouldn’t be here right now.”


    Angela sympathized. “I hate that feeling.”


    Marc realized she was waiting for him to handle the aftermath. He refused to enjoy it as he got gawkers to work and called for a cleaning crew.


    “We’re done here.” Terry began collecting his gear, leaving the mess. A few threads and bloody wipes would be the easiest part of what the cleaning crew had to handle here.


    Morgan waited for the other medics to finish. Then he gestured at Harry to take the lead. He didn’t speak to anyone unless he had to. Shame was coating him now, spreading in thick waves.


    Harry got everyone headed toward the medical bay for shots, a new addition to their files, and a couple of hours of observation.


    Marc led Angela out of the room. “Biff will stay with Greg.”


    Angela yawned, almost overwhelmed by exhaustion. Dream walking took a lot out of her. “Take me through the camp while the medics finish so we can get a recharge. This will be a long night for both of us. We need the energy.”


    Marc knew she was right. “Someone tell Kenn and Ivan they have point until I send relief.”


    Missy got Shawn in the center of the procession, glaring at Pam when she tried to talk to him.


    Shawn shook his head. “Maybe later.”


    Pam’s face fell. She stopped and stood there as tears began rolling over her cheeks. I’ve lost them both.


    Eagles surrounded the group, listening so they knew what to tell the camp, but also to protect their victims.


    “Do another full check of the ship. It will make everyone feel better. Take Francesca to a cell. She’ll be safer in there tonight. When Jennifer recovers from the shock, she’ll hunt her down.” Marc’s tone deepened. “Stack the bodies in the furnace room. I’ll handle them after the camp goes to sleep.”


    Angela didn’t tell him it would already be handled by then. The Eagles had gotten good at cleaning up the mess.


    Morgan stayed in the rear. Jennifer was in the front. Kyle had insisted she go to the medical bay. She wasn’t happy about it.


    Neither was Kyle, but he wanted her under observation for the gunshot wound.


    Camp members were lining the hallways as the group made it to the medical deck. Word had already spread.


    “Is it true? Megan and Darren are dead?”


    Angela nodded. “Megan saved lives tonight.”


    “Can we…”


    “I wanted to…”


    “Is it okay if…”


    Marc stopped their greed, glaring. “No.”


    People retreated, leery and resentful.


    Marc turned to Angela. “Why do you let them do that to you?”


    Angela gave him the truth. “We lost lives again. I feel bad.”


    “So they get to take advantage of your grief and you feel better?”


    She sighed. “I get to keep leadership, Marc. I don’t care about feeling better. I care about control of Safe Haven.”


    Angela went to her people and began making them happy by granting their requests while the medics got the patients into exam rooms. She also pulled energy that she would send to Marc when they got their next moment alone. He didn’t have his gifts back yet, but when they snapped in, he would feel the exhaustion too.


    Marc reluctantly joined her, keeping them hip to hip to let her share it now. He hated to draw directly, but he didn’t think he could wait until later. He was running on empty. When his gifts returned, he would have to sleep.


    Angela nodded. We’ll handle it. For now, just stand there and act like you didn’t know any of this was going to happen.


    Marc did.
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    Biff sat in the chair next to Greg, staring at the mess. Biff didn’t understand why the people in this room had been hurt at all. What made Darren flip? We’ve had female Eagles for a long time, and he was calming down the last time I saw him.


    Greg stirred, moaning, hands going to his injury and his gun.


    Biff put a hand on Greg’s wrist. “It’s okay. It’s all over. Be still for a minute.”


    Greg blinked, mind expanding to make room for two. He pushed aside the odd, slightly painful feeling and focused.


    Biff tried to smile. “You were trimmed. Morgan sewed you up.”


    Greg glanced at the bandage, but he was more concerned with the others. “Who?”


    “Darren. He shot four Eagles before Megan got him.” Biff swallowed, looking at the blood puddle drying to the carpet. “She tripped and hit the table. We lost Megan and Darren.”


    Greg was relieved it hadn’t been worse, though he would never say that. “I assume I’m supposed to go to the medical bay?”


    “Yes.” Biff followed Greg’s limp. “Are you hit somewhere else?” He got ready to call a medic.


    Greg shook his head. “I had a rough playdate. Next time, I’ll wear more padding.”


    Biff didn’t know what to say.


    Greg swallowed a chuckle. Now wasn’t the right time to be amused or happy. But I am. This is the best day of my life. I’ll probably spend the rest of it trying to match this one.


    I used to feel the same way about being a descendant. Jeff sighed as he went into the conference room. But nothing turned out the way I needed it to and now I’m stuck in limbo, carrying the dead to a furnace while everyone else enjoys a tropical paradise.


    Tonya came down the hall, looking for the medics.


    Kenn spotted her and came over. He was gathering updates for Marc. “The medics are all in the med bay.”


    “Is that Darren?” Tonya retreated to make room as Jeff rolled the body into a bag.


    “Yes.” Kenn steered her toward a nearby chair. “What are you doing here? Is the baby okay?”


    “He’s fine. Brittani and Jayda are on duty with the den mothers, and Dog is there with the cats.”


    “Still, you don’t need to be working. You didn’t even have a break.”


    She shrugged. “I run the lab. The medics will have tests they need handled.”


    “Not tonight.” Kenn didn’t want her to see the mess. He blocked her view into the conference room with his big body.


    Tonya’s tone cooled. “Don’t you have updates to deliver?”


    They both had to move as Jeff came out.


    She brushed against his hand as he went by, smearing some of Darren’s blood on her coat. Then she walked toward the lab without checking to see if Kenn had noticed.


    Kenn shook his head, smiling a little. He’d always admired Tonya’s resourcefulness and ability to think quickly on her feet. She’s getting better at it.


    Kenn went up to the lounge near the medical bay, where Marc and Angela had camped out to deal with everyone. Updates and Eagles had been flying through the lounge for an hour now.


    It was finally quiet when Kenn arrived. He went to Marc, sweeping Angela as she made notes in her book, and then Greg as he stood guard in the corner. The man felt powerful now. He wasn’t showing any signs that his injury was bothering him. I guess it worked. “I finished decoding the papers from the doctor’s place.” Kenn handed the sheet to Marc. “You’re gonna hate this one.”


    Marc’s sigh was loud and long. “Now I know why you switched us to plan B.”


    Angela cringed at the thought of what they were about to go through, but she rejoiced at how it might end. “I hope we’re all ready to be under the water again.”


    Greg caught their thoughts. A ripple of fear went over his skin, ruining his delight at being able to do it. “A submarine.”


    Kenn rubbed crust from his tired eyes. “And that’s not the biggest problem.”


    Angela stopped writing. “Nuclear?”


    Marc nodded, storing the paper with their other notes. “As soon as they get here, they’ll verify our location, then fire. There’s no way we can evacuate in time unless we leave right now.”


    Kenn snorted. “A sub can go anywhere we can and fire onto any land mass. We have to get control of it.”


    Angela agreed. “Get it and sink it.”


    “I can be the bait.” Greg was eager to start paying them back for the gift he’d been given. “And you know I want to play.” The painkiller Harry had given him was still working well.


    “We draw them to you and you take over the sub?”


    “Exactly.” Greg grinned at Marc. “I might need a rookie you wouldn’t mind losing.”


    Angela scowled. “I mind losing any of them!” Her eyes narrowed. “And to make it clear how much they mean to me, you can take Biff.”


    Greg paled. “But he’s good.”


    “So were a lot of the people who died so we could be here today! Don’t forget that.”


    Greg looked at Marc, angering Angela but pleasing him.


    Kenn saw it and shook his head. When will they learn she’s the one they have to be loyal to? Marc likes it when they follow him first because he knows she hates it, and it eliminates another possible rival. He thinks he can escape his destiny, so he doesn’t need a replacement. He’s just humoring her.


    Angela believed that too, but this wasn’t the time to call him out on it. Fate would do that for her if she left this alone and let Marc handle it like he wanted to.


    I’ll try, she vowed, settling in for the wait. It’s worth it this time.


    Marc’s mind spun. “I’ll be back.”


    Angela and the others knew where he was going. A problem like this needed all the help they had at their disposal.


    Angela saw more people coming by, but she was done doling out favors. “Get them to their cabins. I’ve had enough guilt for one night.”


    Greg beat Kenn to the door.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Fifteen


    This Is Hard
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    Adrian looked up, sneering bitterly. “I can’t get away from you guys tonight.”


    Marc sighed. “Yeah. Sorry.”


    Adrian sneered at Marc’s sudden wave of conscience. “What the hell do you want now?”


    Marc held out a sheet of paper and waited, refusing to admit Adrian was right. The banished leader was trying to stay away from them and it already wasn’t working.


    Adrian handed the paper back. “It seems solid, but you’re probably overlooking the small details, as usual.”


    Marc winced, thinking of Darren.


    Adrian slapped at a bug. His panic had faded into anger and exhaustion. “I missed that one too. But he was calmer when he left here. I don’t know what flipped him. I’m sorry I didn’t try harder.”


    “I’m sorry I didn’t check on him after Kyle’s warning. He went a little nuts at mess. I had a chance to stop it.”


    “You know my views on that.”


    “I do.” Marc couldn’t help himself. “That doesn’t mean I don’t need to hear it.”


    Adrian’s anger flared. “You use me for your benefit all the time. You use everyone! When are you going to start giving back?”


    Marc’s defensive nature rose; he smothered it. “I want to change her plan, without her knowing how and why.”


    Adrian stared at him, adding up the clues. A faint ticking noise echoed from Marc’s scattered mind. “It’s your time.”


    Marc didn’t hide his fear, his anger, or his desperation. “She has to be out of the loop on this one.”


    “Why? She’d do anything for you.”


    Marc ignored Adrian’s bitter tone. “I think that’s the problem. It always works when she makes the plan, but we still keep repeating. Nothing changes.”


    “You’re assuming she’s cursed?”


    “I don’t think it’s a curse. I just think that path has been beaten down. We know where it leads.” Terror came through Marc’s next words. “And I don’t have another life to spare on a repeat. This is it.”


    Adrian refused to consider what they’d both seen and been told about that moment. “Turn off your bugs and sit. I’ll need time to think.”


    Marc started to deny it.


    Adrian held up the small listening device. “Did Quinn plant them for you? It’s sloppy enough to be his work.”


    Marc snorted, missing the Quinn who’d almost had Billy’s place. But I sensed something wasn’t right with him and switched. Was it because Kendle didn’t date him at first? She’d gone for Tommy before giving Quinn a chance.


    Marc sat. “No one is listening right now. They’re still handling the aftermath.”


    Adrian believed him. “Have you seen something she hasn’t?”


    “No. But I feel it. Someone on that ship is going to kill me.” Marc met his eye. “Or you will.”


    “Not me.” Adrian shook his head. “That method had to change. Nature probably picked an assassin, and I can’t go through them all for you in time.”


    “In time?”


    Adrian had caught the rhythm of the ticking. “It’s slower. I noticed it earlier and it’s obvious now. It’s a two-week clock.”


    Marc was able to draw in a deep breath and push out the feeling of doom. “That’s a lot of time to interrupt fate.”


    Adrian let Marc feel his sympathy. “It’s also time to get your affairs in order, Marine.”


    “Like I don’t know that!” Marc swiped Adrian’s bottle. “Do your magic mind shit so I can go. Two visits in one day is two too many.”


    “Only if you get me out of shit with your son.” Adrian quickly filled him in on Charlie’s demands and threats.


    Marc scowled toward the tent where Tracy was no longer hiding. “I’ll cover that. You cover my ass.”


    “I will, no matter what it costs me. And I’ll expect a reward.”


    “Of course. You can’t just do anything good. You have to be getting something out of it.”


    “And anything I can ask for pales in comparison to the gift you now have.”


    Marc wanted to be happy, but he was scared they would be robbed of that joy again. “We’ll be more careful this time. No repeats.”


    “No repeats,” Adrian parroted, hoping it all worked out that way. “The plan is solid. Maybe you didn’t account for the wildcards.”


    “Actually, I did. All three wildcards will flip. We have to let those run their own course. We’ll all be satisfied with the end.” Marc hid the emotional wave that wanted to rise. And I’ll be all right in the end too. I just may need some space.


    “Or you’ll be dead.”


    Marc passed the bottle as he stood. His cane dug into the ground as it held up his tired body. “Can I trust you?”


    Adrian nodded quickly. “Right now, yes.”


    Marc understood. Adrian was being blasted by the people he lived with. “This is your chance to have it all back. And to have her.”


    “I only want it the right way now.” Adrian reclined in the damp grass, able to smell Angela’s scent even though she’d only spent a few minutes here. “Why me?”


    “Because I’ve considered every man in camp, and a list of old pals who never joined us, but it always comes down to you. Keep me alive, Adrian. And I’ll stick to our original deal.”


    “What happened to Greg? And Ivan?”


    “They both displeased her.”


    “Greg only got his gifts tonight.” Adrian had felt both new members join the hive. “How did he screw up so fast?”


    Marc snorted. “He didn’t ask her what she wanted. He assumed my approval was enough.”


    Adrian laughed. “She doesn’t want him!”


    “Nope. Not Ivan either.” Marc was relieved by that. He didn’t hide it. “You’re the only other man she’s ever shown a true interest in. I no longer think you can be replaced.”


    Adrian jerked a thumb toward the bunker, trying not to cry. “The problem is probably in there, but I doubt you’re a direct target. It’s more likely that you’ll be caught in the crossfire. I’ll work on it. Give me a couple days.”


    “Thank you.”


    Adrian was too tired to fight like they usually did. “You’re the only man I trust too, if that helps at all.”


    Marc nodded. “It does in a moment like this.”


    Adrian saw Marc was wearing a new vest setup. He rolled his eyes. “You don’t need to test the new equipment yourself.”


    Marc snickered. “That, my friend, is the fun part of this job.”


    Adrian sighed. “How can we be friends when we hate each other?”


    Marc felt fate pause to listen. It was impossible to lie. “Maybe it’s not hatred anymore.”


    Marc walked toward the road, certain of Adrian’s choice. No matter what deal Kendle tries to make, her carrot will never match mine.


    Marc spotted Quinn leaning against a tree nearby. He finally saw why Kendle was with him. “We’re the same size, roughly. In the dark, your bad attitude and lack of rank doesn’t matter. She can pretend you’re me.”


    Quinn spun into the jungle and vanished, furious.


    Marc headed home, smirking despite everything that had happened and everything he knew was going to happen. I still have two weeks! Thank you! I can do a lot with that much time.


    Adrian’s comment came to mind.


    Time to get your affairs in order, Marine.


    Marc nodded. I just started on the list.
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    Marc’s elation faded as he climbed the ship ladder and found Angela standing there with a group of Eagles. “What happened?”


    “Some people took off when the shooting started. Tracy’s missing.” Charlie was snapping gear in place to go look for her.


    Marc shook his head. “She’s fine. She wants to be left alone to think. You have to give her space.”


    Charlie paused. “She didn’t make a date for the abortion?”


    Morgan shook his head. “Not with me. You can ask the others, but she didn’t have a chance. She didn’t come on the ship at all after the wedding.”


    Charlie fought with his need to go find her. “Space?”


    Marc nodded, stepping by him. “It’s a good sign that she wants more time. Leave her alone as long as you can and let her work things out without all of us in her face about it all the time.”


    Charlie knew that made sense. He forced himself to nod. “I guess.” He looked at Angela. “I need to be busy, but it can’t be anything where I have to pay a lot of attention.”


    The Eagles chuckled.


    Angela smiled. “Go with the first drop-off team. They’re just walking a path for us.”


    Charlie went with Kenn when he waved. “Thank you.”


    Angela met Marc’s eye. “Three rookies took off with a few camp members. They went out in a lifeboat.”


    Marc’s face darkened. “They made their choice. What else?”


    “Ivan left.” She handed Marc the note. “Guards found it on his bed during the last security sweep.”


    Marc stared in surprise. “Ivan went AWOL?”


    Daryl took the envelope from Marc’s hand and read the note on the inside lid. It wasn’t sealed and it was empty.


    I’m sorry. I chose a different path. Good luck. I hope you all survive.


    Marc was suspicious. He looked at Angela. “Did you give Ivan orders for this battle?”


    “Yes.”


    Marc studied her when she didn’t rant about Ivan’s betrayal or show any emotion at all. “Did you send him away to protect him?”


    Angela left the deck without replying.


    Almost everyone assumed that was the case.


    Greg frowned, finally starting to feel the pain from his injury. “Shouldn’t she be sending you away to protect you?”


    Marc nodded, his mind tingling as it always did when someone lied to him or held something back. “I find it hard to believe that Ivan walked away without a fight.”


    Morgan agreed. “He must have had a huge incentive.”


    “And it had to be something he couldn’t already get here.” Marc stared at the island, considering the clues. “She didn’t send him away to protect him; she did it to protect herself. Maybe he wasn’t as stable as we all thought.” That answer made immediate sense to Marc.


    It also made sense to almost everyone else listening. Angela had sensed some kind of threat coming from Ivan and she’d sent him away so she didn’t end up killing him. Men and women relaxed. Everyone returned to work.


    Except Greg. He limped after Marc like he was supposed to and kept his mind on the coming battle instead of his suspicions.


    Marc knew better than to rely on Greg’s rookie mental barrier. He went down to the bottom of the ship, using his cane to get him through the employee hallways. He moved quickly to avoid the guards who patrolled these areas, ignoring the pain.


    Greg was glad Marc was taking him somewhere private. He was having a hard time concentrating on his mental shield.


    Marc held the door for him. As he stepped inside, Marc slammed it and stomped to the far end of the cargo area.


    Greg understood Marc hadn’t brought him here to talk. He brought me here to get control before I ruin his plan. After being doubted, it was another slap.


    “I knew you could do it.”


    Greg scowled. “I didn’t get that impression.”


    Marc shrugged. “One of you had to be the example we set for everyone else. The others who want this are watching. They assumed Shawn would get it anyway because his partners were both descendants. It had to be you.”


    Greg’s confusion deepened. He fought the urge to rub his aching shoulder. “Meaning?”


    “Meaning when they ask, it won’t be hard to tell them it sucked and they’d better be ready to be tested.”


    Greg finally got it. “So you didn’t doubt me?”


    Marc snorted. “Never.”


    “Ivan didn’t really leave, did he?”


    Marc glared. “We need to work on your mental walls.”


    Greg frowned, suddenly not sure he wanted in on this secret. “Why?”


    “Because I’ll need a confidant at some point and you need to know how to do this without tipping your hand to the boss.”


    Greg flushed. “I’m trying! This is hard.”


    Marc sighed, nodding. “And it’s about to get harder. Sit down and bring up your strongest wall. When you can keep me out, I’ll tell you why Ivan really left.”


    “So it’s true? He’s gone?”


    “Yes.”


    Now a little more eager to meet the new challenge, Greg sat down.
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    “Mind if I sit down?”


    Jonny grinned at Jeff from his bed, ignoring the slight twinges in his side. The pain medication was in full effect now. “Company? Awesome!”


    Jeff chuckled. Most of the other patients had visitors in their exam rooms. Jeff sat in the chair by Jonny’s bed. He handed him a heavy pouch.


    “What’s this?”


    “Gratitude.”


    Jonny pulled out a shiny 9mm. “Wow. It’s amazing.” He flipped it over. “You used all original parts.”


    “It hasn’t been fired yet. I just finished rebuilding it. You get to adjust the sights.”


    Jonny was floored. “Aw, man. I didn’t save your life. He only trimmed us. You would have been fine. You don’t owe me anything.”


    “I agree. Enjoy that. I put love into it for months.” Jeff shut his eyes, but he kept seeing the gun coming up. I didn’t suspect Darren was the problem because he was one of us.


    “Are you okay?”


    Jeff grunted. “I’m working on it. You mind if I hang out here for a bit?”


    “Not at all.” Jonny felt honored. “It’s almost like I have an Eagle guard.”


    Jeff got comfortable. “You do.”


    Jonny paused. “Wait. Do I need a guard?”


    Jeff sighed as voices echoed down the hall. “As you already know, you don’t have to be the target to end up getting shot.”


    Jonny nodded harshly. “I do know that one.”


    The guards on the area converged on the group coming to the check-in desk.


    “It’s late, folks. Maybe come back tomorrow.”


    “Keep your voices down.”


    “Patients are sleeping.”


    The camp members quieted, dropping their cards and gifts onto the desk as they left.


    All the patients and medics were happy to see the people go. It was tense enough.


    Angela moved away from Marc’s door, brow lifting as she joined Morgan at the front desk. “How is he?”


    Morgan had just finished his quick aftercare exams, refusing to think about anything that had happened. He hadn’t tried to go into Shawn’s room yet. Harry was handling him while Missy watched. “Fine, as far as I can tell. The swelling is going down. He doesn’t have a fever or any reactions that imply it was more than just a small dose of our knockout drug.”


    Angela was relieved. “Thank you. Try to sleep at some point.”


    Morgan didn’t answer. He also didn’t look at Kyle as he went to the cabinet to store Marc’s file, but he knew that man was standing in the doorway to Jennifer’s room. He could feel the glare.


    Angela went back to Marc’s room.


    “That’s a mess.” Marc yawned.


    “Maybe.” Angela smiled at him. “It’s okay to crash now. You’ve had a long day.”


    Tap-tap.


    Marc flinched.


    Angela looked up, eyes turning red in defense.


    Charlie came into the room. “Is this a bad time?”


    Angela sent the witch back to her cell. “It’s fine.”


    She didn’t ask how he’d gotten by the guards. After Jennifer’s announcement, the Eagles were assuming she’d done it to show Charlie that even a teenager could lead, or that it had been planned to keep him from screwing up his image with the camp. It was neither of those things, but she didn’t have time to look ahead right now and see what had changed. I hate wildcard flips!


    Charlie sat in the chair by Marc’s bed. The run had been delayed. The ship was anchored. “They think I drove her out.”


    Angela shrugged. She was catching those thoughts too, along with others wondering when she was going to punish Pam and Jennifer for abandoning her. “Appearance isn’t everything, and most of it can be repaired.” She paused, able to give him that concession now. “If you want it.”


    Charlie sighed, not sure how he would get through the next days without seeing Tracy. “I don’t think I can until I get over Tracy. Then I’ll try.”


    Marc was surprised. “I thought you were against taking over your mom’s job when she retires.”


    “I was jealous. She gave my place to Jennifer before I’d even passed on it.”


    “You were occupied, son. She had to be sure the future was covered.”


    Charlie knew that. “I don’t blame either of you for the way things turned out. I made my own choices with Tracy.”


    Marc smiled. “And we don’t blame you for all of the mess. She was willing.”


    “What can I do?”


    “Nothing,” they said in unison.


    Charlie had to laugh. Then he sobered. “What’s going to happen to Pam and Jennifer?”


    Angela tugged Marc’s blanket over his ankle and foot. “They’ll both adjust.”


    “I meant their punishments.”


    “They aren’t in trouble.”


    “Why? They left you in there for him to shoot!”


    Angela wasn’t angry about it like so many others were. “Megan had me covered. And even if she hadn’t, I still wouldn’t have wanted anyone to be disciplined over it. That was a hard situation.”


    Listening from across the hall, Kyle was relieved that Jennifer wasn’t in trouble with the boss, but he wasn’t convinced that Pam should be let off the hook.


    “The Eagles want them both out.”


    “No. Until they come to me or Marc and resign, nothing changes.”


    “But she called you corrupt! She was willing to sacrifice you. She shouldn’t be your heir anymore.”


    Angela gave the teen a pointed look. “Until I have a replacement I can count on, nothing changes.”


    Charlie flushed, but didn’t argue.


    Angela saw Marc yawn again. “You can sleep now.”


    Marc didn’t tell her he was still seeing flashes of the syringe, the tunnels, and of the darkness swallowing him whole. Sleep wasn’t all it was cracked up to be when your mind was being cruel.


    Angela muttered a strong spell. Magic dusted his body.


    Marc sighed in relief. The spell would give him a few hours of dreamless sleep. “Thank you.”


    “It’s always my honor.” She watched him drift off, still loving to look at him as much as she always had. He hadn’t changed much, though he had some gray around the edges that wasn’t from lack of energy. He’s going to be a handsome older man.


    Charlie was slightly jealous of their relationship, but he was also thrilled that they were together. “I can stay here with him if you need to go cover things.”


    “I do, actually. I won’t be gone long.” Angela wiped at the dried blood on her clothes. “I need a shower.”


    Charlie started to tell her to go on, but more steps echoed, drawing attention. This was the scene they’d all been waiting for. Everyone braced for ugliness.


    Shawn and Missy were in the first exam room. Morgan nodded that way and joined Pam, hoping this wasn’t going to be as bad as their witnesses were expecting.


    Missy appeared in the doorway to Shawn’s room. “Visiting hours are over!”


    Some of the witnesses snickered.


    “Let them in.” Shawn wasn’t in the mood to go through this, but fate had forced his hand.


    Pam and Morgan came into his room, both sending silent pleas to Missy, begging her to reconsider her decision.


    Missy sat in the chair in the corner, furious and hurt.


    Shawn didn’t return Pam’s weak smile or Morgan’s concerned nod.


    They both tried to find a way to explain their side of the story.


    Shawn sighed, suddenly wishing he’d stayed behind with Greg. He came back beaten up, but his mind was calm. “I can’t be with you anymore–either of you.”


    Silence fell through the medical zone as everyone tried to listen.


    “Don’t do this.” Pam refused to accept his choice. “It was just one mistake.”


    Shawn nodded, voice hardening. “And it was huge. You left the boss alone.”


    “For a baby! Angela understands.”


    Shawn told the truth that she didn’t want anyone to see. “You’d give us all up for any child, Pam.”


    Morgan wanted to say that was the right thing to do, but he also wanted to keep his place as a top Eagle.


    Pam looked between them. Her final hope began to die. “Neither of you are willing to fight for what we have?”


    Shawn shrugged, shoulder throbbing. He’d refused the pain medications. He couldn’t take even one more moment of being drugged or dazed. “I could have, but you abandoned the woman who made sure your life was covered again and again.”


    Pam started to cry. “I didn’t know what to do! Jennifer and Darren were screaming at me. The baby was being squeezed and crying. He’d shot several people.”


    Missy couldn’t stay quiet any longer. “Yeah, Shawn! You left him lying there bleeding!”


    “Missy.”


    The girl fell silent at Shawn’s hard tone.


    Shawn looked at Morgan. “Do you want to tell her or should I?”


    Morgan shrugged. “Me, I guess.”


    “What?” Pam didn’t want any more bad news.


    “In a hostage situation, you never give the attacker what they want.”


    “It was a baby.”


    “Would you have traded the baby for this camp?”


    Pam nodded quickly. “It’s just a baby!”


    “Did any other options come to mind?”


    “We tried to rush him twice.”


    “That’s it?”


    “Yes!”


    “You didn’t find another option because of the desire you have to be a mother. You’ll sell any of us out for that chance. And in this case, it was a bluff. Darren trimmed everyone. He wouldn’t have hurt Autumn.”


    “Jennifer panicked too!”


    “It’s her baby, not yours, even though you’ve been pretending that when you’re on duty over the kids. You pretend they’re all yours.” Morgan had known for a while. “Shawn’s one of us now. He sees the truth.”


    Shawn pointed angrily. “And that’s why you and I can’t stay together either. You didn’t tell me. I can’t trust you.”


    Morgan was stunned to realize Shawn was publicly breaking up with him. “She loves kids. I thought it would help protect Missy. And with the cancer, she was never going to be a real Eagle. She wouldn’t be in a position to make that choice.”


    “Well, fate decided your logic didn’t matter.” Shawn was ready for this to be over. “We’ll move out in the morning. We’ll bunk with the camp when I’m out of here tonight.”


    “Wait.”


    Shawn shook his head at Pam. “I won’t change my mind. We’ll be able to live and work around each other because we’re all adults, but this relationship is over. Now, I’m tired. If you two wouldn’t mind…”


    Missy marched triumphantly to the door and held it, waiting for them to go.


    Morgan led Pam into the hall and stopped. “We should talk.”


    Pam didn’t want to make that choice yet. “I love you. I want to make it up to them and try again.”


    Missy slammed the door and clicked the lock.


    Morgan shook his head, sighing. “That’s not going to happen.” Morgan was forced to admit his feelings. “I care for you, and I want you to be happy, but I’m not in love with you. Maybe we should take a break too.”


    Pam tensed. “All four.” She turned and walked away. “I got my life back and then lost it again. She even took Joey away from me.”


    Guards turned away from her as she went by.


    Morgan let her go, still not looking toward Jennifer’s room.


    “Let’s talk.”


    Morgan jumped. Kyle was right by his side.


    Kyle pointed toward the rear rooms that were empty right now.


    Morgan followed him, dreading this conversation.


    Greg saw them go by from the bed in his room. He hadn’t had a visitor, but the medics had checked on him regularly since Marc had insisted they both come here to get some rest. He used his new gift to read their thoughts.


    Both men shoved him out like he was a feather.


    Greg shrugged, getting comfortable as the pain pill began to work. I’ll get better at it every day.​
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    Kyle waited until Morgan had shut the door to the empty room. Then he took the first step to making his wife happy. Once he said it, they were doing it. “After this fight, we’re leaving Safe Haven.”


    Morgan’s shame filled him up, leaving room for nothing else. “Because of me. I’m sorry, Kyle. I tried to fight it.”


    “It’s not you.” Kyle dug out one of his last small cigars. “We’re not happy here. She never has been.”


    “I’m sorry I’ve made that harder.”


    Kyle sank down in the chair, groaning. His spine was aching. “It really wasn’t you, though. The gossip would have pissed her off and she’d have faced them down, but tonight, with Autumn...” Kyle stopped, rage needing an outlet.


    Morgan understood. And he was grateful Kyle wasn’t beating on him right now. “What can I do to help you guys?”


    “Come with us.”


    Morgan’s mouth dropped open.


    Kyle gestured toward the other chair. “If that’s something you might be interested in, sit down. We’ll chat about those terms and expectations. If not, you can return to work and keep your mouth shut until after we’re gone.”


    Morgan’s mind ran through several answers, but only one felt right. “What does she want?”


    “Good answer.” Kyle shrugged, inhaling. “She’ll hate the idea, but she’s pregnant and she’s refusing to stay until the delivery. She said that’s how we–Angela and I–trapped her here last time. We need a medic along.”


    Morgan was disappointed. “So just as a medic. And a fighter if you need it. Plus manual labor, I assume.”


    “All of that, and maybe more later if she decides she can stand you.” Kyle already knew it wouldn’t happen until he died. Like Marc, Kyle wanted to know his family would be cared for after he was gone.


    Morgan wanted to say no, that he had a solid place here and he would work through this newest issue. His mouth opened to say that. “I want your wife, Kyle. I want her like I’ve never wanted anything in my life. And I want you with her, like what Neil and Wade have. If I come along, that will be my goal and it won’t work.” Morgan opened the door. “Thank you anyway.”


    Kyle stayed there and finished his smoke, mind going over all the truths and secrets he’d gleaned tonight. The camp thought they’d heard it all, but they were out of the loop on several issues, including Jennifer’s true feelings.


    She avoids him because she’s attracted to him. And why not? He’s a younger me with more morals. By the time I die, they’ll be friends and she’ll have someone who’s young enough to keep her alive until our kids are old enough to help.


    Kyle propped his feet on the other chair and shut his eyes, heart finally settling into a better rhythm. “Come on in here.”


    Little Roy ran in, giggling. He’d followed them.


    Kyle lifted the boy onto his lap. “Do you like being in Safe Haven, Roy?”


    Roy nodded slowly.


    Kyle wondered if the child wasn’t sure or if he was scared to tell the truth. “It’s okay if you don’t.”


    Roy hugged Kyle tighter. “You take me too?”


    Kyle hugged the boy, chuckling. “Of course. You’re my guy.”


    Roy snuggled up to his new father, hoping Kyle was always there for him. He’s the best.


    Jennifer had also followed, worried about Roy being out of her sight. Autumn was sleeping in her good arm, but Jennifer couldn’t relax. She shut the door and went to the bed. She put Autumn near the wall and covered her up.


    Kyle watched her, glad that she wasn’t immune to their healing even though it was letting her refuse to stay under medical supervision tonight. Several descendants had given her energy. The wound in her shoulder was almost healed already. “He said no.”


    “Good.”


    “I want you to make him change his mind.”


    Jennifer stilled, looking over.


    Kyle rubbed Roy’s arm as the child got settled to fall asleep on his shoulder, like he did most nights. “If you really want to leave, that’s my one requirement. The day after the fighting is over, we’ll go–if Morgan comes with us.”


    Jennifer caved. “I’ll do it tomorrow.”


    “Now would be better. You can look for Francesca on the way. She took off. No one’s seen her since she gave Autumn to Darren.”


    Jennifer got up and left.


    Kyle moved over to the bed. His body would keep the baby from falling off the edge. She hadn’t started rolling yet, but it was about time for that to start.


    They all settled in together, giving Kyle a feeling of completion that he hadn’t known he was missing until he’d met Jennifer. “Home can be anywhere we’re together. If mommy’s ready to go explore the world, we’ll go do it. It’s time she enjoyed life instead of being held captive by it.”
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    “She’s not on the ship. We did a third sweep. There’s no way anyone is hiding on this ship.” Ian knew that for sure. He’d been part of every search.


    Jennifer wasn’t surprised, only filled with rage that she didn’t have an outlet for.


    Ian didn’t want to be a substitute target. “If she’s found, I’ll personally call you.”


    Jennifer forced herself to go handle the next thing she had to do. Fear curled her stomach as she approached the steps to the entertainment floor. The camp was sleeping and there was only a skeleton security crew on each deck. She knew she wasn’t going to have a problem with Morgan, but she was still afraid.


    Morgan stiffened, hand stopping with the tumbler halfway to his lips. It was nearly empty, but he didn’t feel drunk at all. Jennifer’s fear hurt him. I’d kill for you.


    Jennifer went into the bar and joined him at the long counter. “I think I want a drink.”


    Morgan drained the tumbler and set it down. He gently pushed it toward her. “Suck on the ice. If you like the taste, I’ll make you one.”


    Jennifer took the tumbler as Morgan got up and went behind the bar.


    Jennifer suckled an ice cube, nose wrinkling. Her eyes stayed on Morgan.


    His stayed on the bottles and cups. “How is it?”


    “Good. Strong.”


    Molly walked by the door, peering in to see who was using it after hours. She saw Jennifer and decided to walk this deck again.


    Morgan mixed two tumblers, using less alcohol in hers. He knew she was staring, trying to decide how to ask for what she wanted. Needs, Morgan corrected. Kyle sent her to ask because he knows I won’t tell her no. Morgan slid the half-full tumbler toward her and collected his. “Go slow. You’re not a drinker. It might hit you hard on top of the pain meds.”


    Jennifer sipped the cold drink, enjoying the flavor and the feeling of doing something she wasn’t allowed to do. The thought of turning 21 seemed like an exceedingly long time away after the ugly year she’d just survived.


    Morgan stayed behind the bar, hoping that would help her feel better. He was surprised she was here at all. “Kyle has a lot of control over you.”


    Jennifer wasn’t offended. “His opinion means a lot.”


    “Have you noticed he always gets what he wants?”


    Jennifer smiled. “It looks that way, doesn’t it?”


    Morgan was glad to know that might not be the case. He took a big drink, fighting with his honor and his desire.


    Jennifer tensed. “I’ll never want you in my bed.”


    Morgan winced. “We don’t have to talk about this. I said no. You don’t have to ask.” He forced a smile. “Enjoy your drink. You’ve earned a hangover.”


    Jennifer sighed. “Morgan, will you–”


    “Stop it!” Morgan slammed his cup down. “You have no right to do this to me!”


    Jennifer dropped her head. “I’m sorry. But I am asking. Come with us. I’ll get used to having you around. As long as you don’t expect anything from me, it’ll be fine.”


    “So I should give up my life here in paradise and come with you to be your medic and never have any hope of ever getting what I want?”


    Jennifer met his eyes, feeling something for him beyond what she had before. “Yes.”


    Morgan shuddered. “No one would agree to this.”


    “Not unless they loved me too much to be away from me for so long.”


    Morgan sucked air into lungs that felt too small. I won’t see her for years! “Damn you both.”


    Jennifer waited for the guard to go by again. “Can you be my friend?”


    Morgan stared at her in longing. “For a while. Then it will hurt me, and I’ll have to leave.”


    “Maybe you can take breaks and come back here to learn the newest medical techniques. Our neighbors will need care too.”


    Morgan realized she meant to go to a town and settle down. “I’d be a doctor, back home.”


    Jennifer sipped her drink while he thought about it, already feeling an odd buzzing in her brain.


    Morgan finally shook his head. “I can’t do this, Jenny. I want to, more than you know, but I can’t be the guy waiting for your guy to die.” Morgan drained the tumbler again and tossed it into the sink.


    Jennifer realized Morgan wasn’t going to give up his honor without getting something in return. “Other than me, what do you want most in the world?”


    “Immortality.” The answer was out before he thought about censoring it.


    Jennifer didn’t laugh or scold. “There are ways to extend our lives. I’ve seen the scrolls, but I haven’t read them.”


    “You’re young. You don’t…” He sighed as she tensed. “Fair enough. You didn’t fear death. Then the war came, but you’re young. The rest of us feel the end coming long before it arrives.”


    “I’ll check into it.” She refused to lead him on. “It might not be possible.”


    “It is. You saw the scrolls.”


    “It could require a horrible price, like with the reset.”


    Morgan hadn’t thought of that. There hadn’t been any reason to worry about consequences before because he hadn’t thought it was possible. “Will you dive for that information?”


    She nodded. “And I’ll get it before we leave so you aren’t coming under false pretenses.”


    Morgan was finally drunk. He walked around the bar and sat on the stool next to her. He drew in a breath. “If Kyle dies…”


    Jennifer didn’t look at him. “I still won’t want you. You’ll have to convince me, like he did, and I don’t think it will ever be the same.”


    Morgan sighed. “Let me think for a day or two.”


    Jennifer slowly stood up, feet unsteady. “You have 14 of them. We’ll need to know by then.”


    Jennifer staggered toward the door.


    “Wait, please.” Morgan quickly cleaned the mess and shut off the light before joining her.


    Jennifer didn’t mind the wait. She wanted the escort even though she wasn’t comfortable being alone with him. “Thank you.”


    Morgan slowly lifted his hand. He put a finger on her shoulder and sent healing energy.


    Magic swarmed her, merging and mixing. Blue light shot out, confirming his suspicion.


    Jennifer stiffened at the feeling, unable to control the reaction. It felt too good.


    Morgan broke the contact and held the door open for her. He’d serviced enough women since the war to know what her reaction meant. If Kyle died, she would turn to him when her needs rose. This moment would be a reminder that they were compatible. I am that guy waiting on his friend to die.


    Jennifer wasn’t sure if she should feel guilty. She walked in silence, trying to figure it out.


    Morgan took her to the medical bay, following when she went to one of the rear rooms.


    Jennifer stopped with her hand on the knob. “It doesn’t change anything for me.”


    “I know.”


    “I don’t want this. But I do need it.”


    “I know that too.”


    Jennifer opened the door and smiled at the peacefully sleeping family on the bed. “You can crash in the chair if you want to.”


    There wasn’t another option for Morgan. He followed her inside and locked the door. Then he moved the chair in front of the door and sat down for his first night watching over the family he’d longed to be a part of every night while he slept next to Shawn and Pam.
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    Dawn found Marc and Angela alone in the medical bay. The last patient had been released half an hour ago. The medics had cleaned up and left them alone. This was the only place they could be right now that the camp wouldn’t hound them for something. The only issue was the noise from the brig work Theo and Monica were doing just down the hall, but it had to be done.


    “I’ve been thinking about after.”


    Marc tensed. “Which after?”


    “The final battle.”


    Marc waited, refusing to let a single thought cross his mind.


    Angela chuckled. “I already know you’re making your own plans. Let your shield down. I need that ruthless side.” If it’s there. Angela no longer assumed Marc would fill in her blanks, but she had many other brilliant minds who might have that piece. She’d figured it out now. Only Adrian was capable of keeping up, though William and Ivan would have been quick studies.


    “I don’t want to be like you. I hold back.”


    “I know. That’s why I no longer assume you have the answer I need. However, sometimes you do snap a piece into place for me. I’d never skip a possible solution because it might hurt our feelings.”


    Marc snickered at her attempt to stop the fight before he got out a real protest. “Fine. Hit me.”


    Angela sat up. “You think you’ll be dead, so it doesn’t matter to you.”


    Marc winced. “It does matter to me. I just have a hard time facing it.” He shrugged. “We’re actually talking about it now. That’s progress.”


    Angela didn’t remind him how long it had taken just to get to this first step. They’d both been hoping his clock would be gone now, that Darren’s attack had been the last threat, but it was ticking as steadily as ever. “I’ve been thinking about those we’ve faced, known. We know they don’t all go into the judging chamber. And we know we affect that choice, up to a point.”


    Marc nodded. When Angela wanted someone added to the rooms at the Weigh Station, it happened. She was even able to pass primitive messages to Doug and get answers.


    “We’ve also discussed how to figure out the next spot on the map and how to reach it. You think it’s Hell.”


    Marc nodded again, glad he didn’t have to say it. Hearing her speak those words was already too much.


    “I agree, based on what we have so far, but consider this…” She sent him the image of a hamster ball with a long tube coming from the top. “Assume we’re the bottom ball. Above us, two more hamster balls. One is heaven—the Weigh Station. The other is likely hell—we’ll find out at some point. Above those two would have to be at least another ball with three tubes coming from it.”


    Marc frowned. “Three?”


    Angela showed him that single hamster ball again.


    Marc got it right away. “There’s another exit. Or portal. Or spot on the map.”


    “Yes. There may be tubes off the two middle balls, or more on the first, but for any of it to work, there has to be another tube coming from the single on the bottom to the single on the top. Tell me why.”


    “Because this really is a circle of life. If earth were the end, by now it would only be either the very best souls who’ve made it through or it would be dead because of being the waste dumping ground for the Creator. It would be perfect or suck. We’ve always been right in the middle.”


    “Excellent.” Angela leaned forward. “Now comes the hard question. How do I prove that theory? I can’t act on it unless I can prove it.”


    Marc wasn’t sure if he’d ever been asked a harder question. He began tapping his finger against his knee. “What are the limits? Rules?”


    “It has to be possible for us to do it without loss of life. I won’t say it isn’t worth it, but I refuse to sacrifice more lives to this goal.”


    Marc understood. “Just one more question. Angie, are you pregnant?”


    She smiled, hand dropping to her stomach. “Yes.” Coldness rushed out to stop his elation. Her face became a mask of impatience. “Now give me what I need!”


    Magic swirled as Marc dug in willingly, making it twice as powerful.


    Angela was suddenly positive this was going to work. “Faster, Marc. Think faster!”


    Marc did.


    Angela held her breath…


    Marc blinked.


    Angela observed in pride, fear, and curiosity. She was proud she’d been able to get him to do it and she was scared of what they were becoming, but the curiosity won. She watched intently, fascinated as he blinked again, then resumed tapping his finger.


    “You can compare every religion, every opinion, every possibility of the afterlife and then hunt for commonalities.” Marc dove deeper, straining.


    His demon came forward and merged, breathing for him. Thanks to his trips with the witch and then Marc, the demon could breathe for them for a long time.


    Angela had already come up with that one, but it was good to have it verified.


    “You could gather UFO reports, military records, NASA files, and compare for areas with the most sightings. Then you research the area for the explanations. Anything that’s left could be investigated by a team.”


    Angela had also thought of that, though she’d only included military and NASA. She took out her notebook and added the UFO note. It almost made sense. Maybe the other tube, or door, lit up or distorted time or caused some other noticeable consequence that made observers think of aliens.


    Marc saw a brighter idea further in the muck. Can we?


    Yes. I will warn you when we go too far.


    Marc dove deeper through the muck of time. He snagged the scroll and spun it.


    The scroll expanded, revealing ancient writing with only seven words.


    The demon read it. Marc was still learning the old languages.


    Time binds all matter in a triangle.


    Marc’s demon pulled him up as he worked on the riddle.


    “Time binds all matter in a triangle.” Marc was almost back with her now. “Binds, Angie. Binds!”


    Angela rubbed the goosebumps on her arm. “If you bind, you restrict. You control.”


    Marc’s breath rushed out. “The Demon of Time.”


    Angela slid onto Marc’s lap, carefully, and wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you.”


    Marc held her, remembering the great news, but he couldn’t help staying with the new information.


    Angela understood. She’d handled it that way to avoid his hastily-made up rules for her pregnancy. “It has to be you.”


    Marc knew. “When?”


    She kissed his cheek. “Not for a long time, I think. I won’t send you in blind.”


    “Is it wise to wait?”


    Angela wondered if he was already feeling the urge to go exploring. “Yes. We have to get the islands closest to us settled and working.”


    “I didn’t know you’d made plans.”


    “I didn’t. That’s my XO’s job.”


    Marc chuckled. “You’re sneaky.” He rubbed her arm and sighed happily. “Can we sleep for a little bit now?”


    Angela kissed his neck, fighting a yawn. “No more diving for a while though, even if you want to blink, okay?”


    Marc nodded. He was following her orders to the letter on the magic side of their lives. In the rest of it, he was as stubborn as ever.


    “I love you.”


    Marc smiled. “I love you too. Forever.”


    Angela kissed him. That’s exactly what I have in mind.


    “Hey. Sorry to interrupt.”


    Marc and Angela broke apart, smiling as Tonya joined them. Their good moment vanished at the sight of her stress-lined face.


    Angela climbed out of the bed, straightening her clothes and gun belt.


    Tonya held out a sheet of paper. “I ran a test of Darren’s blood. It came back positive. He had the rage sickness.” Tonya forced out the next words. “We’re all infected and I have no idea how to treat it.”


    Angela motioned. “Come in. It’s time we let you in on something.”


    Tonya entered, frowning as she closed the door. “What did I miss?”


    Angela admitted what she’d suspected since they arrived. “This island is a honey pot. They ruined it for us as soon as they found out we were coming here.”


    “So you know.”


    Angela nodded. “Safe Haven is going to become terribly angry in the near future. If we don’t find an antidote, the camp won’t survive this next year.”


    Tonya dropped into the chair, mind too tired to work correctly. “I’ll get on it again in the morning.”


    “I’ll have the doctor’s books sent to your cabin.” Angela put a hand on Tonya’s shoulder in comfort. “Morgan is going to give you a medic test. After that, you can be at all the scenes to collect samples and details without the camp knowing what’s going on.”


    Tonya frowned, sorry to deliver the next bad news. “Morgan isn’t staying. When Jennifer leaves, he’ll be with them.”


    Angela smiled at her. “That’s why you’ll be getting the test and classes, Tonya. In time, you’ll take Morgan’s place as our chief medical officer.”


    Tonya didn’t know what to say.


    Marc chuckled. “Think of what Kenn will say.”


    Tonya laughed. Kenn would hate the idea because it would put her in danger at times.


    “Can you handle him?”


    Tonya nodded at Angela, glad the old Kenn wasn’t who she had to deal with. “I’ll calmly explain that his battered ex has a job for me and I want it.”


    Marc laughed this time, almost able to imagine Kenn’s immediate guilt and cave. “You’re a little evil. You know?”


    Tonya took the compliment as it was intended. “Of course. Your wife taught me how to aim it.”


    Marc sighed. “Fiancé.”


    Tonya grinned. “Wife.” She whistled lowly.


    Grant opened the door and stepped inside. Ray was on his heels.


    Grant smiled as he held out the ring Marc had given him the last time they’d tried this. “I believe we can skip the other stuff.”


    “I agree. I just need to clear up one thing first.” Marc looked at Angela. “Do you still want to be my bride?”


    “More than anything.” Angela smiled happily, holding out her hand.


    Marc slid the beautiful gold wedding band on over the engagement ring. They snapped together with a gentle click.


    “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”


    Angela began climbing into the bed with Marc. “I can do better than that. Get out!”


    Laughter lit the room and spread through the walls, bringing peace to everyone, even those who didn’t want it.



    Two Weeks Later


     


     


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Seventeen


    Bloody Dog


     


     


    Atoll: a reef, island, or island chain that formed from coral and often has a hollow center.


     


     


     


    1


    “Why are we bothering with these islands? We’re over 100 miles from Pitcairn.”


    Silence fell through the bridge of the ship. The eight other men and women manning stations prepared to duck any coming punishment. Their boss didn’t care who got hit in the crossfire.


    Cerise knew the risks of speaking up. She’d lost her husband to that crime during the reeducation period. Her only son had succumbed to it during training.


    The captain turned toward her, plump profile squeezing into alertness. “Satellites recorded heat signatures on all four islands. We expect to find groups at all locations.”


    Cerise wasn’t comforted. “I have an idea for a trap if this assault doesn’t work.”


    The air grew cold. She’d just insinuated their plan was a dud.


    Cerise shut her eyes as the captain leaned over her from behind. His hot, sweet-smelling breath blew over her neck, delivering mint and danger. “Speak softly, Cerise. The Gods are listening.”


    Cerise rested her head on his shoulder. “I only seek to expand your glory. I have no ties to the Yanks.”


    Captain Miles Silver inhaled deeply of her freshly washed hair and light perfume. He adored things that smelled good. She always did. “Safe Haven is able to bring fighters together without reeducation. They will never share their power for the greater good of all survivors. They are evil. They must be stopped now, before they grow any stronger. We go in openly to prove we fight fairly, but also because tricking them hasn’t ever worked.”


    Cerise nuzzled his smooth jaw. “So many have tried. It would crush me to lose you. Do we have to take them alive?”


    Miles chuckled. He let his hand come up to gently tangle in her short auburn hair. The soft curls wrapped around his rough fingers with faint scratching sounds. “Only a few.”


    “It will be hard to spare any of them.”


    “I told our leader the same, but he has firm orders and I will not intentionally disobey.”


    Cerise had been bonding with Miles since their first meeting, using everything she had to sway his loyalty from the UN to her. She’d never mentioned betraying their jobs, though. She’d been waiting for the time when it might be welcomed instead of getting her killed. Cerise felt that moment finally arrive. He said intentionally! “I’ll support any choice you make.” Cerise slowly straightened, glinting golden eyes running over the other sailors who were listening. “We all will.”


    Heads bobbed immediately.


    Miles ran a tender hand down her cheek. “If the plan fails, what would you have us do?”


    Cerise pointed at a speck on the radar. “We set up floating bases around their island and pick them off every time they pop up. They made it to their haven, but they aren’t safe from snipers and trap teams. After enough deaths and missing residents, we’ll be able to walk right in and claim it.”


    “Downside?”


    “Time. It could take months to weaken them enough for that to work.” Cerise smiled, hand coming up to clasp his. “I wanted you to have an extra plan, in case I don’t make it through the coming fight.”


    Cerise felt his body tense.


    “Don’t speak that way! Our future will be glorious.” Miles stepped back and pointed at the radar man. “Record that. It never hurts to have an extra plan.”


    “Yes, sir!” The radar man, Lowan, got to work right away.


    Miles settled in his chair with a deep frown across his forehead. The thought of Cerise dying was haunting.


    The other sailors avoided looking at him or Cerise. Her charm was stifling in the closed bridge, but it was necessary to keep the captain under control. When Miles wasn’t charmed, screams and blood were his hobbies. Cerise had volunteered to keep him happy. In exchange, when the fight started, the entire group had to help her reach Safe Haven, even if it took their lives. They wouldn’t have agreed, but Cerise was also bloodthirsty. Defying her might mean an uglier end than what Miles would deliver.


    Cerise kept her charm flowing, fighting exhaustion. She was the only descendant on this ship, which made it easier to stay alive, but the hard part was coming soon. She only knew Safe Haven by reputation, but she was certain they weren’t going to be sitting idly by, waiting for the attack. Reaching them might be impossible, but she didn’t have a choice. I have to figure out where they’ll be. Cerise strengthened her charm. If you get in my way, I’ll soak in your blood every night for twice that long.


    Almost everyone jumped as the radioman accepted an incoming call.


    “Open-air.” Miles delivered a comforting smile to Cerise, not feeling the tension like everyone else was.


    “Cerise Bunting is summoned to the flagship. A transport will arrive in 10 minutes.”


    Miles looked at her in alarm.


    Cerise smiled in return. “Battle assignments.”


    Miles nodded, tense shoulders relaxing. “Safe travels.”


    Cerise stood, sliding her knife into the sheath. She always had a weapon in her lap. Sitting made it hard to draw. She preferred to have that step already accomplished.


    She spun her cloak over her shoulders and strode toward the door with her bright red arm visible to everyone. She’d been marked by an alpha years ago. It hadn’t stopped command from using her every chance they got.


    As soon as she was gone, the charm she’d used faded. The crew shared looks of relief and of apprehension. Miles wasn’t charmed now either.


    Miles didn’t notice. He was watching Cerise on the monitor as she went to the hatch. The flickering light gave her a glow that refused to let him look away.


    Cerise gave him a quick wave as she rounded the corner.


    Miles hid a smile and shut off the monitor. “Update me!”


    Lowan nudged the terrified sheila next to him. Hazel and her sister Jade were excellent sailors, but they froze with fear in any confrontation. They were almost useless to the UN, but the radioman didn’t want either of them executed. Miles promised me a double reward for getting him here on time to get a good spot near the main island. Lowan smiled at Hazel as she began to stammer updates on the docking, sonar, and other systems of this submarine. I’m going to ask for her and her sister. I can’t wait to play with them in my bomb shelter at home.


    Miles glared at the radioman. “Confirm her pickup!”


    Hazel winced at the shout. I hope Lowan doesn’t die on this run. Miles said I can have my pick of these idiots for castration experiments. I can’t wait to play with him.


    Across the bridge, Jade watched her sister with a tolerant smile. Miles said I can eat her heart after we win, but I’m hungry now. I hate waiting.


     


     


    2


    “That’s Darwin Knight!”


    “He’s the best gunman on the planet, mate.”


    A hush went through the small crowd of fighters who were waiting for their transport boat to arrive. They stared at the bloke walking toward their bobbing dock, in awe.


    Darwin lifted his chin, but he flashed a charming smile toward the rookies and the senior fighters. The key to getting underlings to work for you was to always treat them with respect. And if that doesn’t work, you order someone to rip out their eyes and have lunch.


    Darwin examined the other ships, timing his arrival to that of their ride. He hated waiting around and being forced to speak with those below his clearance. He wasn’t a snob; he had loose lips and that could get him killed before Safe Haven’s Eagles ever got a chance. Bragging and enjoying the chats with groupies was part of what he liked best, but now was a bad time for that.


    An infamous form drew his eye, bringing annoyance. “Justin Milat.”


    The fighters around Darwin muttered and strained for a glance of the notorious serial killer. Justin’s entire family had gone crazy over the years. He was just the latest in that insane DNA chain. Few of his crews ever returned to base intact, but he rarely failed to acquire his target.


    Darwin’s chin went higher. “I don’t use hands-on methods. Most prey can be manipulated into doing what I want without taking their lives or limbs.”


    The fighters around him nodded in agreement. The UN taught them to save their energy and their ammunition for the targets who really needed it.


    A bright blue flash caught his attention next. Darwin scowled at the sight of Cerise stepping into a transport boat a quarter mile away. Her cloak was a stunning mix of blue hues that never failed to get attention, but the bright red mark down her arm stood out even more. “Oi! She’s a traitor! What is she doing here?!”


    “Bloody dog, ay.”


    “She bleeds her victims, mate. Her hands are always covered.”


    “She was marked as a warning to all the other descendant trackers.”


    “If she thinks you’re a traitor, she kills you. Orders don’t matter to her.”


    Darwin listened to their comments vaguely, stomach dropping as Cerise pointed at him and gave a wide grin. I hope they don’t put me on her team.


    Cerise’s grin widened. I don’t have anything on you. We’re good.


    Darwin glanced at Justin Milat, who was ignoring all of them to be the first one to reach the flagship. Darwin lifted a brow at Cerise.


    Cerise’s eyes turned bright red. Him, I could bleed.


    Darwin marked Milat off his mental list and stepped onto the ship.


    Cerise did the same. She didn’t have anything on either man, but they would conspire against her now and that would change. Everyone has a button and I’m really good at pushing them.


    Cerise pulled her 20” blade, sat, and laid it across her lap. Then she reclined and shut her eyes, letting her other senses read the situation unfolding around her.


    Cerise felt heaps of other trackers, many more than she’d ever seen in one place at the same time. None of the governments had liked it when their kind gathered. A moment like this would have been forbidden. And I would have been sent in to punish those who participated.


    The other trackers scanned the island areas that they could see from here, as well as each other, already digging in.


    Cerise conserved her energy. She noted every name on her mental list, as well as refreshing her memory about their weaknesses, but she didn’t challenge any of them. They were busy challenging each other. She doubted many of them even knew she was here. And I hate that. So I guess I’ll have to make a scene.


    Cerise caught Darwin’s attention with a small flip of her finger. She knew he was keeping track of her. She pointed a single finger at the boat where Justin was standing up to be let onto the flagship.


    Darwin couldn’t help it. He nodded, grinning.


    Cerise flipped a piece of dirt off her finger, subtly aiming at Justin’s ship.


    A rogue wave ran between the boats and smacked into the transport, jarring everyone.


    Justin jumped right as the wave reached him. He clung to the ladder with one hand, dangling to spin around and glare at whoever had fired at him.


    He saw Cerise’s bright blue cloak first.


    She shrugged. Could have been anyone in this chaos.


    Justin scanned again. He spotted Darwin laughing. Justin’s eyes narrowed.


    Darwin held up a hand, suddenly realizing he was about to get the blame. It wasn’t me, mate.


    Justin went up the ladder, anger growing.


    The fighters in the ship with him also scanned, hoping to learn a name to win favor.


    Cerise could have told them it wouldn’t matter. Justin had no loyalty to anyone or anything. He was only here because he was allowed to kill their kind.


    You do realize that’s why the rest of us believe you’re here?


    Cerise gave Darwin a wide grin but didn’t answer. Instead, she kept track of the scans that were happening around them. Several of the men and women in the wide pointed ships were powerful. She was interested in what they might be picking up, though she doubted Safe Haven would be so easily found. The fact that the UN Armada was here, and had been for hours, and yet there had been no sign of Safe Haven said the prey had chosen to hide instead of fight. That made things more difficult.


    Cerise’s boat reached the flagship. Sitting in the rear, she was the last one off. It gave her time to evaluate more people, as well as the captains of the little boats around them. Miles was always on the lookout for a new crew member, but not everyone could stand to be underwater for long periods of time. Their minds had to be solid and most of the troops now stomping onto the flagship like they owned it were not okay in any way. I reckon that’s why the UN chose them for this battle.


    Only the strongest of the groups were still alive now, thanks to the nightly matches. They had hundreds of fighters with various skills, but there were twice as many hunters who would work for the trackers. Once the trackers found a trail, anyway. She thought teams would be sent to the islands, but the UN had been close mouthed with the details. That was why she’d had to play nice with Miles for the entire trip. If she’d killed him, she wouldn’t have made it here. She only knew how to run one part of the submarine and that wasn’t nearly enough.


    Cerise wasn’t sure any of them would be enough for this battle. The prey would pick them off little by little until there were only a few troops left and then Eagle teams would wipe them out. Cerise had told Miles that the last time they were in bed together, but she wasn’t sure if he had passed the information on to Director Haussler.


    Cerise had only met Director Haussler once, but the one-eyed German had made an impression on her. As long as he had all the information, he was sure to come up with a devastating plan. The bloke was a genius. It ran in his family.


    Cerise felt Justin glaring at her from the top deck. There’s another family line that passes on its skills.


    Everyone needed a killer during the apocalypse, but Justin wasn’t controllable. She hoped Director Haussler knew that.


    Cerise sheathed her blade and went up the ladder at a leisurely pace as the boat pulled away for its next duty. She reached the top deck, ignoring Justin’s hand as he offered to help her.


    Justin’s frown dipped into his long black beard and made him look like one of the pirates they had all been glad to discover were dead. The pirates had been another group that might have been able to threaten the UN’s control. Their gas was too effective against descendants.


    “I’m surprised to see you here, mate.”


    She stepped by Justin without answering. She could feel his evil thoughts slamming into her, but her shield had been up since she’d stepped off the submarine and onto the portable dock. The fact that the shield was invisible was a testament to her skills. The fact that she could keep it up during all of this and they were just now realizing what was going on was a testament to their lack of attention to detail. That was why she was valuable and they were expendable. Despite everything she’d done in the past, the UN had made sure she was here for this battle. Some of the trackers staring at her blue cloak and red mark had bribed their way onto the lists. But not Cerise. I was drafted almost a year ago for this mission. It’s now my life’s work.


    Cerise followed the line of trackers into the wide bay on the top deck of the huge flagship. She took a place in the shaded corner as space began to fill and the tension began to rise. It was almost time to kill and maybe die. That thought would never be more than a few seconds away now, keeping them all on edge and ready to fight to the death.


    “That one.” Assistant Director Oliver Silverman pointed at Cerise.


    Albert, the assistant’s assistant, hurried forward.


    Cerise stopped and waited, letting the thin, wiry man come to her.


    The other trackers began to realize who was among them. Attention shifted from Justin to her. Mutters flew through the growing group and traveled to those who were still coming aboard.


    Cerise took the note without responding emotionally, but the wave of confidence she sent out slammed into the lackey as he moved away.


    He frowned at her. “Childish charms won’t get you a command position.”


    Cerise chuckled at his attempt to act as if he wasn’t enjoying the feel of her mental caress. “Being the arm of an arm won’t get you a command position either.”


    Laughter rang out from the witnesses.


    The lackey hurried back to his place, bearded face red under all that blond and gray hair.


    Cerise actually felt bad for him. One of their many directors probably had something on him, forcing the man to be their clerical slave. It was common.


    Cerise read her note.


    The Director is waiting. Hurry up!


    Cerise frowned at the lackey, sending out a wave of anger.


    Men and women moved aside, but they also prepared to attack her as soon as she showed a weakness.


    “Enough.” Oliver wanted to see what she could do, but his boss wouldn’t be pleased. “Get to your meeting.” Oliver glared at his lackey. “Were you told to converse with the trackers?”


    Albert shook his head, thin frame tensing. “I’m sorry. She’s an outcast. I didn’t think the rules applied to her.”


    “Neither does she.” Oliver motioned. “Make sure they all get to where we want them.” He followed Cerise, studying her walk, her mind, and her ass. It didn’t look wide enough to have birthed so many offspring, but the UN records were clear. Cerise Bunting was the mother of 10 children. The three sets of triplets hadn’t survived the invasion of Australia. People believed that had driven her mad, allowing her to kill at her pleasure instead of serving the assembly.


    Cerise slowed as she reached the only door on this side of the wide, grimy deck. “There were 13. Your files are out of date.”


    Oliver flushed, lips vanishing into his scowl. “Never without permission!”


    Cerise snorted as she stepped inside. “Ever hear the saying it’s easier to apologize afterward than to convince people beforehand?”


    Oliver nodded, going to his chair near the boss, who was watching all of them. “Yes. Ever hear the saying don’t bite the hand that’s feeding you?”


    Cerise chuckled. “Touché. My apologies, Assistant Director Silverman. But I’m not wrong. I know how many children I’ve birthed. I was there.”


    Fresh laughter echoed in Oliver’s ears. He turned around in his seat and refused to look at her.


    Cerise stayed near the door, scanning and waiting. Footsteps were coming, indicating others had also been chosen for this meeting. Cerise handed her note to the guard as Justin and Darwin entered together, whispering.


    Darwin stilled as he saw everyone staring at them. “What? Did something happen?”


    “Did you find them already, Cerise?” Justin didn’t censor his disdain. “Bloody dogs always catch a scent faster when it’s their kind.”


    Cerise stopped herself from stiffening, but it was close. Aware of the Director studying her, she reacted as the situation deserved.


    Cerise’s hearty laughter embarrassed Justin again. He stomped over to stand near Oliver’s chair, glaring at everyone who laughed.


    Darwin cleared his throat as he stepped inside and gave his pass to the guard. He started to repeat his question, then thought better of it. He stood near Cerise and waited, hoping that showed he wasn’t scared of her.


    Cerise leaned over. “But you are, mate. I smell it on you even though I already cleared you. What are you afraid of?”


    Darwin shuddered, fighting her mental invasion. “You’re a ruthless killer. You only bring in bodies half the time.”


    “I remove threats to our future goals. If you’re loyal to the cause, you have nothing to fear.” She dug in harder, starting to enjoy herself. “What’s going on in there, Darwin Knight? Making any plans to follow your famous family?”


    “No! I don’t kill my own kind, not even you!”


    The crew and guards expected the Director to stop them, but Haussler only watched in fascination and shrewd intent.


    Darwin brought up his shield. “Stop it now! You’re not the boss here.”


    Cerise was startled into a genuine laugh at his childish words. She withdrew from his mind, smile lingering.


    “Disarmed by mirth.” Director Haussler’s cold voice brought instant silence to the room. He slowly stood, single eye going over the 10 trackers. “You are the best of your kind. If you can be defeated by amusement, this battle is already lost.”


    Cerise wanted to protest that, but she took the scold with a lowered head like she was supposed to. “It won’t happen again, sir.”


    Haussler believed her. Cerise wasn’t known for repeating mistakes. “Command has decided we will use a three-team flush.” Haussler pointed at the wall as Oliver hit the button that unrolled a wide, long map of their location. “As you can see, there are four islands. All are small. Two have barely any cover or structures that would allow a camp that size to hide or defend itself. The two barren islands will be cleared today. I expect it done within hours of landing.” Haussler sent a hard look around the room. “If you miss my deadlines, you have lost the grand prize and may be charged with dereliction of a sworn duty.”


    No one spoke, but everyone considered that grand prize. The UN had done a perfect job on that one. They’d told their fighters they could have whatever they wanted. It had brought the most hardened fighters, but also those who relied only on luck or stealth. Against Safe Haven, Cerise wanted to use all of them.


    “The third island is Henderson. I am sending a team there to get started. By morning, all teams will be on Henderson, clearing and verifying it is empty. That will leave only Pitcairn, where we have always believed they would dig in. It will take us two days to reach them. At midnight, three days from now, we will surround the final island and attack with everything we have left. Wires are being set to keep any of them from slipping away, but I expect we will catch a few who might have made it because they will not expect us to use the darkness. Command estimates we will lose 1-2% of every team to natural dangers from picking this plan. Account for that when you choose your teams from those lower ranks you saw waiting on the side deck.” Haussler glared at Cerise now. “Do not kill anyone on our list. Command wants POWs.”


    Cerise frowned right back, ignoring the others who were nodding or smirking. “That depends on the list. If it’s Angela, Marc, or Adrian, there’s no way anyone will be able to take them alive, sir.”


    “Their leaders are not on that list. We want them gone this time. They will never cooperate with our future plans. Huge bounties will be awarded for their bodies, as long as they can be identified by sight or DNA.”


    “So we’re going after the younger generations?”


    “We want Eagles. As you find the teams, kill off the top two or three and bring in the rest. They are half-trained, but not yet warped by Safe Haven’s refusal to coexist.”


    Cerise clenched her fists. “We can’t coexist!”


    “Very good.” Haussler looked around. “You have one hour until we begin the drops. You have full access to the armory. We are maintaining this position. Get ready for the fight of your lives. Just do it somewhere else. One of you stinks and I am not wasting time discovering who. Get out.”


    Cerise was first to the door. She leaned against the shocked guard and started sniffing loudly.


    Justin and Darwin went by her with scowls at the newest wave of laughter.


    As soon as the others were gone, Cerise looked at Director Haussler and then nodded toward Oliver. “It stinks because your assistant has gone rotten. Check the logs, mate.”


    Oliver jumped from his chair to run.


    Haussler drew his small pistol and fired once.


    Oliver fell at his feet, hands pulling on his leg.


    Haussler stepped over the man. “Check the logs.”


    A crew woman flew over to do it, ignoring the blood and the body. She’d seen too much of that to be shocked by it now. “It looks like he was relaying the details of this meeting to someone on ship 00219, sir.”


    “For what purpose?”


    “Checking, sir.” The woman typed faster, able to feel the Director’s impatience. “Oliver Silverman has a girlfriend on 00219, sir. Perhaps he was feeding her details so she could benefit unfairly?”


    Haussler nodded. “Have the girl brought to my cabin. Arrange a meal. Make her comfortable.”


    The woman typed in the instructions and sent them to the other boat, refusing to consider what would happen to the girlfriend.


    The Director turned around, mouth opening to reward Cerise.


    She was gone.


    Haussler frowned. “Bloody dog.”


    The crew woman nodded, but didn’t offer her thoughts. She hadn’t been asked and that was a huge mistake that their current director wouldn’t forgive. Cerise didn’t know it, but she’d just made an enemy of the boss.


    Haussler motioned at Albert. “Clean it up!” He dropped into his chair, mind blank on the surface for anyone who might try to read him. Below, he was stewing. He’d known Oliver was relaying information. Now, he would have to do it all openly and there was a risk that someone would figure out he had been involved. It was only a few crates of goods being sold on the side to pad a retirement, but Haussler knew it would be his life if he was caught. The girl has to die. She’s the only other person who knows.


    Haussler thought about Cerise. It was possible she had read that too, but final orders on her had already come anyway. Cerise would not survive the invasion. “Update her file with credit for the catch. And for the number of offspring. We would not want our files to be wrong, eh, Oliver?” He kicked the dead body.


    No one else spoke. Haussler was clearly insane; it was a requirement for this run.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Eighteen


    Let’s Roll This


    UN Flagship


     


     


     


    1


    “Line up! Pick a team and join that line!” Albert walked among the fighters with a new spring in his step now that Oliver was dead. “There are three desks. Get in line at one and sign your name.”


    Cerise stepped into the wide cargo preparation area. Silence slowly fell until all 400 fighters and trackers were staring at her.


    “It’s the dog.”


    “The bloody dog.”


    “She kills our kind on every run!”


    “She shouldn’t be here.”


    “Maybe she can sniff them out.”


    Cerise ignored the openly spoken comments, though the owners of those words refused to make eye contact as she examined the room. When she headed for one of the sign-up stations, the crowd instinctively moved away from it. The line was gone by the time she reached the folding desk.


    Justin and Darwin smirked at her. Both men had voiced each of those protests as soon as they’d gotten here, hoping to make sure she got the worst of all the team members.


    Cerise had prepared for this. She lifted a brow toward the two men. “How many of my crew have died on runs, in total?”


    Darwin flushed.


    Justin glared. “Just because you’ve been lucky enough to never lose anyone, it doesn’t mean you’re a better leader.”


    Cerise chortled. “That’s exactly what it means. I only kill targets. My crew is like family when we’re on a run.” And they were. She refused to sacrifice her team to make a capture. There were always other options.


    A few trackers re-entered her line, sold.


    Cerise shook her head at all of them. “You three are on the piss too much. Not interested.”


    All three men stared in angry surprise. She’d refused them and outed their weaknesses for alcohol.


    Other trackers entered her line now, wondering if she would accept them.


    Cerise nodded. “Sign your names and get ready. Meet back here in 15 minutes.”


    The trackers quickly did as she instructed, ignoring the mutters and glares from Justin and Darwin.


    More people moved into her line.


    Justin realized what was happening, but he didn’t know how to stop it.


    Neither did Darwin, but he had to try. “I shoot better than she does.”


    Cerise nodded. “True. You also hog the glory. My team shares equally in credits and punishments.”


    Darwin stopped talking, no longer as eager for this job. If she keeps running her mouth, I’ll be in trouble.


    Justin shook his head. No. We’ll be removed as soon as the fight’s over.


    Darwin couldn’t take that. He strode toward the door. “I’m going to the boss on this one, bitch. You can’t have all the best fighters and trackers. That’s not fair.”


    Cerise wasn’t offended by the common term. “They’re signing up by choice. That is our motto, right? Make your own choices and go as far as you want. Well, they want to be on the winning team.”


    Justin lifted a finger. “I’ll divide my financial share among the survivors.”


    A few of the greedier men and women gravitated back into his line.


    Darwin stopped, unwilling to bribe his crew but also unwilling to bug the boss. Word about Oliver’s removal had already spread.


    Cerise waved at Justin. “If money means a heap to you, he’s the better choice. I can’t stand greed. I’ll be tempted to kill you.”


    More fighters got out of her line, casting worried looks.


    Cerise was satisfied that most of the selfish fighters would go to Justin and the weakest ones would go to Darwin. She doubted either bloke would survive the fight. They didn’t need to worry about the boss’s plans.


    Haussler opened the door and scanned all of them from there. His lips curled as he understood what was happening. But he didn’t speak against it. He slammed the door, making a few of the fighters move into other lines so they wouldn’t be punished later.


    Haussler slapped the clipboard into Albert’s hands. “Make sure I’m notified any time she calls in. Give her preapproval for all gear. She has something to prove. I think she hates someone in that camp.”


    “Bet it’s a Mitchel.”


    They both laughed and kept going down the deck. It was time for his next meal, a stiff drink, and a quick talk with the girl being brought across the water as they walked.


    The girl, Violet, spotted Haussler’s angry walk and paled. She clung to the speeding boat, heart racing. Oliver had stopped answering and she’d been ordered to the flagship a few seconds later. We’re busted. I’m about to be removed.


    Violet swept the island nearest to them and found nothing blocking her path. She slipped into the water before the captain noticed.


    The ocean closed over her head as the captain slowed to come back around. His muted shouts faded as she sank and then there was only the roar of the water and the terror in her heart as cold fingers closed over her ankle and yanked her down.
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    “Find her!” Haussler punched the lackey, knocking Albert overboard. “Now!”


    More bodies hit the water as troops jumped in, eager to retrieve the Director’s target, but they weren’t divers. They couldn’t search for long without gear and the water was full of silt from their arrival, blocking the view.


    Cerise and Justin joined him at the rail, scanning. “Do you want me to handle that, Director?”


    Haussler waved them off, furious. “Don’t waste energy on this. Get your teams ready!”


    Everyone moved away, hoping he didn’t notice them next.


    Cerise stopped in the doorway. Darwin was holding her clipboard.


    He met her eyes with a guilty glance. “You didn’t sign your name on it.”


    Cerise shrugged. “Put yours. See if they’ll fight for you.” Then she laughed and walked away.


    Justin joined Darwin, waiting until they were alone. “Maybe one of us will have a chance to kill her, mate. When she finds them, it’ll be chaos.”


    “Maybe that’s why her hands are always bloody.” Goldie cleared his throat as he entered. “She just made me XO.”


    The huge black man took the clipboard from Darwin’s hands as both men stared up at him. They were lost in his shadow. “I’ll make sure she knows you cunts wish her all the best.”


    Justin took a chance. They were caught conspiring. There was nothing left to lose if Goldie or Cerise went to the boss. “Name your price.”


    Goldie laughed. “Your life.” He exited, whistling happily.


    “Damn it!” Justin started to panic. “Now we have to get rid of them both!”


    Darwin was busy using his brain. He put a hand out to stop Justin’s furious pacing and mutters. “There’s no way everyone on her team is loyal. We still have half an hour until the drop. See who you can find to do a quick slash and walk. I’ll do the same.”


    “Yeah.” Justin followed Darwin out. “What if that doesn’t work?”


    Darwin pointed at the island. “Safe Haven is a formidable foe. We’ll have to make sure she’s in the first wave when we find them.”


    “When she finds them.”


    Darwin sighed. “She really is a bloody dog. She’s tracked descendants in places the rest of us couldn’t even reach, let alone survive.”


    “Why’s she so different? So much better?”


    “She worked for the labs before the war. That bitch has been hunting descendants for 30 years. It’s experience. When we’re that old, we’ll be that good too.”


    “Nice.” Justin didn’t feel it though. The sight of the island had given him a cold chill in the dawn light and it hadn’t gone away. I’m going to die here. But not alone. When I go, I’ll be surrounded by the bodies of those I’ve crushed.
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    Goldie stopped near the Director, waiting respectfully to be acknowledged.


    Haussler was already aware of the unfolding drama. “She has to die on this run anyway. Our organization can no longer keep collecting power. It is time to cull our herd, here and now, and she did not make the cut. But if they interfere with her finding the target, I will consume them so slowly it will feel like an eternity.”


    The boss knew his spy among the ranks would pass that on to the two embarrassed trackers. Cerise was safe from her final destiny for now, but that would change the instant someone called in Safe Haven’s location. Goldie would also pass that along. The man had been with him for years, working both sides when it was needed. Getting Cerise to name him XO had been easy–he’d said Haussler ordered it. And I did, but not openly. The blame for her death will not come back to me. Goldie might catch the hit for it, but she does not have friends on that team. They might even reward him.


    Only the big boss back home wanted Cerise to survive this invasion, and that was only because her main gift had never been copied or passed on to offspring. Haussler didn’t know exactly what she could do, but it had always made him nervous that she was the only one who had it, whatever it was. Now that the assembly was culling the herd, he was taking this opportunity to remove a future threat to their control. Cerise Bunting was a wildcard, like her entire family had been for centuries. “Wild dogs, every one of them.”


    Haussler might have let her live to please his boss, but she’d forced him to kill Oliver before their plot was finished. Now he needed a new way to smuggle supplies. As soon as she is on land, I will work on that. I cannot do it while she is here.


    Even Haussler wasn’t above her wrath if she caught him stealing. Cerise had no mercy for breaking the rules. She was the most trusted, and hated, person on this mission.
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    Cerise went to the armory in the center of the flagship, feeling like a kid on a birthday. All their boats had a weapons room, but this one was massive and contained everything a team might need to root out the enemy. Cerise was eager to play with some new toys, but she used casual steps and her shield gave little ripples, intentionally, as she went by some of the other trackers and fighters. A few of them would be a challenge, even for her. Letting them know she was ready for a fight might prevent it from actually happening. Most of these blokes preferred sneaking up and hitting when their prey wasn’t ready for it.


    Cerise entered the empty armory after a fast sweep and nod from the guard on the door. An old gymnasium had been converted into a thick-walled bunker lined with heavy-duty shelves and cameras. Cerise felt eyes on her as she moved between the rows, picking up tags but not the items themselves.


    She decided her team wasn’t good enough with guns to rely on the detailed rifles and powerful shotguns that decorated one entire wall. She chose up-close weapons. Her team would enjoy the hands-on tools, though she did take a few guns and the ammunition they needed. When she reached the medical area, she skipped it and kept going to the drug section. She preferred to use the skills of her team for healing, but those special men and women were often targeted first, so they would either die quickly or be stuck in the middle where they were useless. As a result, Cerise had developed a different plan for their medics to follow. None of them liked it, but it had kept her teams alive for years. All they had to do was follow her instructions.


    Cerise thought about her new team and sighed. “This may be the run where my perfect record is broken. Some of those cunts are too stupid to make it through.”


    “I agree.”


    Cerise turned, dismayed to find a fellow tracker leaning against the doorframe. The guard was nowhere to be seen now.


    “You didn’t hear me because you were in your head.”


    She nodded at his observation, sliding the stack of tags onto the shelf by her hand. “My mistake, mate.”


    Orlando advanced as he drew his knife. “We’ll soon see.”


    Cerise knew not to be fooled by the reckless approach. Orlando was probably the strongest descendant on any of the teams. She’d been mildly surprised when he chose Justin over her, but the gleam in his eye explained that now. He was high.


    Orlando was confused when she didn’t move. He walked faster, hand lifting.


    She strengthened her shield in time to absorb his first stab. The blade stuck.


    Orlando snarled, eyes dilating.


    Cerise frowned. “Cheater.”


    Orlando’s rage swallowed his mind. He battered her shield with his knife, his fists, and small blasts of pain whenever her shield rippled.


    Cerise waited for the man to wear himself out, not straining to keep her shield up, but she was aware that she would be soon. I don’t use it enough. I’m rusty.


    Cerise saw her moment and let go of the shield. The loud pop snapped in Orlando’s face. He recoiled to protect himself.


    Cerise slid her knife into his stomach and ripped upward. Blood fell to the ground in a thick patter that didn’t stop.


    Cerise twisted, slicing, smiling. “Thank you for the practice, mate.”


    “My…honor.” Orlando staggered out into the hall, gushing blood.


    Cerise put her knife on the floor and waited to be arrested or at least interrogated.


    The camera in the corner whirled her way. The speaker blared. “Get to your post!”


    The guard on duty stopped in the doorway, shocked and dismayed to see her alive.


    Cerise scooped up her knife and the stack of tags she’d gathered. She shoved those tags into the angry guard’s arms. The guard had let Orlando by because he’d been sure the bigger, angry, drugged man would win. “Never ignore the little bitch just because she’s little.”


    Cerise went to the toilet by the steps. It emptied in a hurry as crew members caught sight of her red arm. Then they saw the other one was dripping blood and they took off running.


    Cerise washed, wiped, dried, and then went into a stall.


    She sank down, but she didn’t use the toilet. She sat there, recovering, as the minutes ticked by. Orlando had been drugged, willingly from the look of things. I don’t understand what happened. Did someone pay him to die or pay him to try?


    Cerise took another minute. Then she stepped out of the stall and left, not bothering with a fake flush. She always reckoned those in charge were watching every move their underlings made, even in bed and in the shower. Cerise wasn’t concerned about that or the unauthorized death. She was worried that one of the strongest fighters had been sacrificed and she’d gotten the blame. Something’s going on here and I will get to the bottom of it.


    She walked down the hall, also not caring that the crew was jumping out of her way or gawking at her in fear or disapproval. As soon as I locate Safe Haven, I’ll turn my attention to the people on this ship.


    Descendants who caught the thought made mental notes not to come back here after the fight was over.


    Goldie sneered at them as he caught up to her.


    Cerise widened her shield to include him, nodding a polite hello. She and Goldie had been on several runs together over the years. She trusted him completely.


    Goldie marched at her side and kept his thoughts blank.


    “How does it look, mate?”


    Goldie snorted harshly.


    Cerise nodded. “Exactly. We’re all in over our heads.”


    “Yeah. The only survivors will be those who can hold their guts in the longest.”
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    Violet held her breath as the oxygen was taken away. She stared into the deep brown eyes of the man holding her in place with his shield. She’d tried to fight him as they sank down to a rocky coral surface, but he was too strong. As they’d fallen, Violet had caught sight of dozens of men and women in the water, all wearing black. I wonder how they keep from getting lost.


    Greg lifted his hand, showing her the thick rope.


    Violet nodded nervously. Being under the water was eerie in this situation. She was a great swimmer. She normally enjoyed it. Why aren’t you killing me?


    Greg lifted his other hand, pointing.


    Violet paled as a thin shark swam by and vanished into the silt. The blood would draw them.


    Greg concentrated, practicing every chance he got. They’ve been trained to go for bodies. Blood is icing on the cake.


    Violet stared into his wide eyes. He’d brought up a shield around them when he first grabbed her, then shoved gear onto her so fast that she hadn’t been able to fight. She’d only been concerned with the breathing device he’d shoved into her mouth.


    Greg brought his shield back up, practicing that too, but also to deflect the curious shark. The woman smelled like food to it. Everyone else down here smelled like the chemicals on their suits and skin. It discouraged the sharks and jellyfish, but their first captive hadn’t been planning to end her day in the water.


    Greg pointed up, then at his watch. He held up three fingers.


    We’re going up? Violet panicked. She lunged backward, dropping the respirator. She hit his shield and bounced into his arms.


    Greg caught her out of reflex, proud of himself when he managed to keep his shield in place. He held her tightly with one arm and bent them both down to pick up the respirator.


    Violet saw a long scar across his shoulder. She knew it was from a bullet. She slowly calmed, but she reached out to grab his head and make him look at her. I can’t go up there!


    Greg frowned, making her let go. Stop yelling.


    Violet pushed away from him, stopping herself before she hit his shield again. She crossed her arms over her chest and glared. I’m not going. You can’t make me breathe. I’ll be dead before you get me to the surface.


    Greg sighed. The woman had no reason to trust him and every reason to fear him, but the UN was still her focus. Okay. We’ll go up last.


    He wanted to tell her she was safe with them, but he refused to lie. No one down here was safe right now. All it would take was one sighting and the water would fill with bullets and other projectiles, as well as trackers and fighters. They were walking a thin line. Greg glared at her. Do what you’re told.


    He shrank his shield until it was forcing her to move into his arms again. He held her tightly, hands gripping her sides, hard wet body flush with hers.


    Violet realized her situation down here was just as dangerous as it had been up there. She tried not to cry. Just kill me now. I’ve been hurt enough.


    Greg’s heart thumped. He held the woman until she began to fight the lack of oxygen and then he shoved the respirator against her lips.


    Violet sucked in air and collapsed in his arms, no longer fighting. I don’t want to die.


    Greg felt her soft hair against his hands; her heart was beating harshly against his arm. The need to protect her grew into a fiery desire that strengthened his shield until the water couldn’t get through it.


    Greg celebrated the victory over his gift, but it wasn’t as sweet with the woman shivering in his arms. The lower temperature of the water, along with shock, was affecting her now. If she didn’t warm up soon, she might die.


    Marc tapped on Greg’s shield. We’re heading in. I’ll carry her.


    Greg reluctantly gave the woman to Marc.


    Marc brought up his shield and used a heat spell to warm the water inside it.


    Greg followed the rest of the team, arms feeling empty. It was a strange reaction, one that wasn’t welcome.


    Marc scanned the scared woman as he walked, confirming and verifying details about the armada above them but also about the woman herself.


    Marc followed the rope on his belt as they pulled themselves along the edges of Ducie Island. They entered a wide canyon in the underwater coral and vanished.
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    “It’s a trap!”


    “Ambush!”


    Cerise and everyone else turned toward the screams, ears bracing automatically as they spotted huge sprays of water and beach flying into the air. Explosions echoed through the openings between ships, magnifying in the water. Ripples slammed into the ships trying to reach Ducie Island.


    Cerise braced with her feet, shielding her eyes from the spray as her boat neared the shoreline. It was calm here compared to Henderson Island.


    Cerise leapt from the boat as a larger wave hit, using the momentum to float over the exploding water. She withstood the shrapnel blast, mentally evaluating the damage to her shield. Thousands of pieces of crushed seashell dropped as she let them go and quickly brought her shield back up.


    She landed in knee-high water on a tilting surface that immediately shoved her out of the water again.


    Cerise’s shield flickered as it bore the impact of the blast. If it had been on land, she might have lost her barrier.


    Cerise kept going, determined to reach the surviving teammates waiting for her on the one part of the beach that was safe.


    “Help!”


    “Sharks!”


    “Trap! It’s a trap!”


    Cerise wanted to know what was causing Darwin’s meltdown, but there wasn’t time to look as her boot hit another mine and triggered it.


    Cerise flew upward, arms and soaked cloak using the force to propel her over the last of the mined water and onto solid ground. She sucked in air and held her shield as she recovered, aware of panicked screams coming from both islands.


    On his way to clear the atolls called Sandy and Oeno, Justin grumbled at the sight of Cerise’s entertaining landing. “Once the fight is over, I’m taking her head.”


    The captain of his small boat looked directly at Justin. “That could earn you a promotion or death. Don’t miss. Neither side will like it.”


    Justin stored that unspoken request. Someone wanted Cerise dead. Justin snorted. That makes about 50 of us.


    Justin saw Darwin’s ship flip into the air. He rolled his eyes. “You won’t have to bring him back later, mate.”


    The captain shrugged. “My boss said none of you are coming back until all the islands are cleared. When you finish one, you’ll be ferried to the next to provide support.”


    Justin realized he would get a chance at Cerise during the final island landing. “Perfect.”


    The captain frowned coolly. “Clearing comes first. Treachery and rewards will wait or heads will roll–literally.”


    Cerise didn’t see Justin’s boat go by. She was scanning Ducie. The UN had decided to land on two ends and the middle, giving the flagship a clear line of sight for all of these fights. Cerise would have suggested something less harsh. They’d already lost a dozen of her team and the same was true of the other landing parties. Cerise didn’t pick up the one thing that would have made this frontal assault worth it. “They’re not here.”


    The trackers on her team nodded and breathed sighs of relief at her confirmation of their own conclusions.


    “We can go now.” Goldie waved at the shoreline where reddish water and body parts were already accumulating. “We’ll blow a path.”


    Cerise scanned to their right, able to view one rubbish-covered beach on Henderson, where Darwin had been drafted to get a basecamp set up. He was supposed to wait for her and Justin after that, but Darwin was stopped 50 feet from the beach. None of his team had made it ashore yet. “They predicted this battle strategy.”


    Goldie clicked his radio. “Recommend we change approach locations.”


    “Negative. Proceed.”


    Goldie scowled.


    Cerise wasn’t surprised by the response. “It would take too much time to do it right. They want this done and there are over 1000 of us. Don’t expect a break until I insist on it.”


    Cerise joined her team, not responding to Darwin’s continued shouts for help. Command didn’t like deviations. “Back-to-back for orders!”


    Every team member rolled right and put their back to the person behind them. They scanned while they waited for her to speak.


    “We’re headed into hell, for no reason. If you’re with me at the end, good for you. Maybe I’ll have a few spots open on my personal team. If you’re not with me at the end, there’s no shame. We’ll come back later and strip your body to outfit us for the next invasion, the next mission. Even in death, you will continue to serve those who conquered you.”


    Cerise walked forward, leaving them speechless.


    Goldie laughed. She was stirring them up, pissing them off, and laying seeds that would be trampled into the ground of their hearts and forced to grow. Goldie knew her plans well. He did his part to help it along. “We will all ask for freedom for our countries. They have promised to consider giving independence to any land who sent all their men to fight.”


    And we did that. Cerise kept walking, drawing her longest blade while fastening one side of her cloak so she could fight unhampered and still have half of her floating ability. “Put it out of your minds. It’s time to live or die. Concentrate on the sound of my voice, the feel of my protection, the terror of my rage. Use me to get yourself through this. I want to feel you hating me. Is that clear?!”


    Her shout sent birds up from the few bushes, ruining their hiding places.


    “Yes!” The team was comforted by her unexpected words.


    Cerise looked at Goldie. I wish our real team was here.


    Goldie nodded. Those powerful, dangerous men and women were at home, trying to keep their few remaining family and friends alive. “ARF!”


    Cerise barked back at him, comforted. “Let’s roll this atoll.”
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    “We have our first POW.” Wade turned off the radio and stored it with his headset until the next scheduled check in with their teams. He was Angela’s radioman on this run. Neil was her IT guy. “Two bells came with it.”


    “Unplanned captive code.” Angela switched on her laptop and waited for it to load. Faint noises were finding their way across the water, sounding like a vain storm trying to make thunder. The battle had begun.


    Angela typed in her password and swiveled the screen. “Do it when she reaches the pole. If you go too early, she’ll knock it down. If you go too late, her partner will shoot it.”


    Neil got ready to activate their first recording.


    Angela scanned her group, judging moods and minds based on the situation. Word was already spreading through the people camped out with her below the remains of Kraft mansion. The burnt room Marc’s team had found was wide and deep, offering them more protection than some of the other tunnels.


    “Now.” Neil hit the button and held his breath.


    “This is a recording from Safe Haven Refugee Camp. It’s just a speaker and a tape recorder. Don’t be alarmed.”


    Neil watched as the Australian woman stopped and spun, long blade coming up.


    “Welcome to Hell. We don’t want you to travel alone. This will be a guided tour. Please look to your right.”


    Everyone glanced over. Cerise narrowed in and found hundreds of pointed shells hiding in a bush. She swept, scowling. “All the bushes are booby-trapped.”


    The recording continued, playing Jennifer’s young, smug voice. “It’s not just the bushes. Every inch of these islands are lined in death–yours. Each team is getting this same warning. Your leaders will tell you to keep going. As the Alpha’s official heir, and camp enforcer, I’m offering amnesty to any descendant who kills one of our enemies. You can even join us if you like. This offer is only open to descendants. You normals have it harder. You have to kill at least 10 to get in. Be prepared to prove that.”


    Cerise swiped the speaker wire with her blade and moved forward. She sighed at some of the thoughts from her team. “Come on, then. Goldie and I can be the first two tongues you take as proof.”


    No one attacked, but their thoughts were full of trying.


    Jennifer’s voice echoed from the next speaker that had been tied to a large rock. “As members of Safe Haven, you’ll always be fed and given medical care. You will be loved and included. You will be judged fairly. Come join us. At the very least, don’t fight against us when you get here.”


    Cerise cut the wire again, stopping the voice. “Call it in.”


    Goldie did, bringing his shield up as he followed Cerise. She wasn’t stopping now. The girl on the radio had pissed her off by trying to openly steal her crew.


    The large group of trackers followed them, but the seed had been planted.


    A new speaker kicked on, driving that seed into their brains.


    “Safe Haven rewards bravery. We never keep you against your will, starve you, or rob you of your family. We encourage you to consider this other option. The path you are walking leads to parts of you lying in the sand, leaking your life away on a barren island without ever having seen who you’re fighting.”


    Goldie cut this wire, stomping through the sandy rushes and bushes.


    Jennifer’s voice came from behind them this time, echoing through a bullhorn hidden under the sand. “If you make it to the other end of this island, there’s a monitor. Watch the video and see who we really are. Then kill the leaders who brought you here and join us.”


    Jennifer’s voice stopped, leaving awkward, tense silence.


    Cerise turned around, glaring. “Do it now, together, while you have a tiny chance to win. If you attack me at the end, I will slaughter you like I have the other traitors who got in my way.”


    No one rose to her challenge, but it was clear by the shifting eyes and darkening faces that she would be in danger from this moment on.


    Cerise lowered her shield and turned around, head lifting. “Cowards.”


    Goldie followed her, not lowering his barrier. He didn’t trust his luck as much as she did.


    Cerise swiped at the nearest bush and triggered the next chain in the battle.
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    UN Flagship


    “Reports are coming in, sir. There are no combatants on Ducie or Oeno. The atolls are empty, sir.”


    Haussler eyed the radar report that had just been handed to him. “There are heat signatures in the center of Ducie atoll.”


    The crewman didn’t tell the boss that wasn’t possible. He already knew the center of that atoll was just deep water. “Maybe the system is having another glitch?” That had become common since the war.


    “Maybe.” Haussler scanned the satellite printout again. “How long until team one is finished?”


    The crewman frowned. “They didn’t say, sir. There were still explosions in the background, along with an odd recording I couldn’t decipher.”


    “Give them another five minutes and then send their transport.” Haussler turned his attention to Sandy, watching the landing on his screens. “Did Darwin survive?”


    “Yes, sir. He was injured. His team started setting up a base camp, but they’re refusing to go any farther without a leader.”


    Haussler sighed. “Send Cerise’s team as soon as they finish with Ducie. Stick to the plan.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Haussler glared at Albert as he entered the bridge. He’d just finished dumping Oliver’s body over the side, per the boss’s orders.


    Albert shook his head. “No sign of Violet Livingston, sir.”


    Haussler put it to rest. Violet was the only normal in that family. If she hadn’t drowned, the sharks would get her as soon as she peed in the water and drew them. All the ships in this zone had been alerted to watch for her to try to climb aboard. Security was heavy everywhere. Except on those islands. Haussler glared at the screen. Go faster!


    “Team three is landing, sir.”


    Haussler watched the chaos, unhappy, but unwilling to go against orders. Command had been specific about sending troops first, then the team leaders. It was causing them to lose more than they should have. Haussler knew that was intentional. Normally he wouldn’t have cared, but if they lost too many fighters, it would be impossible to pinpoint Safe Haven’s command center and that was the most important part of this invasion. How can I blow them up if I don’t know where they are?!
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    Cerise waved. “Normals in the back. We’ll clear it. You cover the rear.”


    Cerise kept all of her energy in her shield this time as she marched through shell bombs that exploded under her feet, triggering rings that spread out to include the entire team stomping angrily toward the halfway point of the oval atoll. It was only one and a half miles square, but the traps were slowing them down. They hadn’t lost anyone yet to the annoyingly sharp blasts, but almost everyone had a minor injury.


    Cerise felt eyes on them, but there wasn’t time to find the live cameras. She was impressed that Safe Haven had been able to rig up that level of technology way out here, but again, there wasn’t time to admire the handiwork. Shells blew from the short crags by her leg, impaling her shield. She flinched to the right, not expecting the blast to be stronger. She recovered her steps, increasing her pace instead of slowing. She crunched over the only area where it would hold their weight, blowing more of the traps. Rings flew out, sizzling under the arid sand.


    Bam! Bam!


    Two large explosions behind them said the normals had found trouble. Screams breached her shield and buried themselves in her ears. Parts of men and women were strewn across the brown ground like splashes of vivid paint.


    Goldie shook his head. There was nothing they could do for the mortally injured fighters.


    Cerise turned around and kept going, scanning for larger lumps under the sand to blow first. She’d hoped the rings were clearing the entire path for her, but that wasn’t the case.


    Cerise spotted the empty curve of the atoll. She hurried toward it, stomping and jumping when a shell bomb blew.


    Goldie stayed at her side, also jumping where needed. A larger charge blew under his boot, shoving him toward the water in the center of the atoll.


    Cerise grabbed his shirt and pulled hard.


    Goldie caught his footing, eyes narrowing in. Something’s down there. He turned to Cerise, stepping forward. “There’s something–”


    Blam!


    A charge fired under his foot, rocking them both.


    This time, Goldie grabbed Cerise to keep her from going into the water.


    The team kept going by them, eager to be finished.


    Cerise fell in with them, not against letting someone else take the blasts for the second half of this gauntlet.


    “It’s clear!”


    “There’s a telly!”


    Cerise and Goldie joined the team in the cleared area, both seeing signs that people had been here. It was perfectly empty, like someone had created a rest stop for them.


    Goldie stared at the deep water in the center of the atoll, but whatever had caught his attention before was gone now. He didn’t try to scan the water; it was too hard to punch through it.


    The monitor clicked on.


    Trackers retreated, shields returning to full strength.


    Jennifer’s laughter flowed over them, bringing more than annoyance this time. It also brought embarrassment. Most of them lowered their shields and crossed their arms in defiance. A few of them spit to show their contempt.


    “I see you didn’t all make it. Sorry about your losses.” The screen cleared, showing Jennifer standing on the top deck of the Adrianna. The rest of Safe Haven’s council stood around her or along the rail, smiling into the camera.


    “We’re going to kill every single one of you over the next few days. Make your peace with that or make a deal with us. All survivors are welcome in Safe Haven.” The camera turned to show the camp on the island, enjoying the beautiful day. “We want to be left alone. What you are doing is against every constitution of every country on the planet. You’re all traitors to your founding fathers.”


    People on land waved at the camera with no idea what Jennifer had been saying at the time.


    “I knew you’d put your weakest members in the rear.” Jennifer laughed again as the camera turned, showing Ray walking by with a small bag. He pulled up the edge to show them a thick roll of dynamite. The camera lifted to show Kenn carrying a monitor toward the ladder.


    Cerise blanched. “Get back!” She shoved at people, trying to get them away from the telly.


    The dynamite on the rear of the monitor popped as it sparked, giving a single lifesaving second for more of them to retreat.


    Then it exploded, blowing fire and electronic debris into the entire team.


    Cerise and the other survivors fled toward the end of the atoll.
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    “That’s our cue.” Kyle opened the hatch and rolled out. Two Eagles followed him while a third shut the hatch and secured it.


    Kyle stayed on the ground, stopping near a bloody body. He began stripping the few pieces of gear he thought he needed. Then he used the dead man’s blood to dot his skin with scratches and minor impalements.


    Next to him, Jonny and Trent did the same. When the three men stood up, they looked just like the bodies on the ground, down to the worn uniforms and filthy skin. Jonny’s healing wound made his grimaces look real because they were. He’d insisted on still doing his part even though Angela had told him Jeff wanted to take his place.


    Kyle checked his watch as they moved through the cleared damage path toward the unsuspecting UN team. “We’re behind by 15 seconds. Increase pace.”


    The trio broke into a jog, counting it down. Three minutes after emerging, they approached the cleared area where the UN had lost a large number of its trackers this time. Kyle grabbed a jacket from a corpse with a leg wound. He limped forward as he put it on, acting like a survivor. “Wait for me!”


    “Wait for us!”


    Kyle and his two men joined the rear of the fleeing team. He brought up a shield to prove who they were when the team leader spun around.


    Cerise was glad to see survivors even if two of them were normal, but she wasn’t stopping unless they were under attack. She hurried her remaining team toward the final stretch of shell bombs and larger charges, mind buzzing with fury. When I get to them, I’m killing the bitch on the recordings.


    Kyle caught that thought. He moved up through the crowd until he was only a few feet away from Cerise. If he got the chance, she would go down in the next fight.


    Jonny and Trent spread out and took some of the shell blasts to have real injuries when it was all over. Blending in with the crowd had been too simple of a plan coming from Angela, but all three men were glad she wasn’t using them as the main killers this time.


    Angela had chosen technology to spearhead this plan and Kyle was grateful. If she hadn’t, my pregnant wife would probably already be out here drawing someone’s blood.


    Cerise stopped. She turned around, scanning hard. Troops flinched away from her. “Show yourself!”


    Her team didn’t understand what was happening. They assumed she was shouting at Safe Haven for all the traps.


    Crazy.


    She’s snapping.


    The surviving normals prepared to run back the way they’d already cleared. The descendants got ready to claim the unspoken bounty on her head.


    Cerise’s lip curled. “Cowards!” She spun around and finished the walk to the end of the atoll. As soon as these three islands are cleared, I’m telling Haussler to sink them, just in case. Anyone hiding here can learn how to hold their breath for a very long time.


    Kyle stopped thinking about anything except survival, but he stored every thought he caught while studying the enemy directly for their weaknesses.


    He found a lot to work with.


    Cerise headed for the end of the atoll to finish blowing any traps there before the transport ship came in to get them.


     


    On the flagship, Albert looked at Haussler. “Do you want me to get things ready for their return now?”


    Haussler shook his head. “None of them are coming back. How many times do I have to say that?”


    “But…we will have survivors, sir.”


    “Will we?” Haussler didn’t tell Albert as soon as the sighting came they were going to call their nuclear submarine and unleash the fury of physics. The fallout would cover all of these islands. There would only be survivors for a little while and then Safe Haven’s memory would fade away with all of the other troops they no longer needed. The entire world is almost ours.
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    “Work slower. We’re way ahead of schedule.” Marc knelt near the bound captive.


    He didn’t touch her or even look at her, but Violet still cringed. The man’s power was intense and they were all crammed into an underwater cave with a ceiling that barely allowed room to stand. The walls were dripping, groaning, sometimes falling away in chunks as the men and women in black labored.


    Marc shut his eyes, reaching out. He was able to scan above the ground now, as long as he wasn’t more than 8 feet deep. After that, Kyle had to take over. They’d both practiced that skill more than their others while preparing for the UN fleet to arrive.


    Greg frowned, hands not stopping as he wound up the extra cord they hadn’t used. Kyle and his small team had infiltrated the troops. The first stage was finished. Angela had told them to leave their messes for these waiting moments. They couldn’t go out until the UN declared this spot clear and moved on. Everyone was glad that Angela had arranged things this way, but they were also disappointed that they weren’t going to get to see any of the destruction being delivered on these islands. The men who’d gone to war with Marc found it the most bothersome.


    Marc finally looked at their captive.


    Violet had been covered in a layer of emergency blankets to keep her warm. She’d also been fed and watered, but she didn’t look okay. Marc dug in deep, using the medical x-ray ability that he and Morgan were still perfecting.


    He saw light blue areas on her extremities. “The blankets aren’t enough.” Marc scanned the team. Most of them were sweating. They’d spent two weeks cave-diving and working down here. They adjusted to the temperature changes. And we’re all well-fed. She’s so skinny I can see her heart beating. “Greg.”


    Greg carefully moved around the others who were winding wire, picking up bits of plastic and casings that would be recycled. He knelt near Marc, stretching his spine.


    “She’ll lose some fingers and toes by the time we get out of here. Warm her up.”


    Greg scowled, mind going to the rest stop.


    Marc’s eyes turned red. “Now!”


    Greg sat next to Violet and gestured. “Willing is always better.”


    Violet was too miserable to refuse. She climbed into his lap, shivering.


    Greg held still as she got settled, sighing at the cold contact. “That feels good.”


    Violet tensed.


    “I meant the cold. I’m sweating like a pig.” Greg tugged her closer, sighing again when her cold shirt stuck to his bare arm.


    Violet swallowed a moan as his heat swarmed over her and brought pleasure. She curled up against his chest and went still, refusing to consider what the future might hold. But I’m scared. We all heard the stories of what Eagles do to captives.


    “That’s only priority targets and even then, we only do it if we have to.”


    “What about me?” Fear welled up, making her voice loud. “What will happen to me?!”


    “A talk, and then we’ll release you.” Greg didn’t want her to worry any longer. “You aren’t a prime target.”


    Violet shuddered. Yes, I am, just not on your list.


    Greg pried into her mind, practicing his skills. Angela had told him he was too rough. Being gentle wasn’t hard now. Violet was a tiny thing who obviously needed to be cared for.


    Greg scowled. “You are in danger!”


    Violet nodded. “Haussler.”


    Greg memorized the name. He rubbed her arms. “We’ll cover it later. Warm up.”


    Violet was already starting to nod off. The stress of the day was combining with his heat. And the feeling of safety, she told herself drowsily. Don’t pretend it’s not there. He makes you feel safe. And that’s dangerous. When you wake up, get away from these doomed people!


    Greg caught it all, unable to resist. Her fear was now a tiny seed lying in his mind. “Why does he want you gone?”


    Violet yawned. “I know his secrets.”


    Everyone looked over.


    Violet was too tired to notice.


    “Will you tell me one of them?” Greg suddenly thought he knew.


    Violet yawned. “It’s nuclear.” Her head rolled against his arm.


    Greg adjusted her to be more comfortable. He looked over at Marc.


    Marc nodded.


    Greg sighed. “I’m sorry, Violet. You just became a priority captive.”
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    “Wake up!”


    Darwin groaned, head ringing. “Not so loud!” He groaned again, tacky hands coming up to hold his pain.


    Cerise moved away from the makeshift shelter his team had put together for him while they waited. They’d refused to go any further without a leader who could stand a hit. Cerise glared at the smoking, sitting, staring survivors from Darwin’s ill-fated landing. “On your feet!”


    Goldie moved among them, growling and threatening the few who moved too slowly. Most of them had snapped to attention when Cerise landed, using the path they’d cleared. It was hard to resent her for that when she was covered in bloody wounds, grit, and anger.


    Cerise swept the atoll, mentally bracing to do it all again. “But this time, the blows will be harder.”


    “How do you know that?” Darwin came from the tent, ignoring the team that glowered at his fast recovery.


    Darwin swallowed the drugs Goldie handed to him, familiar with Cerise’s methods. All of her main crew was drugged before each run so they could make it all the way through. They didn’t feel the pain until after it was all over.


    Cerise scanned the bushes, and the sparse foliage that also littered this little rock like thorns on a rose cane. Tiny glints shined in the bright sun, confirming her theory. “These aren’t seashells crunched up under someone’s boot. Brace for impact.” She walked forward, bringing her shield to full strength.


    Her team hurried to get behind her, remembering what had happened on the previous atoll to those who brought up the rear.


    The quick flood to follow her made Darwin frown. “Don’t you want to form a plan?”


    Darwin’s team hurried after Cerise, giving him sneers and contempt.


    Darwin fell in at the rear, mind no longer plotting her death. The blast that had knocked him out had also rattled his confidence. I want to survive this run. Petty vengeance can wait for a different fight.


    “How are we getting to the center?” Goldie hadn’t brought a portable raft. “Do you want the transport boats?”


    Cerise shook her head. “We’re going by foot. It’s a short swim where we can avoid more of their coral bombs.” Cerise increased her pace. “First, we have to get through the outer ring and make sure it’s clear.”


    “Why?”


    “Yeah, nah! We know it’s empty!”


    Members from both teams voiced protests this time.


    “We should consider their offer!”


    “You traitor!”


    Cerise kept going as a fight broke out in the middle of the large group. She didn’t care if they were left behind or if they were killed. I care about getting this rock cleared and moving on. I’m so close to my target I can taste her perfume.


    Kyle studied the ground for traps. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die. And she doesn’t wear perfume. It’s natural.


    Cerise’s lips thinned, but she kept walking. “Watch your step. It’s about to get ugly.”


    A speaker clicked on. “Hi! Welcome to Hell. I’m your guide. I’m also the heir to Safe Haven and camp enforcer. I hope you enjoy your brief stay!”


    Cerise sliced the speaker, grinding her teeth. A teenage enforcer and heir. I’m not impressed.


    But you are getting pissed.


    Cerise nodded at the comment from her witch, moving forward. “If you decide to take them up on their offer, make sure we’re dead. We’ll do the same for you.”


    None of the trackers from Darwin’s team were willing to challenge the sheila striding into the mined ground as if she were on a Sunday stroll.


    Her first team considered taking her up on the challenge. Some of them already had been. They started making actual plans now, certain their traitorous thoughts wouldn’t be noticed while she was dodging landmines.


    Cerise caught it all. That’s what an alpha does. We see and hear everything and use it to our advantage.
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    “Cerise delivered the update early, sir. Oeno and Sandy are clear. She’s requesting a full restock, including crew.”


    Haussler’s one eye narrowed. The scarred socket on the other side glared.


    Albert shrugged. “The losses from stage two are significantly higher, sir.”


    Haussler pounded the thick console by his plush chair. “Damn, Darwin!”


    Albert nodded. “May I suggest we assign Cerise to the lead on Henderson as well?”


    Haussler rotated to view that screen. Justin and his team had landed with a 15% loss. The coral bombs were impossible to avoid. The entire reef was made of coral. They couldn’t tell the real from the man-made.


    Haussler eyed the remains of one of those bombs. It was scattered across an empty station, allowing his scientist to evaluate it. Finding out Safe Haven wasn’t using live coral was almost frightening. Who took time to protect the environment during a war?


    “Sir?”


    Haussler nodded. “Send her whatever she wants.”


    “And team lead on Henderson?”


    “We’ll see what happens when she gets there.” Haussler didn’t like Cerise, but he was always impressed by her resourcefulness. “She may need a break.”


    Albert hadn’t considered that. “Yes, sir.” He relayed the orders to all the department leaders on each boat that held something she needed. It would take an hour or more to get it all shipped out.


    “Send it to Henderson.” Haussler had also considered how long it would take. “I don’t want them camping out right where they are. Make it clear that the supplies and gear are going to Henderson. If they don’t show, they don’t get resupplied.”


    Albert smirked as he relayed those orders.


    Haussler stepped out onto the side deck of the immense flagship. It had once been a military launching pad for the navy of a fallen country. He loved being its captain as much as he adored being a boss during the great reset. He was only tenth from command of everything. “A new day has arrived. The world must bend or break.”


    Albert allowed himself a deep breath in the few minutes of peace they had while Haussler was outside. There was constant tension because of his level. Bach Haussler had achieved byzan status during the war. He’d stayed busy since then, helping the UN conquer those who resisted change. Most recently, they’d been in Australia.


    Albert blocked those thoughts to keep from crying over all the pain he’d witnessed, all the lives he’d been forced to help crush. Come on, Safe Haven. If you fall, they win it all.


    Sitting next to Albert, Denese nodded. Almost no one wanted to be here. That’s why the UN couldn’t attack Pitcairn first. If Safe Haven offered a deal, too many of their fighters would take it. Haussler was only sending true killers to land right now, hoping they could confirm the location.


    Albert looked over at Denese.


    Denese’s eyes lit up for a brief second, then returned to pale green.


    Albert dug into the updates and supply orders, keeping his mind on his job.


    Denese did the same, but it was a comfort to know another member of the resistance was here on the flagship bridge where they might be able to help save the world. Or we’ll die together. It’s still a comfort.


    Haussler came back into the bridge as the fax machine beeped and began to spit out an update.


    “Two patrol boats on the opposite side of Pitcairn have missed the scheduled check in. Do you want me to divert ships on either side to check it out?”


    “No. Send two from the cowards and troublemakers around us. We don’t need all of them hanging out here and acting like this is a party.”


    “Yes, sir. We’re also getting a new signal, sir.”


    Haussler rotated again to view the other monitors. “From where?”


    “Open ocean, between us and Pitcairn.”


    “Let’s hear it.”


    “It has a video file attached, sir.”


    Haussler hoped it was from Safe Haven’s leader, arranging a meeting to discuss surrender terms. “Play it.”


    The monitor lit up with Angela’s tired face glaring at them. The camera swung slowly to show every high-profile target on the UN list. Even Adrian was there, walking along the beach.


    “Is there sound?”


    “No, sir.”


    The descendants on the video all let their eyes glow red. The image was intimidating. Then the camera zoomed out to show that they were posing for a group photo. Everyone laughed as the cameraman turned, showing a sprawling camp enjoying the island.


    Haussler frowned. “What is this?”


    All the sailors were watching the screen, remembering good times with their friends and family before the war.


    Albert smirked slightly. “It’s a barbeque. Sir.”


    Haussler motioned. “Shut it off.”


    The lackey frowned. “It’s not responding.”


    Haussler’s stomach flipped. “Shut down the entire system before it spreads.”


    Albert tried, but the files duplicated and jumped to all the folders on the desktop. He hit the shut-down icon, hoping it hadn’t gotten farther than the first level of folders.


    Computers all across the flagship shut off. Radios lit up to report the problem.


    Albert waited 30 seconds, then restarted the main system.


    Haussler nodded in approval as the screens began to flash through normal startup procedures. “Good work.”


    “Was it a virus, sir?” Albert hadn’t had time to identify it, only to react.


    “Probably.” So much for a surrender meeting. Haussler sat in his chair. “I want to know the second we’re fully operational.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Haussler didn’t like the feeling he had now. Why would they send a clip with no audio? And it wasn’t important, though we know they’re all together now. Or at least they were as of that video.


    Haussler looked up as the computers all went dark again. “What are you doing?”


    Albert typed in commands that were ignored. “We have a glitch, sir.” He used the restart keys to force an override.


    The screens flashed on, showing just Angela this time. She was standing on the beach, staring toward the ocean. She slowly held up a piece of cardboard with red letters.


    All survivors are welcome here.


    “Shut that down!” Haussler lunged out of his chair, hands clamping onto the sailor’s shoulders. “Now!”


    “I’m trying!”


    The computer went dark. All the others followed.


    “It jumped.” Denese pointed at her dark screen. “I saw it jump into the system folder as it went dark.”


    “Leave it off.” Haussler waved off their concerns. “I don’t want that video going out. Leave it off. Use the radios!”


    His crew obeyed, but none of them were happy about it. Playing with the computers was a huge perk of their jobs. Without it, they were laboring for nothing but a bad end.
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    Henderson Island


    “Here she comes.”


    Justin rose from his perch on a gritty, flat rock. He’d been snoozing and hadn’t heard them land.


    All of Cerise’s team was bloody, dirty, and victorious. They’d survived an island. Some of them had survived two of those deathtraps alongside her, while Justin hadn’t even started clearing his target. I hate following orders.


    But one look at this place had convinced him that command was right to wait until they had a full fighting force before trying to tame this hunk of coral.


    Cerise came to where Justin was waiting with his handpicked personal security crew. The entire beach here was littered with rounded boulders of all sizes, plastic, rubbish, and debris from the entire world. A large number of trackers and hunters were exploring that junk, pocketing dangerous items and fighting over the few bits that held value. A few of the smarter men and women had pitched tents and gone to sleep. “I see you’re ready to roll.”


    Justin’s lips vanished again. “Command said to wait. We waited.”


    “Well, the wait’s over. I want them ready to move in five minutes.” She stepped by him to scan the newest unfriendly ground she had to conquer. I’ve almost had enough of this.


    The sight of Henderson reinforced that feeling. Clearing this rubbish-surrounded rock would be hell.


    Goldie tensed, doing his own scan. “There’s a campsite.”


    Cerise narrowed in on his line of sight. She found a charred ring and some debris that might have been there a long time. “Anything else?”


    Goldie swept the 50-foot cliffs that dipped and rose like giant flat stairs through a hostile jungle. “This will not be fun.”


    Cerise burst out laughing.


    The waiting fighters watched her and listened while edging closer to her team to inquire about their first conquests. Most of those haunted men and women walked away. The trauma was too fresh to talk about it.


    Others began to spread stories of how Cerise had led them through the atolls at a steady pace that had claimed 100 total lives and given them nothing. None of them were happy with how she’d accomplished the run.


    “Wouldn’t it have been easier to blast your way through? We have a heap of restless magic users here.” Justin didn’t care about hurting her feelings or incurring her wrath. “You lost good men.”


    Cerise nodded. “We would have been done faster too.”


    “So why did you pick that way?”


    Cerise moved toward the nervous new crew coming off the boats. “Figure it out.”


    Justin stewed, as did the others who’d heard. It wasn’t hard to believe she’d had a reason, but they were followers, not leaders. They weren’t smart enough to add the clues most of the time. The UN didn’t encourage thinking in its drones.


    “It would have drained us.” Kyle stepped by, following Cerise. “Wait up.”


    Cerise slowed, glad of the support but not impressed enough to reach out. The few who wanted a place on her crew after the fight would all change their minds by the time this run was over.


    “I found something on Sandy.” Kyle held out a small brown envelope. “It was under a rock. I forgot until now.”


    Cerise opened it as the man left her to join the other fighters who wanted to know what all Justin’s team had done since they’d landed.


    Cerise’s stomach tightened as she read the note.


    It doesn’t have to be this way. Just leave.


    Cerise imagined Jennifer’s voice saying it. She crumpled the paper and shoved it into her cloak to burn later. She was supposed to report it… Cerise stared at the man who’d delivered it. Do I know him?


    Kyle felt her full attention land on him. He automatically straightened, smiling at a female fighter with more boobs than shirt.


    Cerise scowled. He’ll probably try to blackmail me later.


    She didn’t care about that. She’d killed a heap of descendants for trying to bribe her. She knew how to handle it.


    Darwin limped over to them. “Can we burn our way through?”


    Cerise considered, liking the idea. “Maybe. We’d have to clear it with command.”


    Justin held up his radio. “I’ll make the call.” He didn’t want to track through the jungle looking for targets who weren’t there. I want to kill someone!


    Cerise waved him off. The images in his mind were disturbing. If he snaps, I’ll let him take a cut before I step in. He has a thing for bad boys and we have too many of those.


    Small fights were happening among the troops, as well as assaults on those who seemed feminine. Bets were being placed for the fights that would happen later tonight. Blood was already leaking into the ground here even though the battle had been delayed. “Line up! We go in two!”


    Justin opened his mouth to argue.


    Ka-blam!


    The tree behind Justin’s tent exploded, showering them all with debris and shrapnel.


    Cerise got her shield up in time.


    Justin didn’t. He caught the debris with his hand, then encased himself in protection.


    He’s fast. Cerise was impressed. She wasn’t sure she could have done that.


    Justin dropped the shield and the piece of debris. “More coral bombs.”


    Cerise shrugged. “Better than the pressure mines. They don’t go off instantly. They have a 10-20 second timer. It’s designed to catch the center of a group and do more damage rather than to just get the first few people who enter a dangerous area.”


    Justin gaped at her. “How do you know that?”


    “You’re a team leader. How can you not know that?”


    Justin lifted his chin. “My uncle got me this job. Because I’m good at what I do.”


    “Your uncle?”


    “Director Miles Silverman.”


    Cerise’s heart thumped. “You mean Captain Miles.”


    Justin sneered. “He’s only serving in that function on this run because we don’t have anyone else who can pilot a nuclear submarine.”


    Panic flew through the group.


    “That’s why they’re only letting a few of us off the ships at one time.”


    “It gets rid of mouths to feed.”


    “We’ll be hit as soon as we call in a sighting!”


    Darwin fell to the ground, grabbing his injured leg. He put his head down. “Someone will have to take my place. I don’t feel well.”


    “What do we do?” Justin had no experience with battle plans. He normally just dove in and hoped it went well.


    Cerise waved toward the flagship they could barely view as the sun moved into their path. “We complete our mission, but when we find them, we don’t call it in. If we can capture them, there won’t be a reason for the boss to blow it up.”


    “That’s not good enough.” Justin didn’t want to trust Cerise, but this new information changed everything. “If they really want to get rid of us, when we call in the capture, they’ll still fire.”


    “What if we tell them we have the top people on their list, alive?”


    Justin frowned, slowly nodding. “That should help. Command always wants more power. What else?”


    Cerise snorted. “Where’s your contribution? Give me something to build from.”


    Justin did. “I was going to blackmail Haussler. He’s a smuggler.”


    Cerise grinned. “Really? I get to gut a full Director this time?!”


    Her glee annoyed or angered most of them, but not the true killers. For once, her bloodthirsty nature might help save their lives.


    Darwin immediately loved that idea. “We’ll get you to the flagship. Once he’s dead, he can’t order the sub to fire. But we still need to find our target. Command won’t be happy with us for killing him.”


    “We can do that.” Justin let out a deep breath, nodding. He moved toward the start of the path. “Darwin can watch the gear until we need it. The rest of us will get this done while we still have the energy. When they send supplies out next time, we’ll send Cerise to handle the Director. Her team can hang in the rear while we clear.”


    Every member of Cerise’s team from Ducie hurried forward to take the lead.


    Cerise smiled as she joined them. “We learned some hard lessons. Don’t worry. Your turn will come.”


    Justin followed. “Why doesn’t that comfort me?”


    The radio crackled. “Your request to fire the island is not approved. Move in on foot to prevent location identification. We’re getting at least a dozen heat signatures less than a mile north of you.”


    “Like they don’t know exactly where we are.” Cerise sighed, drawing her blade. “I wonder if we’ll have our original guide out here too? I miss the sound of her peppy little voice.”


    Her team laughed.


    Justin’s team didn’t. They were bringing up the rear. It was already clear that was a bad place to be.


     


     


    3


    Ducie Island


    “How is she?”


    “Still out, but better.” Greg stood up, leaving the unconscious woman on the sand. “Color and temp are good.” Greg didn’t consider any of the questions or thoughts he now had. He was certain Marc had already covered it.


    “I have.” Marc waved at the others. “Finish resetting the triggers. Then we’ll head to our next spot early.” Marc wanted a break from this island.


    Greg was ready to go. “We leave in four minutes! Set those mines. I don’t want to see them when you’re done. You have three minutes!”


    Marc waited, hating it. The urge to get going was growing.


    Greg knelt and took over the wiring from a rookie, while Ray did the same to the other slow man.


    The rookies watched, amazed at how fast the senior Eagles were able to get it all in place.


    “How long?”


    “Just 30 seconds. Move out. We’ll catch up.” Ray started storing their gear while Greg began hiding the tiny trigger.


    The small team marched toward the side of the atoll where they’d dropped their gear upon emerging from the hatch. This atoll had a large underwater cave system. They’d only explored as much of it as they’d needed to carry out their plan. The rest had been left alone.


    Ray waved at the rookies to run ahead. “Short scout.”


    The two men hurried ahead by five feet and scanned for trouble as the group began the short trip to their next base.


    Ray felt the danger grow. He made a fast choice. “Pace up one notch. Go!”


    The senior men increased their pace, shoving those who’d missed the call ahead of them. The line straightened out as everyone caught on.


    Marc wasn’t satisfied. “Increase pace by one.”


    Now the senior men were caught off guard. They hardly ever had to move this quick unless they were in action.


    The rookies stayed ahead, hearts thumping as they scanned for danger. Both men were relieved when the atoll cliff ended and their small ship came into view.


    Ray stopped, eyes narrowing in.


    A slender, scarred shadow in black slammed into him, bouncing. She fell against Biff and took them both down.


    “What is she doing here?”


    Marc grabbed Kendle’s arm and hauled her to her feet. “Why are you here?!”


    “It’s Quinn!” Kendle sucked in air, feeling out of shape even with another two weeks of workouts under her belt. “Angela got a call asking for ransom. We need you at home!”


    Marc scowled. “Damn wildcards.” He nodded at Ray. “Carry it out like we talked about, then go home. I have to rescue a lost pup.”


    No one told him he shouldn’t go, but they all thought it. Quinn wasn’t worth blowing their run.


    Marc grunted. “Which one of you wants to go back in my place and tell Angela that?”


    Kendle frowned. “You’d leave him as their captive?”


    Marc shook his head. “We’d kill him before we let that happen.”


    Kendle’s heart thumped. “Please don’t. I need him.”


    Marc frowned at her. “How did you get here?”


    Kendle grinned. “Jet ski.”


    Marc chuckled. “Okay, but you ride in the rear.”


    Kendle snorted. “Not a chance. Angela told me to bring you, not the other way around.”


    Marc snickered as he caught sight of the blue and white jet ski. It blended in perfectly with the crystal water and foamy surf. Even using the satellite, the UN wouldn’t know they were there. Angela had only approved them for emergency use, however. Marc sobered. Angela sent for me and that means the plan changed. Quinn might not be the only unexpected problem.


    Kendle followed Marc to the jet ski, ignoring the scowls and mutters from his team. She also ignored the captive hanging over Greg’s shoulder. She only cared that Marc was leaving with her. “Hurry!”


    Kendle’s panic was contagious. The rest of the team moved faster, scanning over their shoulders for the next boat patrol. The Eagles had been blinking in and out enough to make the UN doubt their equipment, but the security patrols were staying out too far to have a clear view. Angela had been right to use the dead coral to their advantage. It had given them a wide ring around each island where they could use the natural cover and remain unseen. None of that mattered as Kendle’s panic flooded the men.


    Marc mounted the jet ski, bracing as Kendle climbed on behind him despite her words. He looked at Ray.


    Ray nodded. “We’ll get them floating, then head for our next stop. Check in when you arrive.”


    “Yes, mother.” Marc spun the jet ski and headed toward home.


    Ray stared after them while Greg and the others got Violet’s body into the slower boat. “Something isn’t right.”


    A rookie joined him near the water, also watching Marc leave. “What is it?”


    Ray shrugged. “As usual, I wish I knew.”


    Violet stirred, forcing her tired brain to work. “We don’t have anyone on Pitcairn yet. It wasn’t us.”
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    Pitcairn Island


    “Can I go to the bunker now?”


    Adrian smiled at the tired child. “Sure. Get a shower and don’t make a mess.”


    Joey grinned, sending out a strong wave of control. “Kendle yells a lot. She’s like a mom.”


    Adrian laughed. “I agree. Behave and we’ll try to fish when the sun sets.” Adrian wasn’t worried over it. Joey had been the perfect little guest. He did everything he was told, though Sadie’s idea to play house with Joey had stopped the first time she had to help him blow his nose. Adrian was glad she wasn’t pregnant, but he’d spent the last two weeks working with the boy alone. I think we judged the kid too harshly because of who his father was. Adrian sympathized.


    Joey didn’t answer. He was eager to get out of the sunlight. He tolerated being outdoors, but he didn’t like it. He also didn’t want to walk back alone. He’d done it to get down here and he was still spooked.


    “My shift is up in five minutes. I’ll go back with you as soon as Quinn relieves me.” Adrian smiled at the boy. “We’ll get Kendle to cook for us before she and Sadie come down for their shift.”


    Joey shook his head. “Sadie’s sleeping, and Kendle went for a walk this morning. I don’t think she’s coming back.”


    Adrian frowned, turning toward the island to scan the bunkers. “Where did she go?”


    Joey shrugged. “She said she couldn’t take it in there anymore. Sadie told her to go for a walk.” Joey looked up at Adrian. “She took her kit.”


    Adrian scanned the island for Kendle and came up blank. He scanned for Quinn and found the man on the airstrip with Eagles who hadn’t left Pitcairn. They were checking on the new guard towers that had been installed. “He knows he’s supposed to be here soon.”


    “He was thinking about being in charge of Safe Haven.” Joey began walking up the beach. “So was she.”


    Adrian clicked his radio twice, letting Marc’s radioman know there might be a problem. He didn’t contact Angela. I’m not allowed.


    Joey kicked at the sand. “She gave me a message for you.”


    “Who?”


    “Kendle.”


    Adrian caught up to the boy, leaving his post unattended. “What was it?”


    “She said she found the perfect carrot, to be ready.”


    Adrian’s evil side cheered. His moral side began to weep.


    Adrian moved faster, scooping the boy into his arms. “Let’s go for a walk and find out where she went.”
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    “Boss wants an update.” Quinn joined the men on the airstrip, scanning the work they’d done. Two tall guard towers up here allowed them to view the ocean all around the island, including on the cave side.


    Kenn sneered. “Why would she send you?”


    Quinn flushed. “Just give me the damn update so I can get back before she flips. You know how she hates being out of communication.”


    Kenn swallowed his next nasty remark. He waved at Morgan to do it.


    Morgan joined Quinn, speaking quickly. They were almost finished with this security sweep. “We removed two small scout ships. As Grant sees them on the radar, we head out and handle it. Nothing else since this morning when it all started.”


    Quinn wrote it down. “That’ll make her happy.” Quinn stored his book. “You about finished here?”


    Morgan nodded. He returned to Kenn, unwilling to chat with the outcast. He was already having enough trouble keeping the respect he’d earned. Eagles weren’t happy that he had agreed to consider leaving with Kyle and Jennifer.


    Kenn glared at Quinn. “You got your update. Get lost.”


    “Stop it.” Morgan knew Angela didn’t want them fighting right now. “We’ll go. We’re done now.”


    The rest of the team glared at Quinn as they headed to the cliffside where a long rope ladder had been set in place with concrete. It was a hard, short climb, but it was a lot faster than taking the tunnel or the jungle to get up here.


    Quinn went to the edge of the cliff and scanned the boats as the team started going down.


    Kenn went last. He delivered a final glare at Quinn before he vanished over the side. “I don’t trust you. Find a way to prove your loyalty and do it soon or the Eagles will expand your punishment.”


    Quinn rolled his eyes. “Go away, big man. I’m busy here.” Quinn got his book back out and made a note about the position of the ships.


    Kenn went down the ladder so fast that the others were forced to hang onto the sides to let him go by.


    Quinn waited two more minutes, evaluating their ships. Then he stored his book and went to the shed at the end of the airstrip.


    Quinn did a deep scan of the area, searching for cameras.


    Finding none, he stepped inside the shed and shut the door. He smirked at the useless bug in the corner. It had a dead battery because Ian had activated it two weeks ago and never came back to charge it. Quinn had spotted it yesterday when he’d come up here to pick his blind.


    Quinn took off his Eagle jacket and dropped it on the ground with his kit. He unpacked his rifle and set it on the shelf in front of him. “It’s going to be a great night. All I need is a drink and a target.”


    Quinn pulled a bottle from his bag and opened it. “Okay. Where’s my target, Kendle? I’m ready to damn us all.”
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    “It’ll be dark soon.” Violet stared at the beautiful sunset with trepidation. “We can’t be out here after dark.”


    Biff sighed, tired of hearing her complaints.


    Greg didn’t answer. He was slowing them to avoid an assumed radar sweep. Angela and Marc were sure the UN was monitoring the ocean all around these islands, but movement under 10 miles an hour didn’t register on radar unless they were close to it or the system they were using was powerful. Their small boat was painted blue in the center, and white everywhere else to blend in on satellite images. We’d be hard to find right now. Greg frowned. “Still.” He throttled them down to half the assumed speed.


    Violet frowned too, head turning toward him from her perch in the middle. “Why are you slowing?”


    “Radar.”


    Violet pointed at the setting sun. “We can’t be out here in this barrel after dark!”


    Greg didn’t like it either, but there wasn’t another choice. “Tell me about your boss.”


    He’d wanted to question her when she first woke, but she’d kept him busy with her fears and demands. She was terrified of everything from water to bugs. He had yet to pinpoint something she wasn’t scared of and he didn’t have time for it.


    He wanted his entire party to come through this alive. Biff had become a friend since Greg had found him thinking about jumping off the ship. Biff needed to feel like he was worthy of surviving and he wasn’t living up to that in his own eyes. Greg also didn’t want to sacrifice Violet, who was a good communications officer who had compromising information on the UN. She was a main target of the very man they all had orders to kill upon sight.


    Greg tried to clear his mind of all the other noise. They all had two big goals in this fight. Killing the boss and sinking his flagship was number two. Finding that nuclear submarine was a top priority. “Tell me about the captain of the sub.”


    Violet shuddered. “Miles Silverman is… There are rumors that he’s in love with Cerise Bunting, but Haussler thinks she charmed him. He’s hoping to regain control of Miles while Cerise is off clearing the islands and hopefully dying.”


    “Does he have any other secrets?”


    Violet was scared that Greg would toss her overboard once she spilled her guts. “I’ll tell your boss everything.”


    Greg had already been in her mind, but he hadn’t torn down her walls yet. Marc had told him not to. Greg shrugged. “You may be sorry you picked that way. She isn’t in a good mood,”


    Violet refused to budge. Greg’s thick arms had kept her safe earlier, but staring at them now made it clear that she would be like the bite of an insect to him.


    Greg sighed in annoyance, tired of her fear, the sound of the boat’s small engine, the noise of the waves hitting them, and the endless sight of the ocean. “Eventually you have to conquer those fears and just live your life.”


    Violet frowned at him. “I’m the top UN contingency analyst. I’ve been living on the edge for a year. Terror doesn’t go away. You know why?”


    Greg shook his head, surprised at her harsh tone.


    “Because we all want to live. If the fear left, we’d kill ourselves off.”


    Greg snorted, waving a hand to indicate their current situation.


    Violet got his point. “True, but still.”


    “I understand that.” Greg checked the radar again. “But it seems like you’ve taken that job to the extreme. You call it covering all the bases. I call it fear of living.”


    “I don’t get you.”


    “If you were prepping for what could go wrong, that would be one thing, but you’ve let that fear stop you from doing things at all. That’s not living.”


    Violet stopped talking, offended because he was right.


    “Are we on course?”


    Greg nodded at the rookie. Biff was a silent partner most of the time. “Check it again, though.”


    Biff got out his instruments and began calculating where they were. It was part of the level test he would have to pass at some point.


    Greg scanned the setting sun and then Violet’s tense face. “Turn on the sonar for a sweep.”


    Biff did that first, then went back to his instrument kit.


    Greg listened to the rushing of the water below them.


    Blip.


    Marc was right. They’re patrolling the water between Pitcairn and the other islands. “Go dark!”


    Biff killed the engine on the small boat.


    Violet held onto her seat handle and swept the ominous water. “They’re right under us, aren’t they?”


    Biff didn’t want to answer. “I should have rubbed the damn snakehead again.”


    Greg put a finger over his lips.


    Violet shut her eyes. Please don’t let it be Miles. Don’t be Miles!


    The water behind the boat began to bubble.


    “Shit!” Greg fired up the engine, shooting them forward. “Hang on!”


    The water displacement was too close. It snagged the small boat and flipped it into the air, spilling all three passengers into the water.
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    “We’re done for the night.” Cerise stuck her gummy blade into the dirt and wiped the sweat from her forehead. “This is flat enough for a basecamp. Tell Darwin to get it all up here.”


    Goldie smirked. “He will argue. It will be dark soon.”


    “Perhaps you should go tell him we’re on a deadline.”


    Goldie spun away from her, waving, pointing, shouting to be heard over the annoyed mutters of their team.


    This tiny island had gotten under their skin. It was incredibly hot, even for Aussies, with thick, ugly plants that stole the breeze and shot out warm air as they tromped by. The insects they’d been told didn’t exist suckled on their blood like babies, using natural numbing agents in their saliva to keep them from feeling it. After four hours, some of their team was feeling the effects from losing blood at a steadier pace than they’d been able to travel. “I’m about done with this.”


    Goldie stopped and turned, face lighting up. “Can we deviate?”


    Cerise nodded. “Call them in. We made a deal. I want them here by midnight.”


    The tired, angry trackers and fighters around them didn’t care about the conversation. They were only concerned with their overnight break.


    “We need food!”


    “We can’t camp on the ground. Look at that farking spider!”


    Cerise shouted to be heard. “Darwin has everything we need! Go get him moving.”


    Two dozen men and women flew down the path they’d beaten to get up here. They’d made it to the first clifftop on the island. It was only 30 feet, but it was made of volcanic rock and sharp spiky plants, with wide tree groves and jungle-like vines on everything. The coral-bombed beach had been a piece of cake compared to this hike.


    “And we haven’t found a single trap.” Cerise knew they were following a dead trail. She decided a little truth would be a good tonic to their exhaustion. “Command said we can’t leave until we clear every inch. They have satellite readouts. They think it’s empty, but they’re being careful.”


    “Not with our lives.”


    Cerise frowned at the bloke who’d spoken up. “We serve to further the goals of a better life for everyone. Our sacrifice will mean something to future generations…” She stopped as the man walked away. Everyone was tired of hearing that. “Well it’s true!” She dug it in deeper by whistling as she scanned the area to be sure they could spend a night here. She also kept her shield up now that Goldie was gone. Alone, she was vulnerable.


    Cerise snorted. Okay, it might be a challenge. I haven’t been vulnerable since I was six. And even then, I was dangerous. The people around me just didn’t know how much.
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    “How much longer?”


    Jennifer checked her watch for the twentieth time. “Ten hours for the first teams to get here with any captives.”


    “God!” Jayda flopped down in the dirt next to the teenager. “I hate waiting!”


    A few people frowned at her for the wording, but everyone agreed. They’d been here under the main town for half a week now, only coming up once a day to take their turn blinking for the enemy. Everyone was ready to face whatever demons were waiting as long as it meant they could get out of the ground.


    The dark-skinned redhead rubbed her leg where the old injury from Ciemus was sending out cramps. She glanced over at Trinity, who’d had a broken wrist at the same time. We were almost friends then.


    Trinity met her eye. We still could be, but you’d have to switch sides. You can’t be friends with two sworn enemies.


    Jayda scowled, nose going up. I made my choice. You’re the one who needs to change.


    Trinity turned to those closest and began chatting. She’d been working on cleaning up her image, and her hygiene, and it was working. The camp had forgiven her and taken her back in, but they were all watching for a repeat of her bad behavior.


    Jayda and Brittani had just been avoiding her, though Jayda missed the friendship that had started. The one night with all three of them playing cards had been fun.


    Trinity agreed, but there wasn’t a choice for her. Brittani had to go. At some point, the UN would make it to the island. Trinity hoped the camp enemy handled her personal enemy too.


    “Stop it.” Daryl glared at the women. “No fighting.” He wasn’t happy to be here, even for this short shift. It was his punishment for having contact with Adrian, for taking Adrian’s Eagle notes and passing them off as his own. I have to babysit our troublemakers.


    Daryl wished the time would go by faster. He and a few others were being sent out soon to provide relief for some of the tired Eagles on the Adrianna. He didn’t mind being down here in the tunnels, but he hated the assignment. This group all had the potential to be a pain in the ass. All the people who were fighting or had issues were here. Angela had made it clear that Jennifer had full authority to strip anyone who got out of line, but word had spread that she was leaving. Her days of immediate respect were over. It was tense as camp members glared at her and each other or made snide comments.


    Daryl saw Debra’s hands moving. Laura’s nieces snickered. Oh, yeah. There are also snide gestures.


    Theo had saved Bernice’s daughter and gotten a kiss as a reward. Debra hadn’t liked that. She’d tried to claim Theo since then, but he only serviced her and sent her on her way.


    I think I hurt him by treating him that way first. He needs an apology, but I don’t want to give him one!


    Bernice wasn’t aware of the turmoil in Debra’s mind. She and Crissy were reading their books. They were fine with the environment and the company. They were safe here.


    In the corner, Samantha was working with a few rookie descendants, helping them master their shields like she’d done with Debra. She still sometimes helped the deaf woman with a lesson, but most people just wanted Samantha to be a mother and camp member.


    Samantha had no intention of falling into obscurity. I have big plans. Samantha smiled at Monica and Daisey, who were holding the twins while they slept. Neil hadn’t liked it that she’d been assigned here instead of the tunnel with him and Angela, but he hadn’t protested when she pointed out how many other powerful people were here.


    Daryl didn’t tell her it was because couples weren’t supposed to work together and she was on storm watch. Daryl was only allowed to be here because Brittani didn’t have a job during this fight. She and her family were finally getting some time off, though it wasn’t a comfort-filled vacation like Angela really wanted. Daryl was sure she would reward them later in some way. While covering the three daily meals, their cooks had also been using their freezers to prepare two weeks of freeze-dried meals to cover them for this fight. They were sleeping near that stock, enjoying not having to do anything but hand out pouches.


    Daryl spotted Charlie getting to his feet and groaned.


    Charlie locked eyes with Daryl. I need to go for a walk.


    “You can go whenever you want. The tunnels are open to everyone. But you shouldn’t, kid. She made her choice.”


    Charlie opened his mouth.


    Daryl cut him off. “You may push her into doing something stupid. Let her have all the time she wants and maybe you’ll get lucky.”


    Charlie stepped around him, not arguing. He didn’t have the heart for it right now. He was sick to his stomach at being away from Tracy for these last two weeks. He needed to walk around and think. If I knew she was okay, and still pregnant, I could keep leaving her alone.


    Charlie slipped out without speaking to anyone.


    The guard on the hatch wrote it down, frowning. Chad hated this setup. Angela was giving the camp the run of the tunnels as long as they didn’t go above ground where satellites could track them. There were guards all through these passages, but no doors, only curtains made of lead that would deflect bullets and give them time to run.


    Daryl hoped Charlie stuck to the deal. If you go up there, you’ll be endangering her too.


    Charlie didn’t answer the mental warning. Daryl wasn’t sure if the boy had heard him.


    Daryl checked his watch. Angela had told them it would all be over by noon tomorrow. “Come on time. Speed up the next 16 hours.”


    “I know.” Tonya rubbed her sore spine as she stopped next to him. “The tests are done. I confirmed it. The water is fine on the island. The ground is not. The soil is contaminated in several places. We’ll have to dig it out.” Angela had designed a portable lab that they’d set up down here in a dark cubby. Once Kenn had rigged up brighter lights, Tonya had gotten busy.


    “Maybe that’s what the previous residents were doing with the side where parts were blown out. Maybe they buried it.”


    Tonya shrugged. “I’ll add that to my ‘thousand questions’ file.” She went by him and joined the other mothers at the makeshift nursery. None of their infants needed incubators now, but they were still using them to ensure the newborns had enough heat in these cool conditions.


    Daryl thought all the babies looked extremely healthy. He also thought the twin boys were going to be a handful. They were already competing for attention by crying or cooing the loudest.


    Daryl rubbed his snakehead and moved on with his scan of this part of their camp.


    Next to him, Ian was staring at Bernice and Debra.


    Bernice felt it and looked over.


    Ian stared at Debra. I’ll be on the ship later, helping guard Grant. Theo will be there too. I can pass a message.


    Debra shook her head.


    Bernice frowned.


    Gus was manning the guard post across from Daryl. He saw it all, heart dropping. I waited too long again.


    Daryl shrugged. I think the jury’s still out on that one.


    Gus winced. It reminded him of the vote. Safe Haven had removed the right to privacy, cleared Tim because he’d been punished, and then proceeded to outline a long list of protections they no longer had. Most people hadn’t realized it covered so much of their day-to-day lives, but they should have. Angela had been passing those nuggets through the camp long before the vote. Now, doctors had to tell someone if a patient was talking about committing a crime. A wife had to tell on her husband. Employers would be able to view records in any area. Their medical data could be released in court cases. Gus had been horrified. And he’d been elated. The future will not be able to restart the corruption of the past without these protections. No one will be able to hide mental problems, like Darren.


    Now Daryl winced. Everyone was still stunned by Darren’s reaction to female Eagles. He’d labored alongside them for months before snapping, making everyone nervous about each other. Was he the first in a series of mass shootings?


    Gus snorted.


    Daryl rolled his eyes. You’re right. We’ve had that since the war. There’s always been friendly fire in Safe Haven.


    “I think that’s because we don’t vet people well enough.”


    Daryl nodded at Gus’s complaint. “I couldn’t agree more.”


    Gus was quiet for a minute. Then he looked over. “Is she okay?”


    Daryl nodded. “She misses you, Lou, and the old setup you guys had where she could help in the mess on the same shift. If you want to restart it, I won’t interfere.”


    Gus shook his head. “It’s better this way.” He stepped by Daryl and moved toward their stinky bathroom.


    Daryl sighed. He and Gus were trying to be friends, but it wasn’t working. At some point, it would probably be official that they were done trying, but not yet. They both cared about Brittani too much to give up so easily.


    Trinity gagged. It’s always Brittani! She got up and followed Charlie out of this zone. There has to be a better place to be.


    Daryl motioned.


    Tommy slipped out behind Trinity and shadowed her down the tunnel. He stayed far enough back that she didn’t feel like he was stalking her. He had scanned the others in the tunnels, moving from site to site all day long, but his mind stayed on his orders. He had been surprised to be included at all, but Marc had made it clear that he wasn’t in the clear.


    “If you get the chance to save someone’s life during the action, do it or you might just discover you aren’t happy here again.”


    Tommy knew that was right. The Eagles and the camp were still avoiding him. It would be a long time before he fit in again and enjoyed his life in Safe Haven. And they all know I won’t make it.


    Tommy wanted to protest that assumption, but he couldn’t. It had only been a couple of weeks, but he was lonely, bitter, restless, and missing Kendle. He’d even found himself missing Quinn’s reckless behavior and Adrian’s sly glances.


    Tommy saw Charlie heading up a ladder, but he didn’t stop the boy. One person alone on a heat sensor wouldn’t raise a lot of eyebrows, though it could still endanger them if the UN didn’t think it was an animal.


    Tommy wished he was out there with Marc where he might be able to earn his way back in during the fighting. Nothing was happening here. All the action was supposed to take place on the other islands or on the open ocean. Angela didn’t want the enemy on Pitcairn.


    Trinity stopped in the doorway of the next area, where Angela was camped in a far corner, surrounded by her maps and notebooks. Trinity saw Conner and Candy in the other corner, playing Battleship. She decided to join them. At least he’s like me.


    Conner looked up as she approached. “I’m not like you at all.”


    Trinity smirked. “Sure you are. We both wanted something that belonged to someone else. You got lucky.” Trinity smiled at Candy. “How long until you pop?”


    “A couple months.” Candy looked between her and Conner, not sure why Conner didn’t like the woman.


    Conner swallowed his nasty attitude. Trinity was the least of his worries. “You guys play this one. I’m tired of losing.” He turned the board toward Trinity, who took the empty chair and began arranging the pieces without waiting to see if Candy wanted to play with her.


    Candy didn’t, but she also didn’t want to be rude. She started setting up her side of the board, frowning a bit.


    Conner took the opportunity to check in with Angela.


    Angela shook her head. “I don’t know anything new yet. They’re all fine as far as I know.”


    Conner sighed. “I’m sorry I’m not more helpful in these moments.”


    Angela didn’t look up from her notebook. “If we have trouble, you’re here to help. I find that very useful.”


    Conner didn’t want to face this moment, but he was tired of worrying over it. “What if I want to go with Kyle’s group?”


    Angela had also been dreading it. Now that it was here, she hated herself. “I’m sorry, Conner. I can’t allow that.”


    Conner sat down by her, mind racing to options that he’d avoided. “I knew, I guess. That’s why you don’t send me out for runs anymore, and why I’m sent to the med bay instead of the action scenes.”


    “Yes. You’re special. I need you to stay here and let us figure out why so we can keep saving lives.”


    “And then I can go?”


    “Once we duplicate it, yes.”


    Conner leaned his head back. “Then I guess I’m here until I die.”


    Angela frowned. “I don’t understand.”


    “Think about it.”


    Angela’s brilliant mind snapped the clue into place. “You’re a Mitchel.”


    He nodded tiredly. “That’s why there are so many of us. My dad’s a whore, no doubt, but our family is huge. There were once hundreds of us, and we all did this.”


    “For who?”


    “Rich people sometimes. Some for government men who needed a boost or a cure. Mostly they stockpiled our blood.”


    “Blood doesn’t keep...” Angela realized that wasn’t necessarily true. “Normal blood doesn’t keep.”


    Conner yawned. “Our blood can be frozen, but the temperature can’t be changed after that, even a little. I doubt the old stockpiles are good.”


    “So we’d need a lot of Mitchels.” Angela sighed. “The world can’t take that. There are already enough.”


    “There’s about to be at least one more.”


    “Sadie?”


    “Uncle Brandon will add a son by the end of summer. If William doesn’t get into Ciemus.”


    Angela was sorry to hear that Ciemus was under attack, but there was nothing she could do from here. I wish they had come with us.


    Conner snorted. “Sure. Then Jennifer could have had three guys stalking her. Can’t imagine why she wants to leave.”


    Angela wasn’t surprised that Conner knew Brandon’s secret. They were family. He probably recognized signs I missed. “If that was the case, she wouldn’t be taking Morgan along and planning to stop in Ciemus when they land.”


    Conner was curious. “Then why? I don’t understand. Other than being a prisoner, Safe Haven’s great.”


    Angela winced. “I am sorry. I’ll work on something as fast as I can, and I’ll–”


    “Give me whatever I want,” Conner finished with a sneer. “I’ve heard that lie before, in the labs.”


    “Fair enough. I give you my word that we’ll let you go after the final battle.”


    “I won’t survive it. Too many trackers will be hunting Mitchels.”


    She stared. “You don’t want to go back for the fight.”


    “No. I want to stay here with Candy and be good and live a normal life. Why is that wrong?”


    Angela was thrilled to find out what he really wanted. “I can make that happen.”


    “No, you can’t. You need me to heal your fighters.”


    “I need your blood. We can freeze and store a lot of it in three years without harming you. And it will give me time to find a way to duplicate the effect without breeding Mitchels like pets.”


    Conner snickered, relieved to find out Angela meant it.


    “I do. Safe Haven stands for freedom. Thank you for wanting to stay.” She sent a wave of happiness and a charming smile.


    Conner brightened. He went to the door guard for a check in, feeling better.


    I wish I did. Angela hated letting someone else make parts of her plans without her guidance or approval.


    Wade sensed she needed a distraction. “They’ve cleared both atolls now. They’re all gathering on Henderson, like you predicted.” Wade turned the screen around so Angela could see.


    Angela fought her upset stomach, studying the zoomed-out satellite view. The UN armada was immense. There’s no way we’ll get them all, even with the mines.


    Wade nodded. “Neil and I think so too. He wanted to add personal incendiary devices to our spies, but Marc told him no.” Wade didn’t tell her the Eagles had overruled that.


    “What other solutions were offered?”


    Wade didn’t care about her curt tone. They were all cranky and it was obvious that she was having a hard time being out of the action. “Gassing them. They may get away, but they’ll get a direct blast as they mount their assaults. The rest of the cloud may hit one or two of the atolls and islands and then it’ll dissipate like the others have. Morgan refused to be part of that before Marc had a chance to say no.”


    “What else?”


    “We could lure them in after the fight with calls for help by women alone or someone who found a food supply.”


    Angela snorted. “They won’t come back here for anything, ever.”


    “That’s what I said. Then I suggested the spies should get to the flagship and force their boss to order everyone to go to the same place.”


    Angela nodded. “That could work.”


    “Marc said he’d cover it.”


    Angela knew that was the hardest part of what she and Marc had put together. Sneaking back from the three islands while the UN cleared them and formed a huge circle around all four locations was only going to be possible because there were so many ships trying to squeeze them in. The sound of their boats might not be recognized as an intruder. It was also a big net to cast. Marc was counting on it taking the UN a full day and night to close that net. The UN hoped to have the three outer islands cleared by the time the rest of their armada closed in.


    Angela clenched her fists. “It’s not enough.”


    Wade clicked his radio once. He smiled at her confusion. “Marc told me to click once if you said that.”


    “What’s his plan?”


    “I have no idea. None of us do. He only talked to…” Wade stopped.


    Angela glared. “Adrian. He trusted his life to Adrian instead of me. Where is he?”


    Wade shrugged. “You told them to stay in one of the bunkers for the fight. I assume he’s–”


    “I want to listen.”


    Wade switched the radio to let them listen in on Luke’s bunker.


    “Not that one.”


    Wade switched it to Adrian’s hidden bunker, frowning. “He wouldn’t go against whatever Marc told him to do. You know that.”


    “No, I don’t.” Angela didn’t like it that there was only silence on the radio. Her upset stomach lurched into queasy. “Check them all.”


    Wade caught the bad vibe. He checked the other locations, but they didn’t hear anything.


    Angela stared at the radio in concern. “He gave them all jobs, Wade, and he trusts them to follow through. But we know they can’t be trusted or they’d still be in this camp.”


    She stood up, brushing away the dirt as the connection clicked into place. She scanned the bored and nervous people, looking for the one who didn’t want to meet her eyes. “Cate!”


    Both twins flinched.


    Angela prepared to use her alpha power. “I know you’ve been in contact with Joey. Tell me what’s going on.”


    Cody stared at her, confused.


    Cate looked at the ground.


    Angela knelt in front of the girl. “Joey or your dad–pick.”


    Cate began to cry. “I can’t! My mind won’t let me!”


    Angela hugged her. “You’re under a spell, Cate. You’ve been charmed. And we both know who did it.”


    Cate whimpered. “I need him!”


    Angela knew that feeling all too well. “He knows your dad will remove the charm and him. He knows there’s only one choice.”


    “He’s gonna kill daddy!” Cate burst into tears. “Help me get him out of my head! It hurts!”


    Angela realized the sound of the clock was gone. She waved Monica over to comfort the girl and headed for the nearest exit. “Wade’s in charge here. Ed, you’ll assist him. Everyone is staying, except Stanley.”


    Wade grimaced. “You’re kidding, right? You’re taking the klutz?”


    Stanley dropped his head.


    Angela pulled on her jacket. “He can keep up with me. I’m going for a run.”


    Ed leaned in, voice low. “Is that a good idea? For you, I mean?”


    Angela sighed. “I have to go. Stanley will protect me.”


    Stanley’s shoulders stiffened. “With my life, Boss.”


    “Let’s go.”


    “Wait.” Wade followed her, aware of people standing, muttering, starting to panic. “You don’t even know where to go!”


    “But you do.” Angela put her hand on the hatch release. “Spill it.”


    “I can’t. Marc wants you to stay here.”


    “His clock stopped ticking!” Angela’s shout stunned Wade and everyone else. “He’s going to die!”


    Wade leaned in to whisper. Then he pushed on the hatch as she flipped the latch.


    Wade watched until she and Stanley were out of sight, then he re-latched the hatch and moved to the center of the dirty room to explain what was happening.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-Two


    I Hope It Is


    Submarine Bridge


     


     


     


    1


    “Can we go now?”


    Jade denied that. “He’s still in the talking stage. We have to wait until he gets to stage two.”


    The rest of the submarine was quiet, other than the usual creaks and groans it made as it rested at the surface.


    Lowan agreed. “And then you have to be gone before stage three.”


    They’d planned to frame someone to create a distraction, but fate had provided the real thing for them.


    Hazel fell silent, withdrawing back into her shell. It had saved her life and earned her a spot on this ship, but in moments like this, she wasn’t sure she’d gotten lucky. Miles had a reputation that had preceded him across continents. America had been lucky to get Donner instead.


    Safe Haven didn’t stand a chance once Miles hit stage three. Going through the crew on this submarine wouldn’t be enough for him. He would switch targets at that point and even Director Haussler wouldn’t be able to control him. That was why they had been ordered to quietly patrol the water between Safe Haven’s paradise and the other islands. Director Haussler had told Miles anyone he caught was his to do with as he pleased. That would keep the enemy from escaping, but it would also keep their fighters from blowing the plan early.


    Most of his crew hated being a part of this madness, but it was also the only way they could accomplish their own goals. Being a member of the resistance when everyone could read your thoughts was more than a challenge–it was a suicide mission that only those with endless determination even considered.


    Miles’ hearty laughter boomed through the walls of the submarine.


    Hazel made a face. “What is it with him and treating them to dinner before they become dinner?”


    Lowan shrugged. “He said something about humans being no different than animals when it comes to things that can ruin the flavor.”


    Jade paled.


    Hazel gagged.


    “The last order from base has a file attached to it.” Lowan had just finished typing in the latest orders and updates from the flagship. “It’s a video file.”


    Jade hoped it was good news. “Play it. Maybe we’ll be able to see where they are in the battle.”


    Silence spread through the bridge of the sub as the message began to roll.


    “Safe Haven is not your enemy. We do not hunt you or attack you while you enjoy life.” The camera showed a RIB with five people flying toward the happy campers on the small beach.


    Hazel gasped. “That’s some of the first team we sent out to make contact!”


    “Shh.” Lowan didn’t think Miles could hear them, but he wasn’t positive.


    “But they’re… He’s going to…” Hazel shut her eyes as the powerful descendant on the beach fired. “We’re not the enemy either!”


    Jade put a hand on her sister’s shoulder, wincing as the RIB was hit and bodies and debris flew through the air. “They don’t know.”


    Hazel wiped away her tears and shrugged off her sister’s hand. “They didn’t even try to find out what the team wanted.”


    “I know. But they’re hunted animals, and animals react without thought.”


    The video changed to a teenage girl with bright red orbs. “Join us. Kill your leaders and come find us. All survivors are welcome.”


    Everyone was tempted, but the fear of Miles and Director Haussler was stronger than the small bit of hope from the video.


    Lowan shut it off. “It’s too bad the UN didn’t start in America.”


    Jade gestured. “Sure. We could be the ones sitting on an island waiting for a nuclear detonation.”


    Lowan shrugged. “At least we wouldn’t be the bad guys.”


    “What if they get lucky and kill Miles?” Hazel glanced around. “None of us will get the rewards we were promised.”


    Everyone’s mind went to their darkest desires.


    Lowan shrugged, glad that all of his stuff was in the bag near his feet. They’d all packed as soon as Goldie’s call had come in. “We don’t need his permission on those rewards. We do have to complete our run first. Besides, the odds of him losing even 3-to-1 are almost zero. Miles is immune to almost every known descendant spell. That’s why he’s able to be a normal and a UN captain.”


    The men and women currently discussing it were only normals. The only power they held was in their ability to pilot the submarine and that would vanish as soon as Director Haussler told them to fire on Safe Haven.


    Lowan shouldered his bag. “We can talk to Cerise about this stuff later. We go when he slams the door.”


    An angry shout echoed down the hallway, bringing a fresh wave of tension. All of them fell silent, listening for the right moment to run.


     


     


    2


    Miles sat in the plush red chair next to his open cabin door, evaluating the three soaked captives he’d plucked from the ocean. He recognized Violet from one of the bulletins command had sent over earlier in the day. He recognized the two men as members of the enemy by the way they glared at him instead of being scared or subservient. His reputation didn’t allow for resistance. The best his prey could hope for was a small maiming.


    He could also tell they weren’t part of the UN troops by the clothes they wore, by how alert they were to the fact that there were no other exits in the room–both men swept the door every few seconds, waiting for the opportunity to dash–and also by the feeling of strength both men gave off. The UN troops were fed a specific diet to bulk them up, but these men had gained it through physical work. It was clear when he compared them to his crew. All the others here were pale and thin from months without seeing sunlight or being on land. Even the UN diet couldn’t combat that. Only a few of his crew were actually healthy. They’ve had everything while the rest of the world has nothing. Command was right. Safe Haven is not good.


    Greg sneered at the man, but he didn’t open a dialogue. Their training taught them to observe the enemy and use their words. Director Miles had only thought it, therefore Eagle training was lacking. Greg made a mental note to add that to his final report after this run was over.


    Miles crossed his arms over his thick chest. “It is a beautiful meal the cook has prepared. You will eat.”


    Both men continued searching for an escape instead of refusing. The cabin was sparse, providing little hope for hidden treasures. There was only a moldy mattress on the floor, a wide table with four chairs, and a stove covered in layers of grease and grime.


    Violet immediately leaned forward and began gobbling the rice and beans as if she was starving. “It’s good!”


    Greg frowned at her. “It might be drugged.”


    She nodded, talking through a mouthful of rehydrated rice. “I hope so. Then I won’t feel anything.”


    Miles smiled widely. “Not all drugs take away sensation.”


    Violet spat the food out, spraying the table and her companions.


    Miles stood up, blocking the doorway. “You will not waste food!”


    Greg and Biff tensed against their bonds. Both men had used their training as they’d been fished out of the sea and brought to this room. Once here, they’d been secured to their chairs and a meal had been laid out for them. The knives in their wet pants, and other small, useful items, hadn’t been found.


    Violet scooped another bite of the rice, hoping to calm Miles. “I’m sorry! I’m eating it!”


    Miles glared at the two men.


    Biff knew the right answer. He still shook his head in tandem with Greg. “No. Thank you.”


    “The hard way, then.” Miles slammed the door. “Sometimes sour meat is exactly what I want.”


    “Sour meat?” Biff blanched. “He’s going to eat us! We have to get out of here!”


    Miles grabbed the table and shoved it across the room. It cracked into the wall and scattered debris everywhere.


    Greg let his demon eyes glow red in warning.


    “He’s immune!” Violet cowered on the floor as Miles came toward them. “Don’t make him mad!”


    Biff and Greg bounced their chairs backward, leaving water puddles. “Too late.”
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    The bridge crew hurried by the cabin. The only way to the exit went by the captain’s quarters.


    Bang! Something heavy slammed against the door.


    The team took off running, believing Miles was coming after them.


    Other members of the crew followed. A lot of them had been aware that the crew on the bridge was planning an escape. They wanted out too.


    There was no time to argue as another round of bangs and shouts echoed from the cabin. It never took Miles long to subdue his prey. They were already running out of time.


    “Duck! Duck! He’s coming!”


    The shouts from the cabin caused panic. One of the tag-a-long crew slapped his hand on the emergency surface button as he ran by.


    Red lights flashed in warning. The computer voice reminded them how foolish it was to use this procedure while already on top of the water.


    The submarine shot forward, breaking the anchor and throwing everybody backward. Concussions, broken bones, and deaths occurred all over the ship. Smoke began to come from the engines. It rolled through the submarine, filling the halls with fresh danger.


    Miles stormed from his cabin and ran to the bridge, not surprised to find it empty. He didn’t need gifts to know the entire crew was full of traitors.


    Miles sat at the main station.


    The submarine responded instantly to his smooth hands. It slowed and calmed, regaining equilibrium in the still water.


    He activated the fire control systems and shut compartments that were taking on water.


    Sparks flared in many of the rooms; the suppression system began to kick on, putting out the fires.


    Miles switched on the camera that had been shut off. He spotted his crew jumping into an inflatable to the right of the hatch.


    Miles considered going after them. Then he thought about calling it into command. His stomach rumbled, reminding him of the three live bodies waiting for him.


    Miles engaged the dive controls, then set it on autopilot, unconcerned with all the alarms and lights flashing across the consoles. “They’ll be sorry they left.”


    Miles went toward his cabin. “It’s open ocean, and if they do get lucky enough to reach an island, anyone on them will slit their throats for being traitors or for being the enemy. They’re not my problem anymore.”


    Miles ignored the smoke and water, the damage and the bodies as he walked by. He didn’t care about anything now except enjoying his reward.
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    “He’s coming! Hurry up!”


    “Oh, God! He’s almost here!”


    Greg didn’t need the panic from either one of them. It wasn’t helping. He’d fired half a dozen spells at Miles that had absolutely no effect, but had given Miles time to beat on him and Biff. Violet had hidden under the broken table the entire time, scooping rice off the floor and shoving it into her mouth in an effort to appease Miles and save herself.


    Greg slammed himself against the wall, feeling his shoulder muscle tear. The broken chair shattered under his fingers. He strained to reach any of the pieces, maneuvering to be between the door and Biff. He hadn’t forgotten his vow to bring Biff home alive, but that didn’t seem as likely now. He was still bound at the feet and one wrist to the chair when Miles kicked the door open and ran at them.


    Greg’s demon jumped forward and took control. A thick shield appeared around both men.


    Miles grabbed Violet from under the table and jerked her up by her hair, paying no attention to her screams or struggles. “I’ll snap her neck!”


    Greg’s demon refused. I don’t know her and I don’t know you. You can both die. The demon gathered most of Greg’s energy, waiting for the command to fire.


    Greg recovered, understanding his demon wasn’t going rogue. Wait for my call.


    Yes, master.


    Miles tightened his grip on Violet’s neck. She stopped struggling, huge tears rolling down her cheeks. She forced out raspy words as her hands clenched into fists. “I wanted to be one of the good guys. We all do.”


    Greg stared at her, willing her to cooperate. “You have a chance right now to save two lives and be a hero forever in our memories.”


    For the first time in her life, Violet decided someone else was more important than she was. She blinked twice to let Greg know she was willing to help them. “Don’t kill me, Director Miles, please. I fell out of the boat and they grabbed me. I didn’t have a choice!”


    Miles was beyond caring. His stomach was rumbling too loudly. His mind buzzed into red shades. “I’ll have my dinner now.” His mouth lowered toward her neck.


    Do it! Greg let the demon have control.


    The demon blasted a combination of both Marc and Angela’s death spell. It slammed into Miles and Violet. The two bodies fell together.


    Greg rushed forward, dragging the chair clumsily along. He dropped down next to Violet. Save her.


    The demon sulked in his mind. She was not one of us. She was one of them.


    Greg didn’t care. “I got her into this mess. I want to get her out. What can you do?”


    The demon retreated, resuming its place in the cell in Greg’s mind. I can do nothing. No one recovers from a hybrid death spell.


    Greg felt the horror then of what he’d become, but there wasn’t time to explore it and discover if he was sorry. I’ll mourn for her later. He rose. “Come on, Biff. It’s time you earned your keep.”


    Biff forced a chuckle, attention staying on the two bodies. They had fallen while Violet was wrapped in Miles’s big arm, but in death, it seemed like an embrace. “I hope she doesn’t have to spend eternity with him in hell.”


    Greg sighed. “Same. If there’s a choice, I’d like her to get a second chance.”


    Biff winced as Greg crushed the rest of the chair to get free. He had been expecting members of the crew to come running in to help Miles, but it was growing apparent that his crew was only afraid of him. “When he was in trouble, they were rooting against him.”


    “When he gets distracted, they take off to avoid becoming a target.”


    Biff was glad Greg had killed the man, but not the woman. He held still while Greg took the knife from the compartment in his belt and cut him loose. “What’s the plan now?”


    Greg took a moment to evaluate. They were bleeding in areas, as well as bruised and swollen, but neither of them was seriously injured yet. He was tenderizing the meat.


    Greg kept the knife in hand, missing the gun that had flown out of his holster when their boat flipped. Biff had also lost his rifle, though he had his soaked pistol. Miles had let him keep it, laughing at the thought of it working before it dried out and was cleaned. It was more likely to misfire and kill whoever was using it rather than who they were aiming at.


    Greg scanned the cabin like he had when they’d first been brought in, but this time he spent a minute searching for any areas where Miles may have stashed a better weapon. The safe on the wall was tempting, but Greg didn’t want to waste time trying to find the combination.


    Greg felt Biff getting ready to repeat his question. “We take over the sub and point it at the enemy. Maybe we can bluff them into leaving. Their people are not like us. I think they’ll cut bait at first chance.”


    Biff frowned. “Angela ordered us to sink the sub and get back to camp.”


    Greg forced the door open. “Marc told me to keep it.”


    Biff couldn’t help an observation even though this wasn’t the time for it. “You do know that’s why she got rid of Ivan, right?”


    “Yes. After this, she’ll send me away before I can screw up too. It’s perfect.”


    They stepped out into the narrow hall, smelling burning plastic and smoke. Cries for help came from all directions. The dank, salty smell wafting through the compartments under the smoke also implied there was a leak somewhere. Greg hoped it wasn’t important and put it from his mind.


    “What are we doing about the survivors?”


    Greg didn’t answer. He refused to say it aloud.


    Biff swallowed a protest and reminded himself that these people had come to kill them.


    Greg motioned. “You’re left. I’m right.”


    Biff went to the first compartment, fighting with his morals.


    “Empty.” Biff eased toward the next one.


    Greg sliced a throat quickly and rose, joining him.


    Biff and Greg began to clear the submarine, not finding many survivors. The dead had been abandoned and the living had fled. Greg knew they’d find them huddled together near the rear of the ship. They were underwater. There was no place for them to run to until the sub surfaced.


    Greg stepped into the torpedo room and spotted a dying man inching toward a radio. He walked over before he thought about it.


    Biff saw him from the doorway as he went by. The rookie hurried into the next room, locking down on his immediate urge to protest. I might not be cut out to be an Eagle.


    Greg came back into the hallway, hating the flashing red lights. “None of us enjoy this part of the job, rookie.” His voice grew pointed. “But it is part of the job.”


    Biff stepped reluctantly into the maneuvering room. He could already hear a low moaning of someone who likely needed to be given mercy.


    Greg waited in the smoky doorway to be sure it was done.


    Biff made it fast, not meeting the eyes of the woman bleeding out in her chair. She slumped onto his arm as he cut her throat. The blood gushed over his arm and splashed onto the floor where the blood from her missing leg had created a small lake.


    Biff scurried backward, stomach and mind twisting.


    Greg put a hand on his arm and led him into the hall. “Breathe in. Breathe out. Nothing but air.”


    Biff forced himself to obey, blocking it all. I can do this. I knew it would be like this before I joined. I can do this.


    Greg wasn’t sure now. Biff was too sensitive. It was great in a mate, but it was a liability in an Eagle. “Come on. We’re almost finished.”


    They made it to the end of the sub and found what they’d expected.


    More panic erupted. The few survivors there pushed away, begging for mercy. None of them considered fighting.


    Greg scanned them and found desperate souls who wanted to be left alone. I know how that feels. He turned and went back toward the bridge.


    Biff was relieved. He gave the crew a threatening glare. “Stay here and wait. Try something stupid and he’ll come right back.”


    “We won’t.”


    “Thank you!”


    “I thought they would kill us.”


    “We were told they would.”


    “Safe Haven is different. They don’t kill innocent people.”


    The mutters and relief followed the two men, lightening their moods and easing some of their mental pain.


    Greg reached the bridge and stopped as a new thought occurred to him. He turned to find Biff staring at him with the same expression.


    “We don’t know how to pilot this tin can. We killed the captain.”


    Greg shrugged. I had help, but it’s hard to be pissed considering he was going to eat us. “We’ll go through the crew. Vessels like this have support personnel.”


    “What if they don’t want to help?”


    Greg didn’t answer.


    “I can do it.”


    Both men spun to find a robust man with wild red hair in the doorway. “I’m Saul, but you can call me Blue. You’re from Safe Haven, right?”


    Greg nodded, not getting anything from the man’s mind. He’s either one of us with a great shield or he’s an Invisible. “You can sail this ship?”


    “It’s not a ship. It’s a Virginia class nuclear attack sub...”


    Greg held up a hand. “I believe you. My question is more about trust.”


    The man shrugged, stepping into the room to avoid a sparking wire that had broken during the false surfacing. “I’ll prove it as I go.”


    Greg recognized that answer. “Fair enough.” He slid aside to let the man reach the controls. “Get us to the surface. Then the crew in the rear can go.”


    Saul scowled. “Go where? The open ocean is not a joke.”


    Greg knew that. “So you suggest we kill them? In that case, there’s no need to surface.”


    The bigger man settled into the groaning chair. “They’re not your enemy, you know. They never were.”


    Greg was tired of hearing that sentiment. “But they’re still here, aren’t they? They would have killed us as soon as they were ordered to, right? Just get us to the surface.”


    “Fair enough.” Saul began hitting switches and checking numbers on the various panels and consoles. The submarine protested the flip of orders. It groaned loudly, spitting out smoke and water in the damaged areas. “You may want to take a seat. I reckon I’m a bit rusty.”


    “How long’s it been?” Greg took the chair to the man’s right.


    “About 30 years. I’m usually a pilot, but Miles didn’t want to leave me behind.”


    Biff took the seat to his left, not sure if they’d made a mistake by coming here at all.


    Saul looked at Biff. “We’ll be fine, son. Just sit tight and let me work.”


    Greg realized the man had a great shield. Saul was huge, with colorful tattoos over his forearms and neck. Greg saw ships, planes, bikes, cars. We do need another wheelman… Safe Haven didn’t need more power, but it would please the boss. “Help me achieve my goals for this run and I’ll evaluate you to join us.”


    Saul straightened in his chair. “Keep your head down when you step out. I wouldn’t want you to lose it before you can follow through on that.”


    Greg and Biff spun in their chairs as footsteps sounded behind them. Half of the crew had followed them from the rear of the sub.


    “We can help.”


    “We’ll get the sub cleaned up.”


    “We can help you pilot it.”


    Greg opened his mouth to refuse.


    Saul smacked the console. “We were told all survivors are welcome!”


    Greg stared, picking and choosing his battles. I’m sorry, Marc, but the boss will get to evaluate them. I can’t be responsible for murders. “Get it cleaned up. You can all go with us.”


    Saul was thrilled. His grin stretched again, showing broken brown teeth that had probably troubled him all of his life.


    Biff glanced away, not wanting them to see his dismay. He had been hoping Greg would let them go, but bringing them back to Safe Haven went against everything Marc had told them before they began this run. Marc would be pissed. Angela would be pleased.


    Greg already knew. Guess I forgot that part when I made this plan.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-Three


    My Statement Stands


    UN Flagship


     


     


     


    1


    “All teams are on Henderson now, sir.”


    Haussler studied the newest satellite reading, wishing the time would go by faster. “Keep me posted.”


    “Yes, sir.” Albert was enjoying his role as flunkey now. Haussler had told him to man Oliver’s station. He hadn’t left the bridge since.


    “Sir! We have a new signature!”


    Haussler hurried over to the other station. “Where?”


    “On Ducie!”


    Haussler studied the monitor. “She must have missed them.”


    “Not possible. They went over every inch of land…”


    Haussler nodded. “Above the water. Send a transport ship over to check it out.”


    Albert entered the orders, wondering if he would order their divers into the water. They only had a few people with that skill. It would take a long time.


    Haussler didn’t want to. He knew they were being delayed. It didn’t cost time to check it out right now, however. The transport crew was off duty until Cerise’s team was finished and maybe beyond that. Henderson and Pitcairn were the only remaining landmasses to clear. More of their troops were expendable. “Get me eyes on Henderson. I want to watch the fights.”


    The flagship crew was relieved. If Haussler was enjoying the slaughters, he wouldn’t be digging into their minds or taking his anger out on them.
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    “Do we have to hike?” Jade scanned the foreboding landscape, ignoring the small camp of fighters guarding the beach where they’d just brought in the inflatable. The hot air clung to her fragile skin like a smothering blanket. “I didn’t sign up for any hiking.”


    Her sister agreed. “We’ll stay here. Cerise can come down to the beach.”


    Lowan ignored both women and went to talk to the chief of security. The views in the distance were pillars of smoke rising from faint landmasses on either side of them; it wasn’t encouraging, but it wasn’t the complete chaos befitting the reports they’d gotten.


    Eight men were patrolling the three beaches on this side of Henderson. The rest of the island’s edges were impenetrable as far as they’d been told. No one had wanted to come in through the coral bombs and then have to climb a 50-foot cliff to reach flat ground. Not that there’s much of that. Henderson rose from the ocean like a series of huge, odd steps covered in paint of a dozen different green and brown hues. Lowan wasn’t looking forward to the climb either, but he was grateful to be off the submarine. “Where’s the boss?”


    Darwin pointed toward the jungle. “On the first rise, mate. There’s a clear footpath now.” He’d been left here to supervise bringing the rest of the supplies. Helping to carry the loads to the campsite hadn’t occurred to him.


    Jade and her sister wanted to argue, but if a path had been cleared, they had to follow the rest of their group. Command didn’t like stragglers. The sisters reluctantly walked toward the footpath, already starting to sweat. Their skin wasn’t used to the bright sunlight. They weren’t used to the humid air of outside. They’d been inside the sub for months except for the rare training matchup or exam that required them to go to the medical ship of their fleet or the flagship. Unlike the others, they didn’t know most of the men and women here by sight, only by reputation and the occasional name that came through in orders.


    Lowan followed, pointing. “I see torches on both sides of the path instead of one.”


    Hazel inhaled deeply, trying to get more air into her protesting lungs. “Do you think she took over this group?”


    Jade snorted before Lowan could answer. “Of course she took over. It’s what she does.”


    There was no arguing with that. Cerise’s most effective battle plan was to infiltrate the enemy, act like them, and convert them to her way of thinking. When the moment came for capture or exposure, her skills with charms had always given her the win. When she’d approached the three of them during one of Miles’s dinners behind doors, they’d agreed because of her reputation. If anyone had a chance to reach Safe Haven, it was Cerise.


    “I think we should try to join them.” Now that she was out in the real world, Jade was considering the future beyond a momentary pleasurable revenge for her sister sleeping with a forgotten boyfriend years ago. “It’s beautiful out here, I think. We might even learn to like it. Either way, we wouldn’t be hunting anymore, and we saw the video clip. For the first time in months, Safe Haven is open to survivors again–and we are that.”


    All of them nodded, even the people they were walking by. It was a common conversation circling all of the small camps that had been made along the path.


    Fighters of every race and nationality were camped here, waiting for the sun to finish sinking so they could participate in the matchups. Small fires and spirals of smoke guided them toward the main camp.


    “We’ll see what Cerise has to say about it.” Lowan wasn’t willing to cross her in any way. Safe Haven was a rumored ghost at this point, but Cerise’s dangerous gaze was only a few feet away and already glaring at them through the wild jungle.


    “Just the three of you?”


    Lowan shrugged. “You know what he’s like.” He didn’t tell her they’d dumped the rest of the crew who’d come along without asking. Those weak men and women were shark food now.


    “Was like. Miles is dead.” Cerise had felt it when it happened. She was stunned someone had been able to accomplish that. She was also relieved that she wouldn’t have to return to the sub to do it herself.


    Fresh mutters went through the camp. It began to spread through the ranks.


    The sub crew was delighted to hear that. The sisters hugged. For a brief moment, they loved each other again.


    Jade retreated, letting go. Touching Hazel reminded her how much she did want the reward she’d been promised. “What’s next? Are you really going to finish clearing this hunk of snot?”


    Cerise chuckled. “I’ve never given up on a job. Until now. Come dawn, I’ll call for transport ships and tell them it’s clear. We’ll sail straight to Pitcairn from there or we’ll go home after they blow it up. The only thing we have to do is get through the night without anybody calling in a sighting of Safe Haven.”


    Standing nearby, Kyle cleared his throat. “What if they just show up?”


    “My statement stands.” Cerise moved toward the ring that was being set on the largest flat ground they had at this point in the climb. It wasn’t huge, but it would allow them the nightly matchups. And without the UN bosses here, every match might be to the death. It was completely possible they would go through 40 or 50 fighters tonight and twice that number of trackers. There would also be individual challenges and honest fights that broke out. It would be a zoo in the middle of a circus surrounded by wolves.


    Everyone in the group who caught Cerise’s thought cheered, but it wasn’t only those troops. The Eagles also let out a cry that matched the men and women around them. Safe Haven’s Eagles had become incredibly good at killing and then they’d been told they weren’t allowed to do it anymore. This was a chance to remove some of the enemy and let out the frustrations of being vital to their camp’s survival. The life of an Eagle was hard. Moments like this helped make it worth it. They weren’t proud of themselves for it, but it was hard to feel shame with so much eagerness now pumping fresh life into their tiring bodies.


    Kyle stayed near Cerise as she picked a spot by the impromptu ring and brought out a camping chair from her kit. When she perched in it and pushed off her boots with a low groan, Kyle understood she didn’t expect to be attacked. It said a lot about her. And it’s not all good, but that has to come later. Kyle pointed at Goldie.


    Goldie’s grin widened. He hardly ever received a challenge in these matchups.


    Cerise glared. “You stole my fight.”


    Goldie laughed.


    So did Kyle even though he regretted asking the big man now. I didn’t know she wanted to fight me!


    Cerise laughed. “I would have challenged Goldie later for the tiny chance that he might win. You’re nothing to me.”


    Goldie began taking off his gear, revealing a body twice Kyle’s size. It was obvious he took care of himself beyond the UN rules for personal care.


    Kyle wasn’t concerned.


    The witnesses were. Jeers and groans ran through the crowd.


    “He’ll kill him!”


    “Yeah, nah.”


    “There’s no way the Italian wins!”


    “My money is on Goldie.” Cerise dropped a heavy pouch by her bare feet. “But I think the Italian’s scrappy. I say he’ll last…five minutes.”


    Shouts and bets began flying through the warm air. On the beach, fog was rolling in, but no one thought it would cool them down when it finally reached their location.


    Kyle realized Cerise had triggered the betting stage. He patted his bulging pocket. “I’ll save mine for your fight.”


    Cerise studied him as the crowd quieted. “I’m not allowed to fight in these matches. I was joking about challenging Goldie. Everyone knows that.”


    Kyle shrugged, flashing a leer to cover his mistake. “What the boss doesn’t know…”


    Cerise snorted, but her eyes stayed on him, evaluating deeper than she had before. I’ve never seen him before. I toured all the other troop ships. And I had dinner on the Italian bucket. He wasn’t there.


    Kyle sent out a thick surge of desire, but he doubted flirting to distract Cerise would work. She was much too sharp.


    Cerise stopped her evaluation, shaking her head. “Don’t use those stunning eyes on me. I get pregnant at the drop of a hat and three of the four produced triplets. That won’t be good for either of us.”


    Kyle chuckled. “Still, if you change your mind...”


    Cerise blushed under his intent gaze. She looked at Goldie. “Don’t kill him. I may want to use him for an hour.”


    Goldie cracked his knuckles. “Better do it first. He is not coming out of that ring.”


    Cerise reluctantly leaned back in her chair. “First match in two minutes!”


    Kyle stepped toward the ring. “Is that us?”


    “Not yet.” Goldie frowned at Cerise. “He’s eager to die.”


    Cerise shrugged. “Aren’t we all?”


    Lowan was also keen to join the fighting, but he was certain Cerise wouldn’t be here for the entire thing. The sub team settled around her, digging out their valuables for wagers. Thin fog began to waft up toward them as the sun finally sank.


    Kyle felt the excitement increase. It was impossible not to be caught up in it. They get to do this every night. I’ll put it in my report.


    Cerise looked straight at him. I need to dig into you.


    Kyle nodded. “When you’re ready.”


    She turned her attention to the first pair leaping eagerly into the ring. “After the show. If you survive Goldie.”


    “I will.” Kyle took a fast glance at his watch to make sure they were still on schedule. “If you want to keep him, tell him to sit this one out.”


    Goldie scowled at him. “Don’t think you will win!”


    “I don’t think it. I know.”


    Goldie stomped toward the fighting men, shoving people out of his way. He leaned against a tree, glaring at everyone. Even the spiders on the tree shied away from him.


    Cerise snickered. “You have a heap of balls.”


    Kyle’s amusement reappeared. “You have no idea. But you could.”


    Cerise blushed as those listening laughed at his banter. “You got a name, other than walking target?”


    “Kyle Genovese.”


    Mutters and whispers flew through the crowd of fighters.


    Cerise placed the name. “Famous crime family, right?”


    Kyle refused to think about those days. “Before the war, anyway. I’m the only survivor.”


    “Really?” Cerise pointed toward the group coming from the beach with the last of their supplies. “He might say differently.”


    Kyle stared in shocked dismay at the sight of his elder brother, Jacob. “Son of a bitch.”


    Cerise studied him again. “He also thinks he’s the only one of you left. This should be an interesting reunion.”


    Kyle wanted to act like the top Eagle and handle it carefully, smoothly.


    But he wasn’t capable of it. He rushed forward with his knife coming from his belt.


    Jacob glanced up in time to see Kyle. He missed the knife. “Hey! I thought you were with Sa–” He staggered as Kyle stabbed him in the heart. Another quick slash sent blood gushing from his throat. It ran over his UN uniform in a flood of crimson.


    Cerise observed in fascination. “Guess you weren’t close.”


    Kyle wiped his blade clean and walked away, leaving the body.


    Cerise ignored the two men in the ring who were screaming at each other as they stabbed. “Any particular reason you did that?”


    “Fulfilling a vow I made before the war. I’ve hated him for a decade.”


    No one questioned what the vow had been or what fight had caused it.


    Cerise glanced at Goldie as the ring was cleared of both bodies and wagers were paid out.


    Goldie was staring at the body. He killed his own brother.


    Cerise lifted a brow. Maybe you should withdraw from the match.


    Goldie’s fury rose as he understood she and everyone else now thought Kyle was hardened enough to maybe win their fight. “I don’t run from anyone!”


    She shrugged. “It’s your life to waste as you please.”


    “How can you support him over me?!” Goldie slapped his leg. “We are a team!”


    Cerise sighed. Steel came into her voice. “You’re Haussler’s bloke first and mine second, mate. Maybe if that changed…”


    “That’s a lie!”


    She pinned him with a hard glare. “I’ve trusted you for years. And today you accepted Haussler’s deal for the private bounty on me. You broke our trust, Goldie. Now you’ll earn back your honor or die.”


    Goldie clenched his fists and went to the ring as everyone stared in surprise. Goldie had been with Cerise on almost every run. It was a shock to find out that he’d agreed to kill her.


    Kyle saw her true feelings. He lifted a brow. Should I spare him?


    Cerise nodded. If you can. He’s a good bloke in a bad situation.


    Duly noted. Kyle stripped his gun belt, dropping it next to her. “If I lose, that’s yours.”


    Cerise picked up the belt, spotting a small slip of paper sticking from the one holster. “A Glock. Nice.”


    Kyle smiled, showing real emotion. “It’s my second favorite possession.”


    She looked up. “What’s the first?”


    “My life.” Kyle entered the ring as a hush fell through the crowd.


    Cerise lifted her hand. “And… Go!”


    Kyle stayed still as Goldie rushed him. He took up his kai stance, hearing Adrian’s voice in his mind.


    Level one through five is for rookies and training. In a real fight, six through 10 will keep you alive.


    Goldie’s huge fist slammed into Kyle’s chin, aiming for a knockout.


    Kyle didn’t budge.


    Cerise stared as Goldie paused and the crowd reacted.


    “He didn’t feel it.”


    “How could he not feel that?!”


    Goldie swung again.


    Kyle let the second hit land, using the pain to fuel his rage.


    Cerise lifted her shield so she could concentrate on the fight. She also palmed the paper from his holster.


    Goldie’s anger overflowed. He swung again, then again. His big arms pumped massive force, but it didn’t affect the smaller man in any way except for the blood drips from cracked skin.


    Kyle caught the last blow with his palm. “Surrender or die.”


    Goldie spat in Kyle’s face.


    Kyle swung back, using his training. The side of his elbow cracked into Goldie’s cheek.


    Kyle didn’t stop. He swung repeatedly, driving the bigger man back with the force of his blows. Neil and Adrian had spent a year beating on the Eagles. Goldie’s quick defensive punches had no effect. Kyle pummeled the man, drawing moans and groans from him and the crowd.


    Cerise was stunned to see Goldie go down to one knee. And he didn’t use magic!


    Kyle’s rage was in control. Stopping wasn’t an option. He fired two more hits, sending Goldie to the ground. “Get up! Fight!”


    Goldie wanted to, but Kyle’s hits had rattled his brain. He slumped to the dirt, bleeding from his lip, nose, and ear.


    Kyle kept hitting him, but the rage was clearing. “Pick a side!” Kyle delivered a harder hit, not winded yet. “You can’t have it both ways!” Kyle drew back to give him a knockout blast.


    “Stop!” Goldie collapsed, tears rolling over his face as he coughed out phlegm, blood, and regret. “They have my girl!”


    Now she knew why Goldie had agreed. Cerise glanced at Kyle. “Thank you.”


    Kyle slung blood from his hands and scanned the shocked, almost quiet crowd. “It’s time for all of you to pick a side. All good survivors are welcome in Safe Haven.”


    The crowd went crazy, yelling and pushing toward Kyle. Half of them reached for radios.


    Cerise lowered her shield and blasted them all with her charm. She sent out wave after wave, controlling their reactions.


    Kyle watched in approving fascination as she charmed all of them. His shield glowed brightly. “That’s amazing.”


    “It’s why Haussler kept her alive this long.” Goldie spit again, producing more blood. He groaned. “Another tooth half out.”


    Kyle held out a hand and helped the big man to his feet. “Hold milk on it. It might heal.”


    Goldie let go and stared, mind refusing to believe this smaller bloke had delivered such an ugly beating. “Where did you learn that? We aren’t trained that way.”


    “Adrian Mitchel, my mentor.”


    A fresh ripple went through the crowd, forcing Cerise to hit them all with another blast. She opened the paper and read the note, not sure what would happen now that Kyle had admitted who he was.


    Angela has agreed to meet you tonight. An Eagle escort has been provided.


    Kyle nodded at her. “In an hour.”


    Cerise blasted everyone with a powerful memory charm, aware of several descendants bringing up shields again to avoid being hit–she didn’t recognize any of them. “Next match!”


    The stunned crowd woke from her daze and began cheering as the next slightly confused fighters stepped into the ring.


    Kyle noted her special gift. As far as he knew, no one in their camp could manipulate memories. We need that ability.


    “That was fast. Winner!” Cerise waved at them to clear the body from the ring as the Japanese man collected the wagers and flashed a bloody gaze around. He was missing one eye, but he was alive. That’s a win for us.


    Ray wanted to join Kyle as he stood near Cerise’s chair, but he wasn’t sure if it would look wrong. Their audience was huge. Five hundred fighters, trackers, and hunters were here. The noise was incredible.


    Ray slapped at a determined gnat and watched the next fight without offering Kyle the sympathy he knew the man needed. Kyle’s tough. He’ll get through this.


    The tracker next to him made a face. “He killed his brother and won his fight. Why does he need comfort?”


    Ray let his orbs glow. “Never without permission!” He slashed with the knife that had been in his hand since they landed.


    The tracker fell to his knees as blood leaked from the neat slice in his neck.


    “Next match!”


    Cheers went up as Ray stalked toward the ring. I’m ready, Boss. If I don’t make it out, know I loved my life in your camp.


    Ray stepped into the ring as another descendant did the same.


    Ray scanned his huge opponent and grinned widely. I don’t have to hold back on this one.


    Cerise had caught it all. They really are from Safe Haven. I’m an hour from my goal.


    Kyle and the other Eagles monitoring thoughts for true intentions all frowned. It was clear that Cerise was a huge threat. If she used her charms on the Eagles, Angela would be unprotected for their meeting. When Kyle had said they needed to pick a side, he’d meant Cerise too. No one knew whose side she was on. When she reached Angela, anything could happen.


    Kyle met her eye. Don’t make my boss kill you. We need skills like yours.


    Cerise refused to answer as Ray stood pat and took the first hit from his opponent like Kyle had.


    Ray immediately fired back, using Neil’s kai move to spin around and punch the man in his neck. Then he attacked with his knife, stabbing relentlessly.


    Screams for mercy echoed over the crowd that was once again surprised. These actions were neat, smooth, organized. It wasn’t their usual rage-fest fights.


    Ray retreated as his opponent, a child rapist according to his thoughts, fell to the ground and didn’t get up. He grabbed his winnings and dropped them by Cerise’s chair. “Thank you for your hospitality.”


    Kyle collected his gun as Cerise stared. “We pay our own way.”


    “I believe in that too.” Cerise recovered, gesturing. “Get the fires built higher. I want more light here. And get the food going. All this killing is making me hungry.”


    Kyle was pleased. Good. They can all have a last meal before they die.


    The crowd cheered as another pair of trackers approached the ring, glaring at each other.


    Jade and Hazel viewed the fights, fearful that they would have to get in the ring. If someone challenged them, they couldn’t refuse or the entire group here might attack them for being cowards.


    Lowan was enjoying the bloodbath, but his own rage illness was trying to take control. Miles was dead and they were alone on this island. He eyed the sisters. Maybe I don’t need to wait any longer.


    He moved closer to them. “Ladies?”


    The sisters turned toward him.


    Lowan shot them both with darts. They dropped to the dirt, unable to call for help.


    Lowan began shedding his clothes. “Miles gave them to me.”


    Cerise had been aware of their desires. She’d hoped the chaos would hold until they’d achieved their goals. “Take them up the hill. You’re distracting the fighters.”


    A few dozen men had started toward them to help Lowan enjoy his prizes.


    Kyle refused to allow it even though he read Cerise’s thoughts and agreed that all three of them were corrupt. He fired his Glock three times, then holstered. Lowan fell, hand still on his button.


    The approaching men stopped, not sure what was happening.


    Kyle shrugged. “They were not approved.”


    Cerise sent out a new surge of control to keep them from calling command. “You’ll run me out of energy if you keep doing that.”


    Kyle didn’t answer.


    Cerise shrugged. “It’s your game now. I’m just one of the many players.”


    Kyle rotated to enjoy the next match, wondering if anyone would get into the ring with him now. I want to do it again. Tonya was right. We are all infected. Putting us down might be the only answer.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-Four


    Over the Edge


    Pitcairn Island


     


     


     


    1


    “What’s going on?” Kenn and his group had just made it back into the tunnels. After leaving the airstrip, they’d gone out to remove another patrol boat that was getting too close to their rear door. Then they’d ferried a small group of Eagles to the Adrianna to help out there. The walk back through the evening fog had been pleasant. That mood had changed as soon as they opened the hatch.


    “We can’t get through to Marc.” Ralph saw more camp members inching toward the open hatch. The tunnels were damp and dim, but they were safer than being topside after dark. He stomped toward them, voice lifting over the chatter. “Stay down here!” Being away from Daisey had given him a shorter temper than usual.


    Kenn scanned the upset camp members and nervous Eagles as he joined Wade. Instead of sleeping, the entire camp was awake and worried. People were roaming the tunnels, passing rumors and concerns. It was far from the calm camp he’d been expecting.


    Kenn caught a whiff of their bathroom setup and rotated, nose wrinkling. We need to get out of here soon or we’ll have another outbreak.


    “We got an emergency message from Ray, but we aren’t allowed to answer him.” Wade handed Kenn the sheet. “Kendle’s up to her old tricks.”


    Kenn’s fury rose. We should have removed that bitch! “We saw Quinn at the airstrip earlier. He has our updates.”


    Neil frowned. “What?”


    “Quinn said Angela sent him for an update.”


    “She didn’t. In fact, she told Marc not to involve Quinn in any of his plans.”


    Kenn’s unease grew. “Where’s the boss?”


    Wade didn’t want to answer, but there wasn’t a choice. “She went out an hour ago. She said Marc’s clock stopped.”


    “Actually, she screamed it.” Neil didn’t want Wade getting the blame for letting Angela leave. “She took Stanley.”


    Kenn rolled his eyes. “We’ll go find her.”


    Wade agreed immediately. “She told us not to leave the tunnels, but your team wasn’t here when she said it, so…”


    Kenn waved at his group. “Let’s go find out if the boss needs help killing a castaway.”


    Camp members muttered and nodded, certain that he and his team could help fix whatever had gone wrong. Kenn sighed as he went up the ladder. Wish I had as much faith.


    “Shut the hatch.” Kenn took a minute to scan the island with his gift. He wasn’t great at it, but he was able to pinpoint locations now. Scanning wasn’t as simple as looking anyway, but it was full dark now and that made it harder for some reason he didn’t understand yet. “I’ve got heat signatures in three places–airstrip, beach, and main town.” Kenn moved toward the town. “It’s supposed to be Adrian’s group guarding the bridge in shifts, and we saw Quinn at the airstrip. Let’s see who’s in town.”


    The team followed Kenn, hoping Angela already had things covered. But they weren’t sure.


    Morgan slapped at a determined insect. “Marc changed her plans.”


    Kenn made a face. Marc had told them to keep it from Angela. “He knew something was going to go wrong.”


    Morgan stayed close as Kenn increased their pace to a jog. “The emergency code said Kendle was the problem. I don’t think Marc can handle her.”


    Kenn snorted. “Marc’s byzan. He can handle anyone.”


    “I meant because he has feelings for her, but now that you mention it, how do we know she isn’t byzan too?”


    Kenn tripped over a thick patch of vines in the darkness. He recovered and increased their pace again to a run. “You had to say it.”


    Morgan assumed Kenn had already thought of that. “If she is byzan now, we can’t handle her for sure.”


    “The boss will cover it.” Kenn scanned harder. “Everyone call for Angela. Get me a location.”


    The descendants and normals all began sending out mental shouts as they followed the glowing yellow patch on Kenn’s jacket to the main town.


    Angela didn’t answer. Thick silence blanketed the island.


     


     


    2


    Marc noticed the silence as he stepped from the jet ski onto the dirty, foggy pontoon bridge. My clock is gone.


    Calm water lapped against the bridge. It implied everything was fine. But I know better, don’t I?


    He tensed, stopping as the vibes became dangerous. No. It isn’t gone. It stopped. My time’s up.


    Marc turned to face Kendle. He hadn’t needed an hour of Ray’s desperate mental calls to know who the threat was, but he hadn’t understood what it meant until now. She’s going to kill me. I never would have thought she’d consider this, let alone follow through.


    Kendle lifted the gun. “You have two choices here, Marc.”


    Kendle’s wet hair clung to her face as she stared at him, finally revealing her true feelings. Marc wanted to slap it back into place. He stepped toward her, eyes blazing. “Shoot me. Go on. Angela will skin you alive.”


    Kendle smiled cruelly. “She’ll be dead shortly.”


    Marc stopped as fear entered his heart. “What have you done?”


    “Just a trim.” Kendle patted her radio. “But if I don’t call in the next 10 minutes, she’ll die.”


    Marc realized she had a partner in crime. He needed to determine the setup before he reacted. “What do you want?”


    “You. It’s always you, Marc. We were meant to be together.”


    Marc saw the madness creeping in. “You’ve gone over the edge.”


    Kendle snorted. “Yeah, a year ago.” She lowered the gun, then holstered. “Actually, I finally feel sane for the first time since the war.” Light glinted off Marc’s ring as his hand inched toward his weapon, drawing her attention. Fury rushed from her. “You married her. How could you do that to me?!”


    Marc thought faster. “Don’t do this, Kendle. Call it off and we’ll forget about it.”


    Kendle’s face crunched up, illuminating her scars in the foggy glow from his belt light. “I never will.”


    Footsteps drew their attention. A flashlight bounced toward them.


    Sadie hurried across the bridge, missing the tension. “Thank God! I can’t find anyone. Adrian’s missing. So are Quinn and Joey, and the Eagles won’t let me into the tunnels to talk to Angela.”


    “She isn’t there.” Kendle motioned toward the dark island. “She’s walking into her destiny.”


    Sadie rubbed her face and yawned, still missing the vibes. “What does that mean?”


    Marc swallowed his panic. “You said I have two choices. Does one of them save her?”


    Kendle nodded. “Take over the camp, Marc. Install me as co-leader. Banish that bitch. We’ll stay here and just live. None of us have to go back and die for her plan.”


    Marc controlled his fury. “And the second choice?”


    “Ascend with me.” Kendle’s eyes lit up. “We’ll rule Earth from the Weigh Station while we search for the Creator. He can reset things and give me back my life.” She tried not to sob. “And Luke.”


    “What happens if I say no?”


    Kendle’s eyes glittered dangerously. “Then she dies, you die, I die, and so does your camp.”


    Sadie finally caught on. She tensed, mouth dropping open. “Are you threatening him?”


    “Shut up!”


    “You’re calling the UN?” Sadie pointed angrily. “You have no idea what you’re doing!”


    Marc glared. “Yes, she does. She’s squeezing me to get what she wants. She doesn’t think I’ll squeeze back.”


    “Need!” Kendle’s voice shook. “What I need. I can’t live without Luke and you.”


    Marc only saw one solution. He didn’t want to take it. “Please don’t do this.” He sent out a wave of need, sorry that he’d ever allowed her to join them. “We can go away together.”


    Kendle’s heart thumped. “You don’t mean it.”


    “I do.”


    “Just to save her!”


    “It’s also to save you.” Marc reached out. “Let me help you, baby.”


    Kendle shuddered as Marc’s hand ran up her arm, tracing her scars. “You can’t help me. No one can.”


    Marc opened his arms. “Let me try.”


    Kendle allowed him to embrace her, feeling the wind, the heat from his body, and the fear he was hiding. “You only have a few minutes left.” She hugged him tightly. “Please make the right choice.”


    Sadie backed away, feeling chaos about to happen. I need to go find Angela.


    Marc slowly lowered his head, lips pressing against Kendle’s for a brief instant of pain. I’m sorry. I never wanted it to come to this, but you’ve given me no other choice now.


    Kendle felt it coming and tried to pull away.


    Marc held her tightly and stepped off the bridge; the water swallowed them both.


    Kendle fired spells in panic as Marc’s hand closed around her throat. She screamed for Quinn to fire, but the water muffled her in every way.


    Sadie inched over to watch, horrified. He’s drowning her! Should I help? I know she’s bad, but… He’s drowning her!


    Marc stared into Kendle’s eyes as he held her under the water and squeezed.


    Bubbles rose to the surface in a furious spiral.


    Marc didn’t have to hold his breath. His demon did it for him. I’m a monster now. Angela was right–I don’t want to be this way.


    Kendle struggled to hold on, to think, to get through his mental shield, but his hand only squeezed tighter. He’s killing me!


    Kendle’s demon fled, abandoning her. She went limp as her air ran out. Tears burst from her eyes in red sprays.


    Marc tightened his grip again and mourned his fading humanity.


    Sadie was there to offer Marc a hand as he surfaced. She’d considered running, but she didn’t want to trigger his instinct to chase her.


    Marc drew in air, but he didn’t leave the water. He could feel Kendle trying to hang on. He held her under the salt water until urine and bits of feces floated up around his legs, proving she was gone.


    Marc finally let go of her. I may never recover.


    Sadie retreated as Marc hefted himself from the water and stood. His eyes landed on her and lit up red again.


    Sadie turned to run.


    Marc snagged her arm and jerked her backward. His hand went around her throat. “Where are they?!”


    “I don’t know!” Sadie sucked in air, not struggling. “I woke and everyone was gone!”


    Marc wanted to finish her off too. He was sick of threats from people who were supposed to be on their side, but he was also heartsick at what he’d done.


    Sadie felt his pain. Her eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry for your loss.”


    Marc let go of his grip on her throat, but not her arm. “Tell me everything you know, everything you heard, saw.”


    Sadie started babbling. “I didn’t see anything! I don’t know anything! All I heard was…” Her eyes widened. “She said she had the perfect carrot for his stick.” Sadie groaned, heart thudding against her chest. “They thought I was sleeping.”


    Marc dug in her mind for the memory.


     


    Adrian felt Conner watching him and fought not to look. I miss that kid.


    Kendle nodded. “Me too. But he’s a lot different than you.”


    Adrian grunted. “Good.”


    Kendle shrugged. “Right now, sure. Later? Who knows? We may need another you.”


    Adrian stilled, mind spinning back up with the plots and schemes he’d paused and tried to forget about. “That’s almost possible, but I’d have to have an extraordinary reason to become that hard, selfish bastard again.”


    Kendle was encouraged. “If I come up with something, should I let you know?”


    Adrian wanted to tell her no, that he could tolerate three years of this to get a few legal, ethical weeks or months with Angie later. But I can’t. He sighed. “Yes. But it can’t work if any of us die, so don’t go there or I’m out.”


    Time slowed as Kendle turned to look at him. “Not even if it’s Marc?”


    Adrian frowned at her, eyes narrowing against the sun and the sudden tension. “You wouldn’t do that.”


    Kendle stared back, not hiding anything. “What if we ascended?”


    Adrian opened his mouth to tell her to go away before she got them both killed.


    Adrian returned to watching Safe Haven. “If you make that plan, and I’m not saying you should, be incredibly detailed. Don’t miss a single tiny thing. She won’t forgive and forget even once more. She’ll give Marc the order and both our heads will be on pikes.”


    Either way, my torment will end. Kendle let out a satisfied sigh as time picked back up. “The future just shifted again. Did you feel it?”


    Adrian nodded. He’d also felt it slow. I just chose a different path. Now we’ll all pay for it. “Get out of my sight for a while. I hate your guts right now.”


    Kendle understood. She got up and walked toward the trees, not offended. She couldn’t resist a parting blow, however. “It didn’t take much to turn you.”


    Adrian felt the evil inside stir. He grunted, letting it wake this time. “It never does. I’m a Mitchel.”


     


    Marc let go of Sadie and stormed toward the beach, leaving Kendle’s body in the water and Sadie on her knees, crying gratefully that he hadn’t killed her too. It’s always Adrian. It’s always been Adrian. And this is the last time we’ll ever go through it. I’ll see to that right now.


    Marc sealed the new hole in his heart by filling it with anger and vengeance. I’m coming for you and I won’t be stopped.
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    “Stop. Don’t move.”


    Angela slowly woke, groaning. Her hand went to her head and came away red. She stared at the tacky stain in confusion. “What happened?”


    Stanley put a hand on her arm to keep her from rising. “You got shot. I dragged you over here and put on a bandage.”


    Angela peered at the thin, bare-chested male. “Shot?”


    Stanley looked over the thick fallen tree where they were taking cover. “Someone shoots every time I try to go for help. We’re trapped.”


    Angela pointed. “You have a radio.”


    Stanley frowned. “We can’t make calls.”


    “Says who?”


    “You. It will give us away.”


    Angela struggled to clear her mind of the cobwebs and fuzz. “Do you have water?”


    Stanley shook his head. “We didn’t bring a canteen. My kit was low and you didn’t bring yours. I used my shirt for your leg.”


    Angela peered through the growing darkness. “I was shot?”


    Stanley slid his hand to her cheek. “Are you okay? Did I give you too much painkiller?”


    Angela smiled. “I get it. That’s why it doesn’t hurt.”


    Stanley wasn’t sure why she was acting strange. “We’re in trouble here, boss. We need help.”


    She peered through the fog. “Did you say someone shot me?”


    Stanley didn’t know what to do. He stayed close to her and hoped someone smarter showed up soon.


    “You are smart. You took care of me.” She grinned. “Hey! I read your mind. That’s cool!”


    Stanley began to understand she wasn’t well. “We need to get you back to camp.”


    “It’s dark.” Angela rubbed her arms, shivering. “And cold.”


    Stanley gave her an apologetic look. “I don’t have a jacket with me or I’d give it to you.”


    “I’ll be fine.” Angela brushed a spider from her leg, eyeing the bandage. “Am I still bleeding?”


    “I think so, but the bullet went straight through.” Stanley wasn’t sure what to do. “Can you call for Marc?”


    “Who?”


    Bang! Wood chips flew over both of them as another bullet hit the tree trunk by her shoulder.


    Stanley tugged her down lower.


    “I hear someone calling for me. In my mind. Should I answer them?”


    Stanley hesitated. “It might be whoever’s shooting at us, trying to trick you.”


    “You don’t hear them?”


    Stanley shook his head. “I don’t hear anything but bugs.” He offered her a hand. “Maybe we can sneak through the trees now that it’s dark.”


    Angela tried to stand. “Let’s go to your camp. I’m ready.” She fell backward and slumped against the log.


    Stanley checked to be sure she was covered by the tree. Then he reluctantly took the gun from his holster. “I’ll protect you. Even if it means my life.”
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    “I hear someone coming.”


    Adrian patted the boy’s leg. “It’s one of ours.” He’d caught the worried thoughts too.


    Joey held tight to Adrian’s back, not enjoying the ride like he usually did. “Can we go to the bunker and play soon?”


    “Maybe.” Adrian stopped near the collapsed barn, scanning. He was getting signatures, but none of them were Kendle. They hadn’t made any repairs to the town in anticipation of this battle. Adrian assumed that would change after they won. I hope I’m here to watch it grow into the glorious city it was meant to be.


    Charlie came from the tree line and spotted Adrian. Relief let him smile and greet the man like a friend. “Hi! I was hoping you’d be up here. I went to the bunkers first, but they were empty. I need to talk to Tracy. Will you pass a message for me?”


    Adrian stared in confusion. “What?”


    “I walked Ducie with the Eagles and then came back, hoping Tracy had changed her mind, but mom said to give her more time.” Charlie gestured toward the bunkers. “I gave her two full weeks, but enough is enough. I want to know what she’s doing, and that she’s okay.”


    Adrian realized Marc hadn’t handled it. “Your dad was supposed to cover this.”


    Charlie paused near them. “Cover what?”


    Adrian shook his head in annoyance. “Figures.” He drew in a breath and braced for a tirade. “Tracy isn’t with us. She hasn’t been.”


    “What are you talking about? She said she was going to stay with you, and I told you what to do.”


    “Your dad said he had it covered, Charlie. I haven’t seen Tracy.”


    Charlie stared with bloodshot eyes. “What?”


    Adrian realized the teenager did love Tracy. I thought it was just the sex and then duty.


    Charlie snorted harshly. “That’s what everyone thinks. Where is she?”


    “I don’t know. I haven’t seen her.”


    Fear pushed into Charlie’s mind. “Since when?”


    “Since she refused to marry you.”


    Charlie was horrified. “That was weeks ago!”


    Adrian let Joey down, hoping this didn’t get any uglier. “I assumed she was with you guys.”


    “She’s gone!” Charlie scanned the island and didn’t find her. He opened his mental door to use their personal connection.


    “Don’t. You’ll give us away and blow your dad’s plan.”


    Charlie kicked at a pile of debris that hadn’t been removed. Charred sticks smacked into Adrian’s leg. “She’s been taken! I have to negotiate for her release!”


    “Don’t. Let your dad handle it.”


    Charlie ignored him. He shoved energy into that special door.


    Adrian brought up his shield around Charlie, hoping that would hold it in.


    Charlie glared. “Let me go.”


    “I can’t. You’re going to get us all killed.”


    “I don’t care!” Charlie broke. “She’s out there alone! Or she was taken!”


    “You don’t know that.”


    “Then where is she?!”


    “I don’t know. We’ll talk to your dad as soon as he gets back.”


    “Let me go! I have to find her!”


    Adrian kept his shield around the frantic teen, not sure what to do now.


    Joey smiled at them. “Maybe he needs a nap.”


    “Shut up, you little shit!” Charlie beat against the shield. “Let me out!”


    Adrian lowered the shield and immediately fired his strongest sleep spell.


    Charlie dropped to the ground, body and mind relaxing.


    Marc came running through the fog behind them.


    Joey smiled again as he spotted the man.


    Marc saw Charlie on the ground and ran faster. “I’ll kill you!”


    Adrian saw Marc’s bright red eyes and understood mortal danger was running his way. Adrian didn’t have time to explain. All he could do was bring up his shield and try to hold it as Marc’s fury surrounded him.


    Joey ran by, slapping Marc on the arm. “Stop it!”


    Marc didn’t notice. He and his demon merged, pressing against Adrian’s shield. Marc’s water-wrinkled hand came up… It punched through the shield.


    Adrian strained, shocked. No one gets through!


    Marc’s other hand came through. He reached for Adrian’s neck.


    Adrian staggered, shield falling.


    Marc grabbed for his gun. “Head shot this time.”


    Bang!


    The loud crack of a rifle nearby spun Marc around, hand pausing. “Who’s shooting?”


    Adrian brought his shield back up as a new wave of terror entered his heart. “I had Angela on my grid. Now she’s gone.”


    “This is all your fault!”


    “I don’t even know what’s happening!”


    Marc heard voices. A second later, Adrian’s radio lit up.


    “I shot Angela. She’s lying on the airstrip. You guys should all come help her.”


    Adrian’s mouth dropped open. “That’s Quinn!”


    Marc realized his mistake too late. He took off toward the airstrip.


    Kenn’s group came through the jungle and saw Marc running toward the cliff.


    “Wait! It’s a trap!”


    Marc knew, but it didn’t matter. She’s hurt! “And she’s pregnant!”


    “Damn.” Kenn tried to keep up with Marc, but he lost him in the fog now layering the island. “Wait up!”


    The rest of the team joined the run through the jungle, hoping fate was kinder to the couple this time.


    Adrian stayed with Charlie, protecting the sleeping boy. He wanted to go with Marc, but in his current state, Marc couldn’t be trusted to do anything but lash out at anyone in his path. If Angela died, Marc might flip out and kill them all.


    “He might do that even if she lives.” Adrian had caught Marc’s torment and the recent memories that were causing it. “I can’t believe Kendle’s gone and he did it.”


    Adrian looked around, realizing someone else was missing. “Where’s Joey?”


    Even the bugs went quiet this time.
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    “He’s coming! He’s coming!” Joey ran to the shed and darted inside the open door. He slammed it shut, ignoring the woman crouched in the rear of the shed. “He’s almost here!”


    Quinn was ready. “Did you tag him?”


    Joey nodded. “He has a green arm. The Eagles patches are yellow. Look for green.” Joey’s orders for this battle were long gone. He hadn’t cared that Angela had told him to help the other kids if the island was overrun. He and Quinn had bonded hard and fast while he lived with them.


    In the other corner, Francesca tensed but remained quiet like Quinn had told her to do. She was his spotter if he needed it.


    Quinn motioned at the child. “You should go.”


    Joey crouched. “It’s not safe out there.”


    “It might not be safe in here either, kid. After I kill him, they’ll know where I am.”


    Joey stayed where he was.


    Quinn shrugged. “Where’s Kendle? Is she with him? She didn’t call on time.”


    “I think he killed her.”


    Quinn’s fury took over his mind. Kendle!


    There was no answer.


    Francesca was suddenly terrified. If Marc killed Kendle, who he loves, I’m a dead woman as soon as he sees me here and understands Quinn and Kendle hid me. Francesca’s clean hair and clean clothes were more proof that she’d had help.


    Joey pointed toward the jungle. “Here they come!”


    Francesca ran for the door and jerked it open. “I’m sorry! Don’t kill me!”


    She ran out and went toward the group she could hear pounding closer. “Don’t shoot!”


    “Quitter.” Quinn inhaled and aimed at the shadows emerging from the fog. “They won’t get a happily ever after, Kendle. I promise.”


    Joey put his fingers in his ears, eager for this to be over. Adrian and Angela will be my parents as soon as Marc dies.


    Quinn saw a pale green flash and narrowed in. He pulled the trigger lovingly.


    Bang!


    The body fell to the dirt, creating fresh panic in the Eagles who didn’t know where the shot had come from.


    “Get down!”


    “Spread out!”


    “Man down!”


    “Find the blind!”


    “He shot Marc!”


    “Direct hit!” Quinn danced in a circle in the shadowy shed. “I got him with one shot. Marc’s dead!”
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    Kenn rolled the body over, drawing energy to try healing even though he knew it had been a kill shot.


    Blood poured from the hole in the thin woman’s head. It ran through her blonde hair and puddled in the dirt.


    Kenn stared. Woman?


    “That’s not Marc.” Chad was also stunned. “Who is that?”


    Bang! A slug hit the ground near Kenn’s boot.


    “Where did it come from?” Kenn crouched over the body, refusing to feel anything yet. Getting rid of their sniper had to come first. “Do you see anything?”


    “No.” Chad swept the darkness around the airstrip. The jungle was alive with noisy bugs and nocturnal animals in search of a meal. No one wanted to be out here right now. “But if it were me, I’d get away from all the bugs and animals. I’d want a roof and walls.”


    There was only one structure up here. Everyone narrowed in on the shed.


    “I saw a shadow.” Kenn pointed. “Surround and break it down?”


    Morgan shook his head. “Quinn’s too good with that rifle.”


    “What if he can’t shoot?” Chad gestured, hoping they could all see it. “You guys can bring up a layer of shields around it.”


    Kenn nodded. “We need to get closer.”


    Chad dropped to his knees and began to scoot through the thin foliage lining the airstrip.


    Bang! The bullet plunged into the ground near his head.


    Chad flinched and rolled, not stopping until he felt the cover of the weeds.


    Kenn and the others scattered, leaving the bleeding body.


    “I see someone.” Morgan pointed, keeping his hand low to avoid drawing fire.


    Chad frowned. “It looks like…Marc.” He scanned the body and then the man running furiously through the fog toward the shed. “How’s that possible?”


    “Don’t know, don’t care.” Morgan brought up his shield and got to his feet. “Let’s go help.”


    Everyone was relieved to discover that it was Marc, but they were also concerned. The waves of fury and madness were impossible to miss.


    “I say we stay here and let him handle it.”


    Kenn shook his head at Chad. “That’s not who we are. Let’s go.” He followed Morgan, hoping it was the right call. If Marc had snapped, no one would be able to handle him.


    “Hey!” Stanley waved one of his socks, hoping Kenn saw it. “I need help over here!”


    “That’s Stanley!”


    “Where’s the boss?”


    Bang!


    The sock flew from Stanley’s hand and stuck to the tree behind him.


    Stanley and the others dropped again.


    Marc kept going, finally narrowing the sniper’s location by the rifle flash. He strengthened his shield as Quinn opened fire, unloading bullet after bullet.


    Quinn panicked as he recognized Marc. “I killed you!”


    He missed the two last shots and then Marc was at the door, kicking it down, forcing it open, rushing in with all the fury in his heart.


    Kenn turned away as Quinn’s screams started. He went to help Stanley.


    The other Eagles also stayed back, even when smoke began rolling from the shed.


    A small shadow darted out. The child ran toward Stanley.


    Chad lowered his gun. “It’s Joey.”


    The Eagles scanned again, realizing there were other people around the edge of the airstrip.


    “Is that Francesca hiding in the weeds?”


    Kenn nodded. “Arrest her–Marc’s orders.”


    Chad moved that way.


    Francesca saw him coming. She ran into the jungle.


    “Stop!” Chad followed, furious. “I’m not the one you have to worry about. Come back here!”


    “Leave me alone!” Francesca tripped, sliding toward the alligators trying to sleep through all the noise.


    Chad slid to a halt, paling at the fresh screams and grunts. “Damn. I told her to stop.”


    The disgusted man returned to the smoky airstrip, shaking his head at Kenn. “She didn’t make it.”


    Kenn didn’t care. “Angela’s over here. She’s been shot.”


    Eagles hurried that way with their kits.


    Kenn handed Stanley a shirt from his kit, nodding to the man who was covered in small red welts from the bugs and spiders. “Great job, Eagle.”


    Stanley donned it gratefully, fighting the need to itch his skin until it shredded under his fingernails. “I’m not really an Eagle.”


    “You are now.” Morgan injected antibiotics into Angela’s thigh, glad the wound wasn’t worse. “She’ll live. It’s a flesh wound. He used her to make a honey pot.”


    Quinn let out a last ugly shriek and then fell silent. Flames rolled from the shed.


    Marc stepped out, covered in blood and satisfaction. He waved off the men who would have tried to extinguish the fire. “Let it burn to the ground.”


    Chad took a post nearby to make sure it didn’t spread. He doubted it would. The fog was damp and thickening, but he also didn’t want to follow Marc while he was upset.


    “Who’s on the ground?” Stanley had been sure Marc was dead. “I saw him get hit.”


    “We all did, but it wasn’t him.” Chad motioned. “Whoever it is, they have fluorescent smears from the 4 o’clock flowers over there. I’d guess they were hiding in them.”


    Joey approached them, blocking his thoughts and his disappointment at how things had turned out. “Is she okay?”


    Marc knelt by Angela and got ready to heal her. “She will be.”


    “Good.” Joey slid closer, hand in his pocket.


    Marc checked her injury and tried to calm down. “It’s not bad.”


    Stanley opened his mouth to tell Marc she hadn’t remembered anything when she woke the first time. He saw Joey’s hand come out. Metal glinted in the light of the fire.


    “No!” Stanley dove in front of Marc.


    The knife slid into his side, stealing his breath.


    Marc grabbed the child. “Stop!”


    Joey held on, stabbing Marc in the arm, the shoulder, his hip. “Die! Die!”


    The Eagles tried to help, but Joey brought a shield up around him and Marc.


    “His gifts popped!”


    Marc forced his own shield up and expanded it, breaking Joey’s hold.


    “No!” Magic flew through the air, slamming into trees and the ground as the furious child gave it everything he had.


    Marc blasted the boy with a sleep spell that didn’t work.


    Joey stabbed again, aiming for Marc’s throat.


    Marc swung them around, nearing the cliff edge.


    Joey stabbed yet again, little eyes blazing red. “My dad wants you in Hell!”


    Soul screaming at the unfairness of his life, Marc tossed the boy off the cliff. “I banish you to Hell in place of your father!”


    Joey’s body collapsed into bones as he fell; they shattered against the rocks below and crumbled into dust.


    Marc stood there, looking down. I killed a kid. I’m evil.


    Kenn slowly approached the dangerous byzan male. He didn’t speak yet, but he drew in a breath and put a hand on Marc’s bloody shoulder.


    Marc’s heart thudded. I could end it all right now. No more pain, no more survival actions that crush my soul. All I have to do is take two steps.


    His foot inched forward.


    “Will you be my best man?”


    Marc was jarred out of his horror. “What?”


    Kenn’s grip tightened briefly. “I need a best man for my wedding. I picked you.”


    Marc snorted out bitterness and surprise. “Why?!”


    “Because I need you there. We all need you.”


    “For what? To kill those you can’t?”


    “Yes.” They’d all known Joey was like his father, but none of them could remove the little boy.


    Marc hated fate. He hated his life and all of the choices that had brought him to this moment. He also began to calm. His eyes faded to miserable blue. “I’ll carry the stain forever.”


    Kenn nodded. “I know what that’s like.”


    Marc shuddered. “How do you live with yourself?”


    Kenn gave a small, unhappy smile. “I’m a selfish bastard. I refuse to think about the wrongs now. It gets me through most of the time.”


    “And when it doesn’t?”


    Kenn gripped Marc’s shoulder again. “I lean on the Eagles, Tonya, Angela, or anyone else I need to. I’ve been told that’s what we’re all here for–to help each other survive.”


    Marc’s sorrow sprang out, bringing tears to his eyes. “I didn’t want to do it–any of it.”


    Kenn tugged. “I know. Come here, Marine. Lean on your teammate. God knows we’ve leaned on you enough.”


    Marc let Kenn hold him while he sobbed. I killed them both. This pain will never leave me now.


    More steps echoed through the darkness. Eagles turned to confront them.


    “It’s just us.” Brittani hurried forward, carrying a folded stretcher.


    Behind her, Trinity and Jayda were carrying another stretcher and several medical bags.


    “Wade and Neil said you need this stuff.” Brittani glanced at Angela’s bloody form, Stanley’s gasping face as Morgan stopped the bleeding, then the body on the airstrip. “Is Angela okay?”


    Chad took the stretcher from her and began unfolding it. “Marc and Morgan said she’ll be fine.”


    Brittani spotted Marc and Kenn. She frowned. “What’s going on there?”


    No one answered.


    Brittani pulled it from their thoughts. “That’s awful.”


    Everyone nodded.


    Trinity joined them, dropping the bags. She grimaced at the sights and smells. The flashlights were showing more than she wanted to see. “I’ll ask Marc if he needs anything.”


    Chad started to tell her it wasn’t a good idea, then decided she should know that. He unfolded the sheet they’d brought for the stretcher while the Eagles lifted Stanley onto it.


    Morgan lifted Angela carefully onto the other stretcher. The Eagles stood guard and watched the shed burn. They also kept track of Marc and Kenn, not sure what would happen next.


    Brittani hated to be the one to say it, but there wasn’t a choice. “We have other problems to handle.”


    Morgan shrugged, arranging Angela’s arms so they could fasten the straps. “Give him a few more minutes.”


    Trinity stopped a few feet away from Marc and Kenn, glad to be out of the tunnels but unhappy that it was dark, foggy, and crowded up here. She was pissed that Neil hadn’t let her come alone. He’d insisted that they needed Brittani. Don’t know what for. She didn’t do anything but carry a load, same as me.


    Kenn glared at her over Marc’s shaking, bloody shoulder. “Get me a medic kit.”


    Trinity held up the one she’d brought.


    Kenn snatched it from her and led Marc toward the medics. “Come on. Let’s get you patched up.”


    Trinity stayed there, glaring and feeling spiteful. Too bad Kenn didn’t get shot.


    Trinity missed the stiffening shoulders and disapproving glowers. She stared over the cliff, seeing nothing through the darkness. I don’t understand why everyone’s upset. Angela’s alive and so is Marc. The losses were insignificant.


    Trinity turned to rejoin the group. Her foot slipped in the loose, bloody gravel. She fell toward the edge as a shout of panic ripped from her lips. “Help!”


    Brittani flew toward the cliff with the others and got there first. She dropped and slid the last few feet, arms outstretched to catch Trinity as she fell.


    Trinity grabbed her hand. “Don’t let go! Don’t let go!”


    Brittani pulled. Eagles grabbed arms and even hair to help, annoyed with the woman.


    Trinity crawled up the side as they pulled, humiliation spreading.


    Brittani yanked hard. She helped Trinity stand, relieved. She waited for the magic words while she caught her breath.


    Trinity couldn’t take it. Terror and rage exploded in her brain, preventing rational thought. She shoved Brittani toward the edge, no longer caring who saw her.


    Brittani ducked and spun.


    Chad pushed Trinity as hard as he could, sending her over the edge. Her scream echoed for a long second before it cut off abruptly.


    Brittani stared at Chad.


    Chad shrugged. “She slipped. It happens when you’re useless.”


    Brittani wasn’t sure if she was okay with it even though the woman had tried to kill her.


    Chad gently took her arm and led her away toward the shocked group watching them. “It was faster than the hanging she would have gotten for attempted murder.”


    Brittani was forced to accept that. She pulled away and walked next to Kenn. She didn’t talk to any of them.


    Trinity’s fast death snapped Marc back into reality. He scrubbed his face with his wet shirt, making his mind shove the ugliness into his crypt. Now I know how Angie feels.


    Kenn nodded. “But you’re alive and so is she. Hold onto that.”


    Marc walked beside the gurney, trying to focus. “We need to get ready. The UN troops are on the way here. In three hours, this island will be crawling with the enemy, sooner than we planned.”


    Kenn thought of Trinity, Joey, and Francesca. “We don’t need outside help. We’ve got it covered right here.”


    Morgan swept the scene, and then the burning shed. The fog was already killing the flames and there wasn’t any wind. “Gather it all and head back.” He gestured. “I want that body too.”


    Eagles nodded, going to collect the woman who’d died in place of Marc. Everyone wanted to know if she’d been a good guy or a killer caught by accident.


    “Someone go get Adrian and Sadie.” Marc kept walking, forcing his mind to handle things instead of breaking down again. “They’re with Charlie. I want all of them in the tunnels so they can’t be used against us.”


    “I’ll do it.” Brittani took off running toward the town before anyone could protest.


    Chad stared after her in concern.


    Morgan gestured. “Eagle escort for the boss’s son.”


    Chad took off. “Wait up, Britt.”


    Stanley tried not to cry as the pain in his side increased from the moving gurney. “I don’t understand. What made Joey do that?”


    “His father.” Marc hoped speaking about it might help him let it go. Or at least let me block it after this, like Kenn said. “Angela thought Joel would be trapped in hell. It was a big mistake, but she didn’t know how else to defeat him because he was more powerful than her. We never considered Joey a real threat. His orders were to help the other kids here if things went wrong. That’s what all of their envelopes say. None of them are supposed to fight this time unless we lose, and then they’re going to stay together and run for their lives.”


    Marc made himself keep talking. “A couple of weeks ago, we began to suspect Kendle made a deal with him. We assumed Joel wanted Angela in hell to torture. I think Joel was supposed to refuse our souls and send us to the Weigh Station together.”


    Stanley struggled to keep up. “What happened two weeks ago?”


    “Angela figured out her mistake when Joey tricked her. She realized his father had done the same and Joel held all the power of hell. And she knew who he’d target first–her biggest enemy. She needed to find a replacement for him, but all the descendants we have are special, good. They don’t deserve it.” Marc wiped blood from Angela’s arm as they walked. “I think she decided to sacrifice herself. That’s why she went out.”


    “But I stopped her from dying.”


    “And I’m grateful, Stanley. You were the wildcard this time.” Marc fell silent, mind going to the woman whose body was feeding the fish in their small bay.


    Kenn had questions. “How did Quinn plan this without anyone knowing?”


    “Invisible, like the kid, though we knew he would pop at some point because of who his father was.” Morgan shrugged. “That’s what I’m assuming anyway.”


    “That’s what bothered us about the conversations we heard!”


    Morgan nodded. “Quinn was planning the murders even then.”


    Marc shook his head when others would have asked more questions. “Later. We need to get back to the tunnels and prepare.” He reluctantly switched on his radio.


    “We know where they are!”


    “Safe Haven surfaced!”


    “Clear this channel for orders!”


    Marc turned it off, shaking his head. “Pass out the extra mags.” They’d been hoping the UN troops would spend all night on Henderson, fighting and killing each other. The cut would have helped them with the coming battle.


    “What about our ships?” Stanley held in a groan. “I can walk. You guys can go help them.”


    “It’s covered.” Marc’s curt tone stopped the conversation. No one spoke again until they reached the tunnels.
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    Wade opened the hatch and held it as their injured people were brought down.


    Eagles and camp members crowded around them, angry that Angela had been hurt again.


    “What happened?”


    “Is she okay?”


    “Who shot her?”


    “Make room!” Morgan wasn’t in any mood to answer their questions. “Get to your spots!”


    Marc carried Angela. He held her while a clean stretcher was set up, then he got her on it, wishing she would wake up and take over so he could be alone in his head until the fight started.


    Cate and Cody ran over to him. Cate wrapped her arms around Marc’s waist. “Thank you!”


    Marc returned Cate’s hug, smearing her with drying blood from his hands. “I’m sorry I didn’t see it.”


    Cate hugged him tighter. “It’s okay. Joey’s sorry too.”


    Marc tensed. “When did you talk to him?”


    “A few minutes ago. We’re still friends. He said he’s gonna watch over me now.”


    “That’s more bad news.”


    Cate shook her head, smiling. “He was tired of being alone with no one to love him. He asked me to forgive him. I did. We’ll always be friends now.”


    Marc remembered what Angela had told him about the first king’s desire. “We need to find a way to get people to love him down there so he doesn’t take his father’s place in the hatred too.”


    Cate let go. “I’ll help him. He’s my bestest friend.”


    Marc stored that information for later. There wasn’t time to go over it right now. He gestured. “We need her awake. See what you can do.”


    Morgan came over with his bag.


    Wade frowned at the sight of Brittani and Chad bringing Charlie’s body down. Adrian and Sadie were in the rear of that group.


    Marc waved. “Let them in and then seal it all up. I want tripled guards at each entrance. Get it all set up like we planned. This island is about to get crowded. I don’t want a single combatant down here.”


    Sadie smiled at the people who glared. She was thrilled to be here where it was safer. She didn’t care that they were unhappy about it. She’d found Adrian and Charlie in the town and stayed with them, terrified that Marc would come back and kill her.


    She sank down in the corner next to Panaji and leaned her head against the cool dirt wall.


    Panaji didn’t hate her like the others. I think she’s beautiful.


    Sadie blushed, grinning. “Right back at ya.”


    Adrian came down the ladder and went to Marc.


    Marc nodded toward Morgan. “Help him and be quiet. I don’t want to hear your voice at all.”


    Adrian did, locking down on his questions and thoughts.


    Morgan glanced at Harry. “You good there?”


    Harry sighed, opening sutures. “I’m good. Stanley isn’t. He’s losing a lot of blood. That kid might have nicked an artery.”


    People stared in surprise.


    Harry frowned, wiping away blood to view the hole. “What?”


    Morgan grinned at him. How does it feel to be one of us?


    Harry realized he’d read their thoughts about what had happened. He brightened. “Well, let’s see if I can really heal them now.”


    Magic flowed through the tunnels, bringing peace and excitement in equal measures. Another descendant had joined their ranks in time for the fight. The tunnels were stocked with supplies and food, and the hatches were welded shut except for the three they’d chosen to use. Those hatches would now be sealed while they waited for the enemy to arrive.


    Kenn waved away a gnat, hating the dirt under his feet. If we lose, we’ll already be in the ground. No need to dig graves. “What happened to Charlie?”


    “Sleep spell.” Morgan retreated as the boy twitched. “It’s wearing off. Move back; give him room.”


    Charlie groaned as he woke. He struggled, not sure where he was.


    “Be still.” Brittani had put him on the floor by Angela’s stretcher. She glared at Chad.


    Chad shut his mouth on the question.


    “I’m fine.” She went to the corner where she’d spent most of the last few days.


    Chad shrugged. “Just trying to help.”


    “You’ve helped enough!”


    Camp members wanted to know what had happened there too, but her curt words prevented it.


    The descendants scanned thoughts to find out everything that had happened.


    Marc glared around the room. “We don’t have time for any more drama.”


    “Then tell us what happened.” Ralph wasn’t scared of Marc. “Angela would update us.”


    Marc sighed, misery coming into his tone. “We lost people–Francesca, Quinn, Joey, Trinity…and Kendle.” Marc refused to say more or think about it.


    Ralph wasn’t happy. “Why didn’t Angela or Cate tell anyone Joey charmed her?”


    Morgan shrugged. “I think she chose to use it to save Marc’s life.”


    “Kendle’s dead? And Joey?” Adrian was shocked and crushed. I knew the kid was bad inside. He blasted me with his emotions whenever he could so I couldn’t make a plan to remove him. And I still came to love him. Pain sank into his heart. She said she would make sure I suffered.


    “And she has. Awesome.” Charlie was elated by all of it. He smiled tiredly at his dad. “Now Kendle can’t come between you guys anymore. Good work.”


    Marc didn’t answer.


    Charlie remembered why he’d been topside and frowned. “Tracy’s a prisoner! You have to call them and negotiate for her return.”


    Kenn glowered at the teenager. “And who do you suggest we offer in that trade? Your mom?”


    “Of course not!”


    “Then who?”


    Charlie struggled to find an answer, but he couldn’t think of anyone else in Safe Haven they needed to get rid of now that Kendle was gone. “Uh… Adrian!”


    Marc forced himself to handle one last personal drama. “Tracy left the island. She made me promise no one would be allowed to hunt her down, including you.”


    “She’s pregnant! She can’t be alone!”


    Marc was out of patience. The truth flew from his mouth. “This is the line of good and bad, Charlie. Are you a grieving father or a dangerous stalker who can’t let her go?”


    Charlie didn’t want to be like Kenn. It was one of his biggest fears because of how he’d been raised. “Do you promise she’s okay?”


    “I do.”


    “Is she still pregnant?”


    “I have no idea.”


    Charlie tried hard to give the right answer. “I’ll leave her alone. But will I ever see her again? Or the baby?”


    Marc sighed. “That has not been revealed. Now get your head on straight or you won’t survive to find out. Hundreds of killers are headed our way. Be glad she’s not here. If this goes bad, she might be the only survivor from our camp.”


    



     

  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-Six


    I Lied


    Henderson Island
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    “I shot Angela. She’s lying on the airstrip. You guys should all come help her.”


    Kyle and the other Eagles tensed, quieting, while the rest of the fighters and trackers went crazy. The radio call had been caught by most of them. I guess turning off our radios didn’t matter. It would have helped to know Quinn was a traitor. Kyle switched his radio on and moved closer to Cerise, hoping for an update, but the channel was flooded with replies.


    “We know where they are!”


    “Safe Haven surfaced!”


    “We’re on the way!”


    “Kill her now!”


    “Clear this channel for orders!”


    “Get to the transports!”


    “Fire on Pitcairn, Miles! Fire!”


    The radios slowly cleared as everyone waited for the captain of the submarine to acknowledge Haussler’s order.


    Cerise took the opportunity and keyed her radio. “Miles, blow up the flagship.”


    Trackers and hunters turned toward her in shock, but only a couple of them thought to challenge her.


    Eagles quickly handled those few with knives and fast gunshots.


    “Miles is a little busy being dead, but I’d be happy to follow your orders.” Greg’s smiling voice came through their radios loud and clear. “One torpedo, coming up.”


    “Traitor! Kill the traitor!” Haussler’s voice was panicked. It sounded like he was running. “Kill her now!”


    Cerise tried to use her charms, but she was knackered. The thin waves of power were no match for hundreds of very awake, very angry men and women. They rushed toward her, drawing weapons and gathering power.


    The Eagles brought up shields over her and themselves, not fighting back yet. Everyone flashed back to the naval station as the crowd began fighting each other to reach the target.


    Kyle put a hand on Cerise’s tense shoulder. “How many of them do you want to save?”


    Cerise shook him off. “That’s not my call.”


    “My boss said it is. Decide now–do they all die?”


    Cerise shut her eyes so she couldn’t see the ugliness happening all around them. “Not all of them are bad.”


    “So you’d save some?”


    “Yes.”


    Kyle held up a hand. “In three, two, one… Now!”


    The Eagles all hit codes on their wrist watches. Gas pods broke open all over the island. Bright green mist flowed out across the terrain.


    “Run!”


    “The pirates are here!”


    A few dozen of the fighters and trackers brought up shields, scanning wildly for their other enemy. The rest ignored the gas and continued attacking the layered shields over the Eagles.


    Goldie added his shield to theirs, but he stayed back from the strangers, not sure who he could trust.


    Ka-blam!


    Cerise watched the fighters and trackers, scanning for the few who might be able to get through the shield. She also swept the distance, where a huge fireball was now lighting up the night.


    “That was the flagship!”


    “Director Haussler and Miles are dead!”


    “We’re free now!”


    More fighters and trackers stopped attacking. Many of them ran for the beach, hoping to snag a ship out of here.


    “The ships are leaving.” Kyle could hear the anchors being lifted and the shouts of commanders getting their hirelings to set sail.


    Another torpedo flew out of the water and slammed into the side of the burning flagship as the bridge crew jumped overboard. It exploded into fiery pieces and began to sink. The ship next to it caught fire from the flaming debris.


    “They aren’t leaving. They’re heading for our island.” Ray was keeping track of the progress.


    “Some of them are.” Zack pointed to where a dozen ships were sailing away from them.


    Ray nodded. “And the rest are headed to Pitcairn anyway.”


    Zack felt his energy starting to run low. “Marc will handle them. We’ve got our own issues right here.”


    All of them were tiring. Holding layered shields over themselves was easy. Keeping them up against the fists, knives, and bullets was much harder, especially after spending all afternoon fighting and killing. All the Eagles had participated in the matchups.


    Radios lit up again with Jennifer’s firm young voice. “Safe Haven is now open to survivors. Stay in the bay and wait to be evaluated. If you step onto our island at all, you will be removed.”


    Cerise frowned. “I really hate that kid.”


    Kyle laughed. “I’ll let her know. She loves getting under your skin with just words.”


    Cerise realized Kyle knew the teenager. “Friend of yours?”


    Kyle grunted, starting to strain. “You could say that.”


    “Boss…” Ray let go. His shield vanished, taking away a layer.


    “Just like we trained, Eagles.” Kyle held up a hand. “And go!”


    Cerise and Goldie flinched as the shields dropped and a crowd of killers rushed forward.


    “Now!” Kyle brought his shield back up as he stabbed out, slicing open a man’s stomach as he grabbed the woman next to him and inhaled.


    Cerise and Goldie were stunned to see the Eagles consuming lifeforces. The UN had forbidden them that way to refuel, even during a fight.


    The other trackers and fighters were also shocked. Dozens more took off toward the beach, giving up.


    “Shields up!”


    Eagles groaned and moaned, fighting and sucking. Fresh strength flowed, adding new layers to their shields.


    The remaining fighters and trackers were smarter than the people Safe Haven had faced at the naval station. They saw what was happening and understood they couldn’t win this way. More of them stopped fighting and went to the beach to catch a ship heading for Pitcairn. These Eagles weren’t the target anyway.


    Cerise kept her shield up and waited, unwilling to take lifeforces. I’m already too powerful.


    Goldie joined the Eagles, sucking them down like a lizard during a bug storm.


    “This isn’t enough.” Kyle belched, staggering at the influx of power from the lifeforces. He struggled to hold his shield and assimilate the energy. “Stage two!”


    All the Eagles pushed their buttons again.


    Explosions lit up the night.


    Cerise watched in horror as trackers and fighters began to blow up. “You put explosives on them?”


    “Personal incendiary devices. Our boss didn’t want to use them. The Eagles insisted.”


    Cerise winced as gore splattered over the shields. More fighters took off toward the beach, hoping for an easier target.


    “Stage three!”


    Cerise didn’t want to know what was coming next, but she couldn’t look away as huge sprays of sand exploded, catching the survivors. They dropped into the ground and disappeared, but their awful screams lasted for a long time. “What did you do?”


    “Boobytraps. All the islands are covered.” Zack held out a hand to Cerise. “It’s time to go now.”


    She took his hand, ready to fight if he attacked her.


    Zack tucked her hand under his arm as he led her toward the rear of the shields. “It’s a beautiful night for a stroll, but keep your shield up. We wouldn’t want to lose you.”


    Cerise was suddenly sure all of this had been planned. “You knew I’d be here.”


    Zack shrugged, leading her through the chaos as the others followed, keeping shields at full strength. A few determined fighters were still trying to reach them, though the green gas was layering the sand exactly like Theo had predicted it would with their modifications. “We knew some powerful enemies were coming. We didn’t have names.”


    “But…” Cerise stopped, catching sight of two furious men running toward them. “Brace for it. Those two won’t stop.”


    Kyle timed it, aware of the coming threat. “My boss wants them both gone. Handle it and earn your meeting.”


    Cerise stopped, getting angry. “You said I already earned it!”


    “I lied.” Kyle shrank his shield and stepped back to avoid the collapsing hands and teeth of the fighters caught in the gas. “Kill them both or die with them. It’s your choice.”


    Cerise glared, bringing up her shield around herself. “You do it. I’m not part of your group. I don’t have to follow your orders.”


    Kyle shrugged, turning toward the upper level of the island that hadn’t been cleared yet. “Suit yourself.” He walked away as Justin and Darwin reached Cerise and began hacking at her shield. They didn’t care about the Eagles or the few fighters trying to fight the gas to get the prize.


    Cerise retreated so Goldie was at her hip. “Together or are you throwing me to the wolves too?”


    Goldie shrank his shield around himself and followed Kyle without answering.


    Cerise’s rage blew the lock. She screamed as she blasted out her most powerful spells, covering everyone around her. The death waves rippled along the sand and slammed into the fleeing fighters.


    “The bloody dog!”


    “She snapped!”


    Cerise fired again, aiming this time.


    Justin’s eyes exploded, raining blood and gore over Darwin.


    Darwin screamed, firing his rifle.


    Cerise took the slug in the chest and fired back, fury creating a fiery shield that melted the slug before it could penetrate.


    Darwin dropped, blood running from every orifice.


    Cerise walked toward the beach, slinging flames and death across the begging survivors. Mercy never entered her mind.


    Kyle and the others watched in satisfaction, but they didn’t speak or draw her attention. It was clear that Cerise was byzan. Triggering her snap had been Ray’s idea and it had been brilliant, but they didn’t want to be on her list.


    Cerise was foaming with hatred and anger as she reached the first beach. She stopped, red eyes sweeping the cowering survivors and the burning ships on the water. The bloke manning the submarine was still using torpedoes on the UN troops.


    “We lost.” A wounded man grabbed her leg, unaware that she had just killed 100 of them. “How did we lose?”


    Cerise knelt and scooped his guts up. She yanked, bringing a horrid scream and then death. “We underestimated how ruthless our enemy really is.” She dropped the gore and strode across the bloody sand. When she found a survivor, she killed them.


    “Are we sure we want to take her back with us?” Ray hadn’t been scared in a long time, but he was now. With her charms, she was as deadly as Angela or Marc. “Triggering her might not have been one of my best ideas.”


    “Boss wants this one.” Kyle shrugged. “Steps have been taken to ensure she doesn’t get out of control.”


    Ray made a face. “Steps like an elephant tranquilizer?”


    Kyle chuckled. “Something along those lines probably. Marc will cover it.”


    “Oh, okay. We just have to survive the four-hour trip home. Cool.”


    Kyle ignored the sarcasm. “She’ll calm down in a bit and then we’ll go, but we aren’t headed home yet.”


    Zack scowled with the rest of the team. “Wait. Where are we going?”


    “We’re joining Grant on the Adrianna. His guard shift needs a break and we’re full up on energy now.” Kyle scanned for new threats and found an island of bodies and only a few survivors. The modifications they’d made to the gas had been more than just weight to get it to hang around the ground. We added a lethal cocktail. Breathe in too much and stop breathing.


    Kyle observed Cerise as she strode through the dissipating clouds. “But it didn’t affect her at all.”


    Goldie snorted. “Nothing does. She’s invincible.”


    “What do you mean? Anyone can be killed.”


    Goldie shook his head at Ray. “People have been trying for decades. She’s been stabbed, shot, dropped from a plane even, and she always survives.”


    “So why did you agree to kill her? You have to know they aren’t going to let your girl go even if you managed it.”


    Goldie’s fear came out in a thick wave. “They took her to the lab ship as soon as they found out she’s carrying twins. I didn’t have a choice.”


    Kyle’s anger resurfaced. “The reset?”


    Goldie nodded, terrified of that future. “They’re going to kill my babies. I had to try to give them a chance. You would have done the same.”


    Kyle thought of Jennifer and his unborn son. He gestured. “Knock him out. I’m ready to roll.”


    Jeff quickly darted Goldie before he could protest. Then he draped the man over his shoulder.


    Cerise looked back at them, eyes still blazing red. She swept them in contempt and then continued her rampage on the helpless survivors.


    “I wonder if it’s the same with her.”


    Kyle shrugged. “Like I said, we’ll let Marc settle that one when we get home. Right now, we’re about to be late. Round up the few we picked and get to the launch site. I’ll meet you there.” Kyle went after Cerise.


    Ray pointed. “I think someone’s up on the last cliff. I see a fire.”


    They all scanned the faint glow.


    Zack shook his head. “We have who we came for. Let them go. A lone man is no threat to us anymore.”


    Kyle let go of his shield, not afraid of Cerise or the gas. His demon had it covered. Jennifer had helped him pick one that was almost invincible. It gave him a bond with Cerise, one that she wasn’t aware of. Kyle had recognized her as a kindred earlier, but he hadn’t been through as much as her. Will I get like that?


    Cerise spun around, hand coming up.


    Kyle kept walking, hands at his side. “It’s time to go. Get yourself under control and come on. I hate being late.” He went by her to handle the last few moaning victims on the beach.


    Cerise watched him slit their throats, feeling the rage subside. I did it again.


    Kyle grunted as he rose and his knees popped. “I’d say sorry for triggering you, but we needed this. I’ll say thank you instead.”


    Cerise stared. “I’ve never been thanked for slaughtering people.”


    “I have. You get used to it.” Kyle wiped the blood from his blade and headed back toward their group. “Let’s roll.”


    Cerise followed, becoming aware of how much damage she’d done to the UN troops. The bodies were smoldering as she went by, smoke wafting up to remind her what she was. I need to be put down.


    Kyle slowed to let her catch up. “A lot of us feel that way.”


    “How do you handle it? Without taking your own life.”


    “I serve the greater good. Without people like me, the gentle members of my camp wouldn’t survive. I serve a purpose that’s worthy.”


    Cerise sucked in air, forcing herself to calm, to lock away that dangerous rage. “I used to feel that way too.”


    “And then you figured out they lied?”


    She nodded. “Everyone lies and twists the facts to fit their own narrative. I’m sick of it all. I want peace!” Her eyes turned red again. “Get me to your boss before I snap again.”


    Kyle sighed. “I’ll be the one to put you down if she decides you need it.”


    Cerise felt another chunk of rage fall away. “Do you think you can?”


    Kyle didn’t like the eagerness in her tone. She’s miserable. We’ll help her with that if she’ll let us. “Yes. The camp enforcer has been drilling me on controlling our kind since we set sail.”


    Cerise was encouraged by the news. “The UN doesn’t have any enforcers left. The troops got tired of punishments. Their enforcers all died in their sleep.”


    Kyle snorted. “Well we don’t sleep much, so it shouldn’t be a problem.”


    Cerise didn’t know what to say to that. She followed him through the jungle, refusing to consider her latest snap anymore. It’s over. I can’t bring them back.


    Kyle took lead of their group and led them deeper into the jungle. “It’s a short, rough hike. Everyone ready?” He increased pace without waiting for the answer.
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    “I can’t believe how much damage she did.”


    Jeff wasn’t as impressed as Ray. He hefted Goldie higher onto his shoulder and kept walking. “We’ve seen Angela go nuts too, along with a few others.”


    Ray shrugged. “Still. I thought we held most of the power in this fight.”


    The Eagles talked as they hiked through the dark jungle. There was no one up here. They were 30 feet above the beach now, an hour later. They couldn’t view the destruction anymore, but they could still hear a few cries for help.


    “Sounds like Greg is enjoying his duty.”


    Kyle snorted, also shouldering his burden more firmly. “Greg doesn’t know how to fire torpedoes from a submarine. He’s got someone else doing it.”


    “Still.” Ray fell silent, realizing he was saying that too much.


    Zack understood. Their duty wasn’t as pleasant as sitting at a console and forcing someone to push a button. Insects were feasting on them every time they lowered their shields and the vines up here were wrapped around the miro trees like webs, making them detour around to harder paths. “Are we on time?”


    “A couple minutes early, but that’s fine.” Kyle stopped as they finally reached the top of the cliff. He peered over one side and saw nothing but black. Even the water below was hidden from view, though they knew it was there. They’d mapped this out and then hiked it twice before the UN arrived, but it was still unfamiliar in the dark and they weren’t using flashlights to keep anyone from following them.


    Cerise stared at Kyle, sweaty forehead wrinkling. “Do you have a helicopter hidden up here somewhere?”


    The Eagles snickered.


    “No.”


    Cerise wiped away sweat from her neck. “Then what are we doing?”


    “Practicing our flying skills.” Kyle put his captive down and dug in his kit. He held out a heavy pouch. “Strap up. We’re going for a walk.”


    Cerise opened the pouch and pulled out the harness. A reluctant grin crossed her smoke streaked face. “We’re rappelling?”


    Kyle nodded, clicking his harness into place with practiced ease.


    “Awesome.” Cerise watched the others and followed their example, mood lifting. “I always wanted to try this.”


    “You never have?”


    She shook her head at Kyle. “No need. Command flew me in whenever they wanted me somewhere.” She didn’t think about the last time, where they’d dropped her with a faulty parachute.


    “We use a different approach to most things. You’ll find that out if you stay with us long enough.” Kyle reached out and checked each of her connections to be sure she’d done it correctly.


    Cerise was impressed that the bloke showed no fear of her even though he’d seen what she could do. The others in this group weren’t the same. She could feel their caution.


    Kyle stepped back. “We go in two. Everyone ready?”


    Men grunted or nodded, shouldering the unconscious captives they’d brought from the fighters and trackers.


    Cerise stepped by Kyle and peered over the edge. “I reckon there’s a boat waiting?”


    “Two lifeboats from our cruise ship.” Kyle grinned. “Though I’m not sure they can be called that anymore. We modified them a bit.”


    “Engines?” Cerise laughed at his surprise. “You aren’t the only ones who know how to improvise when it’s needed.”


    Kyle smiled, liking her despite the concern that she wasn’t one of the good guys.


    Her amusement fell. “I’ve never been that.”


    Kyle shrugged. “There’s a first time for everything.” He picked up the unconscious man and moved to the edge. “Secure your ground lines, Eagles. We fly on one.”


    Cerise followed their instructions, firing in the holding hook and tugging to be sure it was secure.


    “Now we walk right down the cliff.” Kyle tightened his grip on his captive, then stepped off the edge and started the short descent.


    Cerise held in the laughter as she walked down the cliff behind him, but her positive vibes flowed over the entire team, lifting weary spirits.


    The Eagles were aware of it, of how powerful she was even in a calm moment. Kyle now joined his team in worrying. If she snapped around Angela, it wouldn’t be easy to put her down. I wish we’d set up a meeting away from our camp now.


    Cerise missed it in favor of enjoying the dark walk to the water. The feel of a boat under her boots was almost a disappointment. I want to do that again!


    Kyle and Jeff shared a look. Cerise was so much like Angela that it would be easy to forget she’d come with the enemy to kill them all.


    Cerise unhooked her clip and settled on the bench, scanning the clever paint job that had blended the two boats in perfectly with the cliff. Unless one of their patrols had passed within a few yards, these ships wouldn’t have been spotted. “These boats have been here the whole time, right?”


    Jeff nodded, putting Goldie down by her feet. “Hiding in plain sight is always the best option. We’ve learned that lesson well.”


    “We never had a chance.”


    Ray frowned as he took the seat next to her. “Actually, you had all the odds in your favor until the alpha evolved. Now it’s a fair fight.”


    Cerise didn’t argue, but she was impressed with the Eagles. It’s too bad I didn’t come for them. They would have made great additions to any team.


    “We serve the greater good. We wouldn’t have ever joined you.” Kyle wanted that clear.


    Cerise didn’t answer, but her thought came through plainly. When you only have one option, you take it and mourn your morals later.


    Ray handed her his bloody jacket. “Put that on. Any passing boats will think we’re all part of the crowd if they get close.”


    Cerise tugged it on over her cloak, refusing to leave it.


    Kyle fired up the engine and got them moving as Jeff did the same in the other boat.


    Cerise held on and locked down on her thoughts as they headed toward the open ocean, away from Pitcairn.
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    Haussler held onto the floating debris that used to be part of his ship. How did this happen?


    Water sloshed over his head, threatening his grip. He held his breath and waited for the wave to crest.


    The water was alive with burning debris and troops screaming for help that wasn’t coming. The ships that hadn’t been hit were fleeing or heading to Pitcairn to claim the prize. They weren’t doing salvage or rescue.


    Haussler surfaced, sucking in air. I’m not in charge anymore.


    He spotted a slow-moving rigid inflatable boat and sent out a wave of command.


    The driver turned slightly, obeying the order.


    But I’m alive and I have a new goal.


    Haussler held his breath again as the boat slowed near him, sending fresh ripples of debris-laden water over his head again. I’m going to find that traitor and kill her.


    Haussler climbed into the RIB, taking control of the lone man’s mind. “Get me to Pitcairn. I’ve got a date with a devil.”


    “Yes, sir.” The sailor got them moving through the choppy water, not ducking as another ship exploded, raining debris on them. It was just another day in the life of a UN man.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-Seven


    I Can’t Be Here
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    “Incoming.”


    Grant moved toward the door to the bridge. “It should be Kyle’s group. Get ready to bring them aboard.”


    Ian gently pushed Grant back into the bridge. “Stay here.”


    Grant wanted to argue that he was supposed to be part of the action this time.


    Ian glared at him.


    Grant went to his chair and sat, crossing his arms. His bottom lip poked out.


    Ian went to join the other Eagles on the deck. Grant was definitely one of them. In the future, Angela would have to make sure he got the excitement of being an Eagle. He wasn’t happy just being their captain.


    Grant watched Kyle’s group climb up to the deck with their captives. Marc had told them all to keep their new friends drugged until everything was over. The brig of the Adrianna had been enlarged and outfitted with that in mind. They could hold three dozen prisoners in their cells now. Theo had knocked out a wall, outfitted the room next to them, then added steel doors and cages. Medics had added locked drug boxes, and the guards on duty there right now were all descendants. Their captives would have a hard time faking sleep or trying to escape. It was as secure as they could make it.


    Theo came from the elevator behind him. “Are we on schedule?”


    Grant nodded, but he checked the screens again anyway. “We’re stationary and quiet with only a few lights on. No one can see us in this fog. We should be home by dawn.”


    Theo stood in the doorway. “I’m on duty up here in a few minutes. Anything I should know?”


    “Nope. It’s been quiet for us. Too quiet.”


    Theo frowned at their captain. “Stop wishing for action here. When we get home, you can fight then.”


    Grant snorted bitterly. “They aren’t letting me fight and you know it.”


    Theo shrugged. “Angela said you would be part of the action.”


    Grant didn’t say she lied, but he thought it.


    Theo went down the steps, not answering. Grant hadn’t been with them long enough yet to understand that Angela never lied. If she didn’t want someone to know something, she just didn’t tell them. And that means you’re going to get the action you want, but I’ll bet you won’t be happy after that either. Theo had also noticed that their captain was restless and not at all satisfied with his position in camp despite it being one of the most important. Until Grant figured out what would make him happy, and then chased it, nothing else was going to sate him.


    Cerise followed Kyle down the ramp, aware of dozens of men and women glaring at her with red eyes in open warning. She controlled her need to respond in kind, instead admiring the ship. I always wanted to take a cruise.


    “We felt that way too.”


    “And now?”


    Kyle grunted. “Now if I never see another boat, it will still be too soon.”


    Cerise caught flashes of what they’d been through from nearly everyone she saw. Attacks from enemies and their own people, sicknesses that had killed dozens, fires, an explosion, shootings. “I didn’t know.”


    “It wasn’t a pleasure cruise. We’ve been fighting for our lives every single day.” Kyle jogged down the steps, feeling the woman headed their way. “I assume your days since the war have been spent much the same?”


    “You could say that and not be lying.” Cerise refused to consider what she’d gone through. I may have to relive it for their boss. I’m not doing it for her flunkies.


    “What about for an enforcer?” Jennifer stepped from the employee hall next to them.


    Cerise’s anger rose. “You.”


    Jennifer did a fast scan and rolled her eyes, hands coming up to her slender hips. “Another byzan? Great.”


    Kyle chuckled.


    Jennifer’s head swung to him, eyes lighting up. “Hiya.”


    Kyle swung Jennifer into his arms and kissed her.


    Cerise gaped.


    Eagles laughed at her.


    “So it was all an act?”


    Ray nodded as he went by them with his captive to reach the steps to the brig. “Our boss likes us to use charm whenever possible. It saves a lot of cleaning.”


    Cerise tried not to be angry as the couple separated.


    Jennifer ran a hand over Kyle’s cheek, eyes glowing for him. “Welcome home.”


    Kyle kissed her again.


    Cerise felt the passion and the love. “Soul mates.” She sneered. “Well, aren’t you two lucky.”


    Jennifer nodded. “We think so.” She turned to face Cerise as Kyle directed the rest of the group toward the next steps. “Let’s talk.”


    Cerise glared at the teenager. “I want to talk to your boss.”


    “And you will, if you pass my evaluation.” Jennifer held the door open to the unused office that they’d outfitted for meetings like this one. “Get comfortable, remove your weapons, and handcuff yourself to the chair.” Jennifer stopped the coming argument. “Do you want this or not?!”


    Cerise stomped into the room and began taking off her cloak and weapons.


    Kyle met Jennifer’s eye.


    Jennifer reluctantly nodded. Yes, she wanted him to stay with her. The feeling of power coming from their new guest was immense. I might not be able to handle her alone if she gets out of line.


    Kyle handed off his captive to Ian, the guard on this hall, then came back and leaned against the doorframe, more than willing to stay.


    Cerise sat in the chair and cuffed her wrist to the metal frame of the table. “All right, I’m secured. What’s next?”


    Jennifer took the seat across from her and opened the folder she’d had lying there for days. She picked up the pen. “Please state your name and the reason for this…visit.”


    Cerise rolled her eyes. “Paperwork? Really?”


    Jennifer waited.


    Cerise blew out a long sigh. “Fine, but I need food and a shandy–maybe a couple Durries if you have any.”


    “No smoking on this ship.” Jennifer took a kit from her feet. “Water to drink and a protein bar to chew on.”


    “This is hospitality?”


    “Nope. It’s an interrogation.” Jennifer nodded to Kyle. “Shut the door. No one out there needs to hear her scream.”


    Despite her skills and power, Cerise paled at the matter-of-fact tone. I knew I hated this kid.


    Jennifer laughed. “Perfect.”
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    “Do you have an update from home?”


    Shawn held the brig door for Jeff to bring in his captive. “Nothing since the radio calls.”


    Jeff put Goldie on the cot and then snapped the ankle cuffs into place. “When are they due to check in?”


    “An hour ago.” Shawn was worried. He didn’t hide it.


    Jeff shut the cell and locked it. He scanned the others, glad the eight captives hadn’t woken yet. Everyone knew the knockout drugs hit people differently. Angela had even retained her gifts after being drugged, though not at full strength. “Make sure they stay out.”


    Shawn patted his dart gun. “No problem.”


    Jeff frowned at the man. “Don’t overdo it. We want them alive.”


    Shawn shrugged. “If you say so.” He didn’t want new people to join them.


    “The boss says so.” Jeff glared to add to the warning even though he understood. There was no way to be sure these new people wouldn’t be as big a problem as the others they’d taken in, but Angela’s conscience had demanded they try.


    Shawn waved him on. “Go get a meal and take a break. I’m sure you’re ready for it.”


    Jeff headed for the door, shaking his head.


    “It’s not wrong to want them to go away. We deserve peace now.”


    Jeff didn’t answer as he went down the hall, but he agreed. However, we can’t survive alone. Picking a few good men and women from the enemy is a compromise we can all live with. Jeff sighed. We hope.


    Shawn secured cells and watched cuffs get clicked into place, not looking forward to this shift over the brig. I’m a descendant now. I wanted to see action and use these gifts.


    Ray sat on the stool and groaned. He pushed off his jacket and boots, eager to get comfortable. “I’ll nap for a couple hours and then we’ll be on duty together.”


    Shawn assumed the orders had come from Angela. “Cool. Last cell is open for Eagles.”


    Ray stretched, but stayed on the stool. “In a few minutes.” He didn’t want to go to sleep without knowing they were underway. He’d already fought with himself not to go check on Grant.


    The sound of the anchor coming up echoed loudly, making the guards wince. The captives didn’t budge.


    “I guess they aren’t as strong as us.”


    Ray wasn’t sure about that after seeing Cerise’s snap, but he didn’t say so. Shawn was already twitchy. No need to add to it. After he uses his gifts for the first time, he’ll calm down and return to the man we’ve all come to depend on. Until then, he needs to be babied a bit.


    Zack came out of the first cell and shut the door. He clicked the lock and tossed the key onto the table. When he left without speaking, Shawn turned to Ray. “What’s his problem?”


    “He agrees.” Ray rooted through his kit for a snack from the prepacked bags that their cooks had put together for this run. “You’re both wrong. You’ll find out in time.”


    “How can you be sure?”


    Ray gave the simple answer that had allowed him to put aside his own misgivings. “Angela said so.”


    Radios lit up across the ship, and across all the islands where fighters and trackers were struggling to tend their injuries or find a boat to stop and pick them up. “Safe Haven is open to all survivors. Stay in the bay and wait to be evaluated. If you set foot on our island before we give you permission, you will be removed.”


    The radios shut off. Dozens of people responded. Most screamed insults and threats. A few promised to defend the bay from the others.


    “Looks like the videos worked.”


    Shawn snorted. “Yeah, it’s bringing all that chaos right to our door.”


    “Would it be better if we let them all go so the UN can regroup and attack us again later?”


    Shawn hadn’t thought of it that way. “So Angela’s going to kill them all to keep that from happening?”


    Ray shrugged again. “Only she knows the full plan.”


    “You’re both wrong.” Ian entered the brig and dumped the captive in an empty cell. He clicked the ankle cuffs on. “This is Marc’s plan, and he doesn’t want any of them to join us. If not for Angela, Marc would kill them all.”


    “Is that right?”


    “Of course it’s right!”


    Ian left, unwilling to listen to the common argument, but his thoughts were clear. If Safe Haven hadn’t taken you guys in, you’d probably be working for the enemy so you were fed and safe. Stop hating them for taking the only option they had. Compared to the rest of the world, we have been lucky.


    Ian went back up to the interrogation room they’d prepared and resumed his guard post by the closed door. He tried to listen to the conversation while watching for problems. He was eager to find out more about Cerise. I hope she’s not a threat to the boss. I don’t want to kill a woman.


    Inside the room, Jennifer leaned back in the chair, glaring. “You’re hiding things from me.”


    “My pain is none of your business, mate!” Cerise was also angry, and knackered. The snap had used up most of her reserves.


    “You’ve told me where you’re from and that you’ve been working for the government there for years, rounding up our kind for the labs. And that’s it. I can’t let you near Angela. You’re a serious threat.” Jennifer motioned to Kyle. “Dart her and put her in a cell. We’ll drop her somewhere after it’s all over.”


    “You’re not taking me to Angela?”


    Jennifer shook her head. She prepared to snatch Cerise’s demon to keep her from breaking free and taking over the ship.


    Cerise knew she would have to give them something or she wouldn’t be able to reach her target, but she already hated Jennifer. “Is there someone else I can talk to?”


    “You need us for something.” Jennifer pried harder, trying to open that door in Cerise’s mind. “Let me in.”


    I may know another way to get what I need. Cerise slammed her head forward on the table and knocked herself out.


    Jennifer and Kyle stared in surprise.


    “What do we do now?” Jennifer didn’t trust the woman, but she also didn’t feel evil intent.


    Kyle sighed, ready for this run to be over. “We take her to the boss and let Angela remove her if she snaps. But she has an amazing charm gift. We have to account for that.”


    “Some of us can’t be charmed.” Jennifer filled him in on something she’d gleaned from his memory of the island. “You, Shawn, and Greg are hybrids. You’re immune to a lot of our spells and charms.”


    “I’ll make sure the boss knows, if she doesn’t already.”


    Jennifer rubbed her sore shoulder, standing. She joined him, letting him hold her again. “Autumn’s waking up.”


    Kyle opened the door. “You go. I don’t want to leave our new friend alone in case she wakes up too.”


    Jennifer hurried toward their cabin to get the kids from Daisey. She hated not having her children in sight anymore. The trauma of seeing Autumn in Darren’s arms hadn’t faded in the two weeks since it had happened. I still can’t wait to leave. As soon as this run is over, we’re out of here.


    Kyle wasn’t as eager, but he understood. He made sure Cerise was breathing, then he put a bandage over the small cut on her forehead. “You’d better not be a threat to the future we’re planning. I’ll snap your neck in a heartbeat.”


    Outside the door, Ian nodded. “If he doesn’t, I will.”
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    “Angela? You have to wake up now. We need you.”


    Angela came to in a fast blur, memories flashing savagely. “Someone’s yelling for me.”


    The medics looked around. It was almost dawn. The island was covered in thick silence as everyone waited for the first UN ships to reach them. “It’s all quiet here, Boss. For now.”


    Angela opened her eyes, still hearing the woman’s desperate shouts in her head. “We were in the fog together.”


    Morgan looked at Stanley.


    Stanley had refused to leave Angela’s side even though it had been hours and he was weak from his own injury. He nodded. “She wasn’t right when she woke up before.”


    Morgan checked her eyes, pulse, and did a quick mental scan. He frowned. “Did she hit her head when she fell?”


    Stanley nodded. “I thought she was dead.”


    Angela smiled at him. “You saved my life. I remember you covering me.”


    Stanley blushed at her warm tone. “Anything for you, Boss.”


    Angela frowned, not sure why they were all staring at her. “What?”


    Morgan held up a finger. “Follow this.”


    Angela’s eyes responded correctly, but there was no awareness in them.


    “What’s your name?”


    “You called me Angela.”


    Morgan began to worry. “Do you know who you are?”


    A slight frown creased her dirty forehead. “Um… Yes! I’m Angela.”


    Morgan waved at Marc, who’d been waiting for the exam to be done. “Talk to her. I want to watch her responses.”


    Marc took Angela’s hand, grateful she was okay. “How are you feeling?”


    “I’m good. I’m…sore!” She rubbed her leg, frowning at the bandage. “Did I fall?”


    Marc tensed. “You don’t remember being shot.”


    “I was shot?” She clutched his hand. “Why would someone shoot me?”


    Marc connected mentally, searching for her witch. He found the cell empty. “What’s going on here?”


    “That’s what I’d like to know.” Morgan got a new kit from the stack in the corner. “Keep talking to her.”


    The few people who were still up came closer. All of them felt better at seeing her awake.


    Marc wasn’t sure what to say. It was clear that she was still injured. “I don’t know what to do for you, baby-cakes.”


    Angela’s brow furrowed. “Baby-cakes… I know that name.” Her hand tightened on his. “And you’re…my Brady!”


    Marc nodded, watching awareness fill her foggy eyes. Anger came in right behind it. “Quinn shot me!”


    Everyone breathed a sigh of relief as alpha power flooded the tunnel.


    “Is he dead?”


    Marc nodded, not thinking about all the new bodies they needed to burn or bury. “The UN troops are coming. They’ll be here in an hour.”


    Angela shut her eyes, fighting to keep her focus. “I need coffee.”


    Kenn handed her his mug, relieved that she was awake. “Just poured it.”


    Angela sucked down half the scalding cup. She let out a small belch. “Better. What time is it?”


    “5 a.m.” Marc tapped her watch.


    “Oh, yeah.” Angela examined it, thoughts scattered. “Something’s supposed to happen at dawn.” She struggled to remember.


    Marc connected their minds again, relieved to see the witch now sleeping in her cell. He looked for problems.


    A door in the rear wasn’t glowing, but it was open. Marc gently shut it, not looking inside.


    Angela smiled in relief. “Thank you.” She sat the mug down and carefully got up off the gurney. “That hit rattled my door. I couldn’t close it on my own.”


    Morgan stored her odd words in case they had to do that again in the future. “Are you sure you’re okay now?”


    “My name is Angela. We’re on Pitcairn, under the main town, and there are hundreds of assholes on their way here to kill or capture us. And we’re the chosen people, even though we don’t want to be and we didn’t ask for this. Also, my leg hurts like hell. Does that cover it?”


    Marc chuckled as Morgan and others nodded. “That’s my baby-cakes.”


    Angela leaned forward and kissed him.


    Marc let her, but he didn’t feel anything. It’s too soon.


    Angela entered his mind and ripped that door open, returning the favor.


    Marc tried not to cry again. “I’m sorry.”


    Angela hugged him, but she didn’t tell him it would be all right. He’d killed Kendle and Joey. Marc may never be all right again. But at least that ticking clock is gone. As long as he lives, the pain was worth it.


    Marc pulled away from her.


    Angela spotted Adrian sleeping in the corner with Sadie and a few of the camp members who’d been wishing for him to return. “He’s not supposed to be here.”


    “I brought him in.” Marc glared at the former leader. “Easier to keep track of him.”


    “But he helped Quinn and Kendle.”


    Marc reluctantly denied that. “Actually, he didn’t know what was happening. I saw it in his mind.”


    Angela didn’t believe it. “Sadie told you about the carrot. He knew Kendle was planning something and he didn’t tell us.”


    Marc was too tired for this. He gestured at Kenn and walked through the tunnel toward the other side of their spread-out camp.


    Kenn didn’t want to defend Adrian either, but he wasn’t about to refuse Marc’s order. “Adrian’s been feeding us information for weeks now. We weren’t allowed to tell you where it came from.”


    “Then why did I get shot? Why did Marc almost die?”


    “Because even Adrian can’t stop wildcards from flipping.”


    Angela didn’t want to accept that. “I think he knew and let it happen!”


    Kenn looked at Adrian, aware that the man was awake and faking it. “Like Tim?”


    Angela clamped her lips together. She shoved Kenn’s mug back into his hand and limped through the dank tunnel after Marc.


    Marc tried to control his misery, but it was hard. He stopped to let her catch up.


    Angela met his eye in the dim light from the strings of solar powered Christmas bulbs. “This was your plan.”


    Marc nodded. “I know. But you got hurt, the boy died, and Kendle…” Marc swallowed a scream at the grief sinking into his heart.


    “You killed a woman you love.”


    Marc hated her in that moment because she was forcing him to face what he’d done.


    Angela smiled softly. “You’d do it for me.”


    Marc leaned against the dirt, hoping her blunt words here would help heal the new gaping hole in his soul.


    Low murmurs echoed to them from other parts of the camp, along with smells that neither of them wanted to identify.


    “You knew it was coming. You planned around it. Fate flipped several wildcards and your plan still worked. Our camp will no longer be haunted by her evil or her hatred. You sacrificed her to give us a future.”


    Marc forced out the truth of how he felt. “But it didn’t, Angie. I can’t stand the sight of you.”


    “Because I remind you of Kendle.”


    “No. Because you let me do it.” Marc walked into the darkness.


    Angela let him go, heart thumping painfully. “But you’re alive, Marc. That’s all I care about.” She went to the medics to see if she could help them with Stanley.


    Marc walked the tunnels, not answering anyone. He tried to sort through the pain and anger in his brain, but it was hard. Maybe if I’d killed Adrian too I wouldn’t feel this way.


    Monitoring his thoughts, Angela nodded. You still can. I tried to blame him and give you that option, but you wouldn’t let me.


    Marc thought of the vision all those months ago, of Adrian caring for her and his daughter. They’d all assumed he was dead if that happened. “But we were wrong. In that future, I’m not dead. I’m just not here.”


    Angela tensed, but she didn’t try to convince him to stay and face the pain. I had to every time I made a plan and lost people I cared about. I refuse to do that to him. If Marc wants to leave, we’ll wish him well and let him go. He’s earned his freedom.


    Marc almost broke as he caught that. I don’t want to leave…but I’m not sure I can stay now. As long as I blame you for this pain, I can’t be here.


    Adrian kept his eyes shut and listened to everything, but he already knew he was going to talk to Marc after the action was finished. You can’t leave her here with me, Marc. I’m not that strong and neither is she.
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    “The fog’s clearing, finally.” Grant activated the radar that had been useless until now. “Let’s see where everyone…” He paled. “Get Kyle up here. Now!”


    Theo saw dozens of signatures lighting up on the monitor. He took off running down the steps and then down the ramp into the ship.


    Daryl was on duty on the top deck now and thrilled to be out of the tunnels. He moved to the bridge stairs to cover Theo’s post. He rubbed the nasty snakehead sticking from his pocket. “Here’s to battle number 50 as an Eagle. May it go as well as the first.”


    Other Eagles on the deck added their hopes to his, but they didn’t touch the snake. The smell from the rotting reptile was awful.


    Daryl knew. It reminds me that I’m alive.


    Daryl scanned the coming sunrise and the calm water around their steadily crawling ship. In a few minutes, this beautiful landscape would come alive with danger and death, but for this moment, it was peaceful.


    It didn’t match the mood. There were only a few dozen people on the cruise ship, but most of them were strong fighters. Those who weren’t fighting were here as support. They were tired and grouchy. Waiting for the fighting to start was just as rough now as it had always been. It’s hard to believe any of us live long enough to marry or have kids. It seems like this is all we ever do.


    “It is.” Kyle came by him. “Get ready, Eagles. And that’s an order.”


    Men and women straightened and went to their posts, adrenaline starting to pump through their tired bodies. Many of them hadn’t slept in a full day.


    Theo returned to the bridge.


    Shawn came from the elevator. “Theo can go help Kyle. I was told to come up here in case you need a hand.”


    Grant frowned as Theo hurried out, eager to join the coming chaos. “Whatever.”


    Shawn took the first mate’s chair, ignoring Grant’s grumping. Everyone had heard that he wanted to fight. But that’s not really what he wants. Shawn thought he had figured it out. Grant wants to feel like one of us. Only letting him sail the ship makes him feel like an outsider.


    “I see our bait.” Chad wasn’t happy to be on the top deck for this, though like Daryl, he was thrilled to be out of the tunnels. He wanted to be below to make sure their captives didn’t break free. He didn’t have faith that Ray could handle it alone even though he was powerful. So were their captives, and everyone else was up here now.


    Kyle scanned the pirate ships coming into view that Grant and Theo had anchored days ago and left. The ships had been stripped of everything usable, including fuel, and put around the bay as lures for the enemy. Kyle estimated 100 enemy troops were now on those ships searching for them and anything they might have left behind. Other smaller ships were floating and drifting all around the lures.


    “Looks like they went for the bait.” Kyle motioned. “As soon as we’re spotted, reel ‘em in.”


    A few seconds later their radios lit up.


    Kyle didn’t listen to the ugly cries and threats, but he felt their hatred and jealousy. The sight of their cruise ship stopped the looting and fights. Dozens of ships of every size and color now turned toward them. Trackers in the bay headed for them too.


    “We were tricked!”


    “The island’s empty!”


    The Eagles liked hearing that. It told them the enemy hadn’t found a way into the tunnels yet.


    Grant sailed between their anchored boats, making sure the cruise ship was in full view of the bay.


    Eagles on the deck brought up their shields.


    Grant began rotating them, heart thumping harder as he saw how many smaller, faster boats were coming their way. He turned the big cruise ship and steered them back between the bait boats.


    Kyle and the others went to the rear deck where the bulk of their weapons were waiting. Richie, Tim, Theo, Molly, and a few others were there to help fight or to hand them fresh rounds if they needed them. No one spoke. The time for that had come and gone.
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    Cerise woke with a headache, a backache, and a rough mood. She straightened in the chair, hearing shouts, explosions, and radios blaring with ugly threats. She tugged on the cuff, wishing she’d thought to bring a key.


    “Just sit tight.” Ian and Jennifer glared at her from the doorway.


    Cerise swept them, seeing two young kids and two adults. “Let me loose. I can help.”


    Ian snorted.


    Jennifer considered it. The screams of those chasing them were ugly. If too many of them got on the ship, they might need help.


    Cerise considered sending out a charm.


    Jennifer lifted her shield around all of them. “Sit tight. It’ll be over soon.”


    Cerise believed she could get through Jennifer’s shield, but it would take a powerful blast. I don’t want to hit the kids. She slumped in the chair, growling.


    Jennifer was relieved to find out Cerise wasn’t corrupt enough to hurt children. She kept an eye on the woman and an ear on the battle as the noise increased.


    The ship shuddered as something exploded nearby. The window in the hall showed a spiral of thick black smoke, but it was hard to tell where it was coming from.


    Ian watched both females, wishing he was like them. He also wished he’d been left on the island. I don’t want to do this anymore.


    Jennifer understood how he felt. “When this one’s over, you can leave too.”


    Ian shrugged, embarrassed. “Eagles don’t run from danger.”


    Radios on the ship clicked on, playing the recorded message Jennifer had taped weeks ago.


    “Safe Haven is open to all good survivors. Stay in the bay and wait to be evaluated. Do not chase our ship or you will be considered a threat and dealt with accordingly.”


    Cerise snorted. “You know they’re not listening to you, right?”


    Jennifer smiled down at her infant as the baby stretched, waking. “The good ones are. The rest will get what they deserve.”


    Cerise understood it was a trap. “So if they follow, what will you do? You can’t shoot them all. There are almost 1000.”


    Jennifer shook her head. “Actually, you handled a quarter of them for us on Henderson. Greg is still blowing them up, knocking them over, and sucking them in when the submarine rises and dives. The Eagles topside are taking out another chunk with grenade launchers. The sharks in the water are removing those who try to swim to us. A large number also fled. I doubt they’ll return to your command center in Europe. When this is over, only about 100 will still be here and most of them will be waiting in the bay for my next orders.”


    Cerise shook her head, smiling against her will. “You let us do the work for you this time. You’re ruthless.”


    “We have to be. We’ve been hunted since the war.” Jennifer’s eyes darkened. “Some of us were hunted before then, by people like you. We’ll do whatever it takes.”


    Cerise didn’t doubt it.


    “You should tell me your story and save yourself some pain.”


    “Pain from what?”


    “The alpha isn’t in a good mood. You don’t want to be evaluated by her. She won’t be as patient as I’ve been.”


    Cerise snorted. “Patient? You’ve been a rude bitch.”


    Jennifer nodded. “Exactly.”


    Cerise understood that warning. “I can’t. I have to talk to your boss.”


    Jennifer shrugged. “Just remember you asked for it.” She connected to Kyle for a live update.


     


    “Fire!” Kyle led the way, aiming at the closest ship trying to reach the rear of their cruise liner. He fired.


    The men and women around him did the same, each picking a target based on their position.


    Explosions rocked the air, hitting boat after boat. Debris and bodies flew into the angry ocean. Sharks that had darted away from the vibrations circled back to investigate. More screams filled the air, but very few of the troops fired back with guns or magic. After clearing the other islands, they were exhausted and scattered mentally. The rage was all they had left; it didn’t allow for rational thought.


    Smoke and fire rose into the sky, drawing more ships toward them.


     


    Jennifer broke the connection, sighing unhappily. “This is the last time we’ll have to hear that.”


    Autumn let Jennifer rock her back to sleep, eager to escape her mother’s emotional pain.


    Cerise caught it this time. “You’re leaving Safe Haven? Why would you do that?”


    Jennifer couldn’t stop the memory of what had happened with Darren.


    Cerise felt a bond forming with the teenager. She tried to fight it. “One bad moment doesn’t mean you should give up.”


    Jennifer’s anger broke the lock on her memories. They flooded in, showing the loss of her first son, being abused by Cesar, fighting for survival alongside Eagles and camp members who hadn’t survived. She tried to force it all back into her mental crypt.


    Cerise was glad when she locked it back up. “That was awful, mate. I’m sorry.”


    Jennifer nodded in acknowledgment, but she didn’t speak yet. She wasn’t sure if she could without crying.


    Cerise resisted the urge to offer more comfort. Instead, she gave advice. “When you leave, don’t go back to the Americas or any large landmass. Find a small island like these and stay there.”


    “I’m going home.”


    Cerise shrugged. “They have the three babies they need for the reset now. As soon as command finds out we lost here, they’ll trigger it and there won’t be any place you can hide in America. They’re going to conquer it first this time so Safe Haven never has a chance to gather this much power.”


    Ian grimaced. “So much for our three years of peace.”


    Jennifer gasped. “I thought the reset would take us back to before the war!”


    “A reset will take us wherever they decide to start from. The Secretary-General decided not to reverse the world war. Their plans all worked, everywhere, except in the Americas. You Yanks are first on the list this time. Find a small island and keep your head down. You might not ever be found.”


    As much as Jennifer wanted to agree, the thought of America being destroyed first gave her chills. If that happens, I can’t ever go home.


    “Oh, you’ll go home. You’ll start the reset right where you were after it all happened.”


    Jennifer’s fear filled the hallway. “I’ll have to go through it all again.”


    “No need. Shield yourself, then go off grid.”


    Ian frowned at them. “Is that possible?”


    Cerise nodded. “An enforcer is special. They have other options. That’s why the UN was okay with most of ours being killed by friendly fire.”


    Jennifer had wondered about that skill for months now. “When everywhere else is reset, I can avoid it, I think.”


    Ian was surprised. “You didn’t tell the boss.”


    Jennifer revealed the secret she’d been keeping since they set sail. “I might be able to protect Safe Haven from it, if I can get stronger.”


    “I don’t think you have time for normal evolutions. Our command center was supposed to observe this fight live. They’ll meet and make the choice in the next few hours.”


    Fear took over Jennifer’s thoughts. I can’t do it again. She shivered as a cold sweat broke over her skin. Months with Cesar as his slave. Fighting the other slaves. Killing their babies when they couldn’t. Terror replaced the fear. I’d rather die!


    “You have another option.”


    Ian didn’t like how easily Cerise was getting under Jennifer’s skin. “Shut up!”


    “She’s right.” Jennifer gently put Autumn in Ian’s arms. She glanced at Roy, who was sleeping in the chair by the door. “I’ll be back.” She went toward the ramp, mind screaming at her to stop.


    Ian glared at Cerise. “What did you do?”


    Cerise tugged on the cuff. “I gave her a way to fight back. Now unlock me. She can’t do it alone. She’s just a kid.”


    Ian stayed out of her reach. “Not a chance in hell, lady.”


    Cerise chuckled without humor. “That’s exactly right.”


    Jennifer stepped onto the top deck and scanned the rear, counting ships, evaluating. Most of the threat was gone, though another small group of fighters were about to board their ship. The Eagles were out of grenades now and their rifle shots were just bouncing off shields.


    Jennifer planted herself on the ramp and waited. Ten lifeforces should get me to the next level of power, and then I’ll have enough strength to protect a small area from the reset.


    She shuddered at the thought of becoming a byzan, but she didn’t leave the ramp. If I take twice that, I might be able to protect our entire island. She shivered this time as cool ocean sprays dropped over her and the slick deck. “I’ll be the most powerful being on the planet.”


    A tear rolled over her pale cheek as she began to mourn her humanity, but she didn’t move from the ramp. I’m not going back!
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    Kyle! Something’s wrong with Jennifer!


    Kyle didn’t answer Ian’s mental call. He didn’t have time. Dozens of men and women were climbing up the ship. They’d boarded up doors and windows, but the trackers were breaking the glass and kicking their way through anyway.


    Weak magic blasts flew across the deck now, hitting shields and the ship. The Eagles didn’t use their energy to return fire. They only lowered their shields when they were close enough for hand-to-hand combat. Marc had made it clear that this battle wasn’t going to be won with magic. Neil’s kai lessons let them remove threats before they had time to gather enough energy to fire again. Despite having bigger numbers, the UN troops were at a disadvantage. They didn’t spend their time fighting like the Eagles. Their rage-induced reactions couldn’t compare to the cool, efficient killing methods that Adrian had taught his army to use.


    Furious troops still in the chasing ships threw things at them and made obscene gestures as they got closer.


    Grant steered to the left and crushed a speedboat, but it didn’t bring him pleasure. All I ever get to do is sail this damn ship!


    Kyle fired his handgun.


    A tracker fell down the side of the ship, banging off other climbers. He hit the water and went under.


    Waiting sharks snapped off limbs and digits, fighting with each other for the meal.


    Kyle fired again and got another tracker who’d been about to climb onto a second deck balcony.


    “Duck!”


    Kyle ducked and spun, other hand bringing up his knife. He stabbed the woman sneaking up on him, twisting and ripping. He yanked the blade free and ran toward the ramp as she fell. “They’re on the ship! Fall back!”


    Eagles followed him to the ramp. Stage two in this plan was defending just a few areas, including the bridge. After the battle, the ship would be fully cleared.


    Kyle called for Jennifer mentally, but he didn’t get an answer. He scanned and found her on the ramp. “She’s not supposed to be up here!”


    He ran faster, dodging troops who were just reaching the deck.


    The Eagles behind him ran with knives out, slashing throats and guts open. Blood and gore splashed across the deck of the Adrianna yet again.


    Whoosh!


    Ka-blamm!


    Their bait traps began to explode, blowing debris in every direction as the pirate ships caught the troops in a death blast. They went up in tandem, taking out smaller boats that had been passing, as well as everyone who’d been on them.


    The UN troops hadn’t had a recharge at all, and they hadn’t had much rest. Their energy ran out after only a few blasts, forcing them to fight without magic. Bullets began to fly, pinging off shields and the metal rails.


    Kyle slipped in blood on the deck. He bounced off the rail and regained his footing.


    Magic flew by him, missing. It hit the ship and drew a loud creak.


    Smoke and screams coated the top deck as more troops made it onboard and ran for the bridge and the ramp.


    Shawn fired repeatedly from the bridge, but he couldn’t stop the troops from going down the ramp. He dropped to the bottom of the bridge steps and emptied his magazine.


    Kyle motioned Shawn toward the ladder where another group was climbing up.


    Kyle didn’t see Jennifer as he began slicing and dicing. There was a bottleneck of enemy troops trying to get down into their ship. Kyle assumed guards at the bottom were keeping them from going any further. He knew Jennifer was in that mix. He swung harder, slicing spines and necks, but the UN troops didn’t even try to defend themselves. It was eerie and worrisome, but there wasn’t time to figure out what was happening.


    At the bottom of the steps, Jennifer grabbed the next man and inhaled. A huge blast of energy shot into her as she dropped the body. The withered corpse broke apart at her feet. She wasn’t leaving any of their energy even though the first inhalation took their lives. She wanted it all.


    Eagles who had come from other decks stayed back. They were ready to handle problems if anyone got by Jennifer, but they weren’t willing to stand next to her when she was out of control this way. And it was obvious that she was. Jennifer was screaming and crying as she consumed each one, but her mental charms were holding them in place, keeping the fighters on the steps until she got to them.


    Kyle shoved through the charmed men, horrified as the view cleared. Jennifer was in the middle of a pile of bodies. She was covered in blood and gore, but her screams of horror bothered him the most. “You have to stop!”


    Jennifer barely registered his presence. She grabbed the next charmed woman and inhaled sharply.


    Kyle ducked the blast of extra energy that came out of her and slammed into the wall. Jennifer was too full to hold anymore, but she was still sucking them in.


    Kyle’s thoughts went to the captive Jennifer was supposed to be guarding. Cerise did this.


    Jennifer grabbed the next man.


    Kyle shoved him out of her hands and stood in front of her. “Jenny!”


    Jennifer grabbed him and pulled him close, starting to inhale.


    Kyle kissed her.


    The fear broke. So did her charm.


    Jennifer let out a long, nasty smelling belch.


    The few trackers left on the steps ran back up the ramp and were met by the rest of the Eagles. Their lives were taken quickly.


    Jennifer staggered backward as the evolution overwhelmed her. She dropped to her knees in the middle of the corpses, still crying.


    Kyle watched in horror as Jennifer evolved, becoming a byzan. “No!”


    It was too late. Jennifer accepted the new power willingly. She and her witch evolved together, becoming more powerful in seconds.


    Eagles who’d come to help now turned around to go clear the ship. This was Kyle’s problem to handle, and then maybe Angela’s if Kyle couldn’t.


    Kyle didn’t know what to do. There was no known way for them to reverse it. “What have you done, Jenny?”


    Jennifer vomited on his boots.


    Kyle shoved his concern for her soul aside and helped her to her feet, worrying about the baby.


    Jennifer let him lead her into a hallway that didn’t have bodies or gore. The smell was getting to her, along with the guilt. “I’m sorry.”


    “Why did you do this?!”


    Jennifer wanted to answer, but fear began beating into her heart. “I can’t get Ian to answer. Ian has Autumn and Roy!”


    Kyle followed her down the hall. He didn’t lead the way this time. If Cerise had taken their kids captive, Jennifer would handle it and it would be ugly. He knew better than to interfere.


    Jennifer breathed a sigh of relief as she got to the interrogation room and found Ian standing in the corner, holding Autumn. Roy was still sleeping in the chair. Cerise was gone.


    Kyle realized it had been a trick so Cerise could escape. He left Jennifer there and ran down to the brig.


    Dazed Eagles stared at him as he ran by, but they didn’t follow. It was clear they’d been charmed.


    Kyle ran inside and stopped, furious. Every cell was empty. Their captives were gone.


    Kyle keyed his mike, hating his next words. “I failed, Boss. She’s gone.”
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    “I can’t do that yet.” Grant struggled against the mind charm. “We’ll go when the boss calls.”


    Grant understood from the filthy clothes and hard profiles that this group was more dangerous than the rest of the men and women trying to take over the ship, but he wasn’t going to give in without a fight.


    Cerise scowled. “You damn Safe Haven people are too strong.” She pointed at the angry, hungover captives she’d brought up in the elevator. “Would you like to die instead?”


    Grant forced a shrug, still fighting her control. “If I have to.”


    Cerise was saved a reply by the radio lighting up with a hard male voice.


    “Bring it in, Grant. We’re ready now.”


    Grant was relieved. His hand went to the radio.


    Cerise got there first. She switched it off. “No need to ruin our surprise.”


    Grant considered everything he’d learned from the Eagles and Angela. He took the only option available to him. He began to shout mentally.


    Cerise stopped the others from hurting him. “We need him.”


    Goldie was in the doorway, watching for Eagles to finally notice them. “We have other captains–like you.”


    Cerise studied Grant. “Not ones who can defy my charm.” She was impressed he could resist her and still sail the ship. His white outfit gleamed in the dim dawn light filtering through the bridge. He’s special. He just doesn’t know it yet.


    Grant got the cruise ship turning again, still mentally warning everyone they had a problem. He didn’t reach for any of the weapons hidden around him, however. Against this many, he wouldn’t win.


    “Just get us to land and we’ll leave you and your ship. You’re not who we came for.”


    “Angela will skin you alive.”


    “I’ve been told that a few times now, but I think you’re all lying about how powerful she is.”


    Grant snorted.


    Cerise shrugged. “We’ll see. In the meantime, stop wasting your energy on mental shouts. As soon as we’re close enough, we’ll go. There’s no need for any of your people to die.”


    Grant sailed the ship toward the pontoon bridge, slowing for the neat maneuver he’d gotten so good at. He didn’t tell them to hold on.


    Cerise and her companions weren’t ready for the abrupt move. The force from the neat turn slid them against the walls and each other, allowing Grant a moment where he could have fired on them, but he had to control the ship. He brought it to a gentle stop, snickering at their anger. Then his amusement faded. “My fiancé is headed up here. Get lost or he’ll kill every one of you.”


    Cerise didn’t need to be told twice. She could feel a dozen furious descendants coming their way. She led her group down the steps.


    Grant realized this was the action he’d been told he would have. “That’s it? I didn’t even get hit!”


    Last in line, Goldie ran back up the steps and punched Grant in the mouth.


    Grant slumped against the console, rattled.


    Goldie jogged down the slick steps, grinning.


    Cerise frowned at Goldie as he caught up to them. “I told you to leave him alone.”


    Goldie shrugged. “He wanted to be hit. It would have been rude not to.”


    Cerise shook her head and led her team off the ship. She ignored the threats and weak shots from the few UN troops who were waiting in the bay as ordered. “Let’s go.”


    She took off up the beach and vanished into the jungle as Kyle and the others finally reached the bridge.


    Kyle checked on Grant. He helped the captain to his feet, scanning his swelling face. “Are you okay?”


    Grant nodded, holding his hurting jaw. “I asked for something I didn’t want. I just didn’t know it until I got it.”


    Kyle thought about Jennifer and grunted. He reloaded his gun, wondering if she would feel the same way after she calmed down and understood what she’d done. “Life hits us hard.”


    Grant spat blood into the waste can. “It wasn’t life and I’m gonna pay it forward the first chance I get.”


    Kyle chuckled even though he was worried. “Now you sound like an Eagle.”


    Grant smiled through the pain. “That’s all I wanted.”
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    “She’s close.” Neil rotated the laptop so Angela could see.


    Cerise and her team were making their way through the main town now, but they weren’t having an easy time of it. A hundred UN troops were there and all of them had orders to kill her.


    Neil admired Cerise’s smooth attacks and quick spells. He also feared them. She was powerful. If she managed to get down here, a lot of their camp might be killed.


    The Eagles had most of their camp crouched along the walls now and covered by layers of vests and gear. Eyes peered out through the cracks, waiting for it to be over. The rest of the camp tried to ignore it and go on with their activities, but it was hard. The screams of the dying were pitiful.


    Angela narrowed in on Cerise’s companions. “Those two in the rear have to be removed.”


    Wade noted it. No one asked why. They assumed Angela had found something in their thoughts that couldn’t be forgiven.


    Eagles observed the ugly battle going on above their heads on the monitor, but they could also hear it. The fight was at their door now. The screams and blasts of magic were loud, harsh, unwelcome.


    The kids were lined up in front of the camp members, listening. Unlike the normals, they wanted to go fight.


    Senior Eagles stayed by the ladders to the sealed hatches to be sure no one got in, but also to stop any of their kids from going out without permission.


    Wade was certain there wouldn’t be much for them to do. Cerise’s team was killing men and women left and right, and those troops were also killing each other. Everyone wanted the prize. You aren’t going to get it. Wade already knew who the winner was going to be. “She’s powerful.”


    He was concerned about what might happen when the fighting was over. Angela hadn’t told them what would happen then and neither had Marc. Wade missed being out with a team, but he was thrilled with how Marc and Angela had chosen to handle this fight. The enemy was doing most of the bloodshed and Safe Haven’s people were under the ground with no way in or out until it was all over. Other than the dank, dirty environment, it was perfect. Wade looked around, wondering where Marc had gone.


    “He’s covering the far hatch, with Kenn and Ed.”


    “He should be here with you.”


    “Yes.” Angela tried not to feel betrayed. She smothered the feeling and concentrated. “She’s going through them quickly. This will be over in a few more minutes.”


    “What about stragglers all over the island?” Wade wasn’t looking forward to clearing it all again.


    “We’ll sniff them out.”


    Sitting by her leg, Dog whined. He hadn’t gotten to fight at all this time.


    Angela rubbed his soft ear. “We need you here in case someone does get in.”


    Dog liked knowing he was being counted on to protect their people.


    “You can do a patrol of the tunnels again if you like.”


    Dog lowered his nose to the ground and began to track Marc. Like the others, he thought Marc should be here with Angela too.


    Angela sighed. We might have lost him for a while, Dog. And that’s okay. Let him have the space he needs.


    Dog sneezed out disapproval and went through the tunnel without replying.


    “Are you sure you want to do this, Boss? We can hold out down here for a long time.” Wade didn’t want new people to join them, but even more, he didn’t want Angela to go up and talk to the fierce group slaughtering their own troops.


    Angela stood, ignoring her throbbing leg. She pulled on her jacket and zipped it up, glad for the vest under it. Marc had insisted and she hadn’t argued despite the weight. All Eagle jackets had been reoutfitted with vests. “We go as soon as she gets to the airstrip.”


    Neil frowned. “How do we know she’s going there?”


    “She’s tracking me, Neil. She has been all along, and somewhere up there, is my blood.”


    Neil couldn’t think of any other reason to delay this. “Will Marc be going with you?”


    Angela glanced down the dark tunnel where Dog had gone and shook her head. “I don’t think so.”


    Angela limped up the ladder, wishing she’d taken the painkiller Harry had offered. Her leg ached in time to her steps.


    Everyone knew there was a big problem between the couple, but they couldn’t fix it right now. Against his will, Neil gestured at Wade and Adrian. “Eagle escort for the boss.”


    Adrian was on his feet and at her side in an instant, drawing disapproval that he ignored.


    Sadie didn’t even glance up from the game of Checkers that she and Kimmie were playing. “Have fun.”


    Neil was positive that Adrian would bring Angela back alive. “Open the hatch on my call.”
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    “She was here.” Cerise wiped the bloody debris off her hands and stood. The airstrip was a mess. A small shed had burnt recently and there were several bodies, but no sign of her target, other than the drying blood.


    Cerise was exhausted, disappointed, and worried that she’d come all this way for nothing. “Come out and face me!”


    The five remaining members of her team scanned the cliff and the tree line they’d come through, covered in blood and minor injuries that needed tending. Bugs buzzed around them, droning in annoying swells that wouldn’t leave them alone.


    “Maybe she was on the ship.” Goldie had wanted to search it before they left.


    Cerise felt death approaching. She swung around to meet it.


    Haussler lunged up from behind the tree trunk where Angela and Stanley had hidden from the sniper. He was covered in foliage, filth, and fury. His wrinkled, stained uniform glared at them in a reminder of who he was as he grabbed Cerise by the neck and jerked, trying to snap it.


    Cerise’s clawed hands dug into his face and neck, getting no reaction. Too empty to use more charms, Cerise depended on her skills as a fighter. She kicked backward and hit his ankle. She elbowed his hard stomach. She butted her head into his.


    Haussler laughed at her. “I thought you were such a badass.” His grip on her neck tightened. “Now I think you have only been lucky.”


    Cerise felt another snap coming. She tried not to let it happen, but her witch hated being touched even more than being threatened. She sent out a blast of death, using her reserves.


    Haussler screamed as he died, eyes bursting, lungs rupturing. He hadn’t thought to bring up his shield.


    Cerise’s snap ended before it began. There was no energy left to use. She slid to her knees, wheezing in air as her body started to wither. “I demand a meeting with the alpha!”


    Time slowed. Your demand has been approved.


    Cerise felt immense power approaching. They didn’t exaggerate. She’s stronger than me and I’m no slouch.


    Goldie brought up his shield as he caught that thought. Anyone stronger than Cerise was a serious threat.


    Angela climbed out of the ground with a dozen Eagles behind her. “I’m here.”


    The rest of Cerise’s team turned, also bringing up their shields.


    Cerise stayed on her knees, staring in hatred and desperation. “Angela.”


    Angela limped toward the powerful woman, digging into her thoughts, her memories, and her desires. “Cerise.”


    They stared at each other in tense silence as everyone else waited for the next chaos to hit.


    Adrian paused. “I know her.”


    Cerise scowled. “You should. You ruined my cover.”


    Conner sighed. “Did you screw her too?”


    Adrian frowned, looking at Cerise’s arm. “I gave her that mark, a long time ago.”


    Kenn put a hand on his gun. “For what?”


    “Hunting me after I escaped from the labs.”


    “And yet you turned out to be a traitor too.” Angela stepped by Goldie and held a hand out to Cerise. “Welcome to Safe Haven. It will never be your home.” She shot a small stream of energy into the woman to stop her body from withering further.


    Cerise gave a small cry at the mismatched energy and then passed out at Angela’s feet.


    “Get down!”


    “Don’t go up there!”


    Camp members had followed the Eagles. They fled down the ladder or dropped to their knees at the shout.


    Haussler’s driver came from behind the same tree where his boss had hidden. He fired, aiming for Angela. The driver wasn’t charmed. He was filled with hatred for them. You should have helped us before Haussler came!


    Goldie threw his knife. The blade stuck in the driver’s chest, ending the fight.


    Adrian’s shield rippled, bouncing the slug away from Angela. It ricocheted into the camp members.


    “No!” Conner caught Candy as she fell down the ladder. His magic settled over her before he came to a stop, trading his spare life to save hers.


    Harry hurried over to help.


    “Come on!” Conner strained, forcing the magic to work for him. “You can’t have her or the babies!”


    Harry added his new skills to Conner’s magic, loving being able to help this way.


    Candy’s body relaxed as she was healed. Her eyes opened. She smiled at Conner. “Can we get married now?”


    Conner and Harry laughed as the others frowned or rolled their eyes.


    Marc appeared through the dim tunnel. He climbed the ladder, glowering at everyone.


    Tension increased as he scanned the area and saw what had happened. He glanced back down into the hole. “Is she okay?”


    Conner and Harry both nodded, getting Candy to her feet.


    Marc saw Adrian had Angela covered. He stomped toward Cerise’s team, digging into their minds.


    Goldie wanted to resist, but it was clear the man would kill them all if he did. He let Marc in, fearing another person for the first time since they’d set sail. The fight with Kyle didn’t count because he hadn’t been afraid until after it was happening.


    Marc grunted. “Get them all below. This island isn’t cleared yet.” He glared at the Eagles and cowering camp members. “Now!”


    People flooded toward the ladder as the Eagles disarmed Cerise’s team and cuffed their wrists.


    Angela motioned to Wade. “Get Cerise below. Marc’s right. More troops are coming this way.”


    “What do you want us to do about that?” Wade was angry and eager to fight now. “Do we spare anyone?”


    Angela sighed. “No. I didn’t give them permission to be here yet.”


    “What about them?”


    Goldie and the others tensed, waiting for her answer.


    “Remove the two in the rear and get the rest settled below. We have a lot to discuss.”


    The two women in the rear took off running.


    Marc spun around and fired his rage.


    Both women collapsed in a pile of dust and bones.


    The rest of Cerise’s team froze, not wanting to draw his attention.


    Angela smiled calmly. “After you.”


    The strangers hurried below, still not looking at Marc.


    Angela didn’t either. She understood Marc’s rage and bitterness, but she was starting to feel that way again too. It’s not my fault Kendle went bad. He’s right. As long as he blames me, he can’t be here.


    Adrian followed Marc, more worried about him than the rest of the trackers and fighters still exploring their island. Tommy, Wade, Trent, Neil, and Kenn went along to help.


    Marc let Adrian and Kenn walk with him, but he didn’t talk to them. He pointed when he found someone hiding, then continued his scans as they handled it. This rage is too hot, too bright. I have to get it under control.


    He locked down on his pain and strode toward the town, where a larger group was gathering, fighting, killing each other.


    Adrian wiped his blade on his pants and hurried to catch up with Marc, mentally running through his past words to other Eagles who’d been brought to this point. He didn’t think any of those lines would work on Marc. He’s too smart for my bullshit. Someone else might need to handle this.


    Kenn snorted. “If you can’t help him, we can’t either.”


    Adrian hated the feeling of failure sinking into his heart. I’ll think of something.


    Kenn believed him. “Think fast. He needs it or he might flip to the dark side.”


    “That won’t happen.” Trent was certain of it.


    Adrian didn’t agree or deny. Marc’s mind was a mess right now. It was entirely possible that he would snap if he didn’t get relief from the stress that his conscience was subjecting him to. What can I say to someone who killed their lover?


    “They weren’t lovers.” Kenn sneered. “Keep trying, traitor!”


    “Are you sure? He’s awfully upset for someone who only shared a kiss or two.”


    With that ugly thought ringing in their minds, the Eagles stopped talking about it and returned to hoping Adrian could fix the problem.


    Adrian dug in a different direction, hoping he and Trent were wrong. If Marc had slept with Kendle, that would mean he hid it from Angela for almost a year. She won’t forgive that… Will she?


    He didn’t have an answer. She overlooked the rest of it. This might be too much even for her.


    Tommy stopped, heart clenching. Kendle’s dead... And Marc did it.


    Pain flayed his nerves and sent rage rushing through his veins. He pulled his rifle and aimed.


    Adrian felt it coming. So did Kenn and Marc. All of them turned as Tommy fired.


    Please forgive me. Adrian took a single step and put his body in front of Marc.


    The bullet entered his chest; blood bloomed on his shirt and soaked into the material as he sank to his knees.


    Kenn shot Tommy in the head before he could fire again. “Knew we should have killed him as soon as he came back!”


    Marc caught Adrian as he fell over. “Damn you!”


    Blood sprayed Marc’s face as he laid Adrian on the ground.


    Adrian gasped in air and coughed out blood, body tensing as death searched hungrily for him.


    Kenn went to make sure Tommy was dead even though he knew his shot was good. I’m sick of this shit. When do we get to have peace?!


    Marc placed his hand over the wound and opened his mental doors. Save him.


    Marc’s demon closed the cell, refusing. Now they’ll both be gone. Let him die.


    Marc wasn’t even tempted. Do what I say or find a new host.


    Shocked, the demon sent powerful healing orbs in furious blasts that matched his outrage.


    Adrian gasped for air, feeling death approach. He forced out words. “Don’t leave her!” His lashes fluttered shut. “She needs you.”


    Marc sent more energy into the healing spell. “Shut up.”


    Adrian struggled to stay alert. “I forgive you. So will she.”


    Marc didn’t know if Adrian meant Angela, but it didn’t matter. He healed the former leader and refused to think about anything else.


    “Why would he do that?” Trent kept his hand on his gun in case anyone found them right now. “He hates Adrian.”


    Kenn shook his head. “He wants to be Adrian. It was never about the women, though they’ve both let us all think that.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “Later.” Kenn motioned toward the town. “I want this island fully cleared in two hours. We don’t have to do the tunnels this time. Meet on the beach.”


    Wade took the lead. He was already eager to be done and back with Samantha. “Let’s go, Eagles. It’s time for us to fly.”


    The Eagles spread out in that deadly V and began walking the jungle as they checked their weapons and tightened their new vests. Adrian didn’t have one, but everyone else did.


    Adrian opened his eyes as the pain subsided. He could feel the bullet still lodged in his chest near his lung.


    “You’ll need an operation.”


    Adrian let Marc help him sit up. He didn’t ask any questions. He just stared at Marc in confused gratitude.


    Marc wiped his bloody hands on his pants and stood. He scanned and found the Eagles handling things. He looked at Adrian. “I’m scared.”


    “Of what you’ve become and done?”


    “Of Angela.”


    Adrian understood in a blinding flash of disappointment and resignation. “It’s true.”


    Marc nodded curtly.


    “And you think Angie will hate you for it.”


    “She will. This will always be between us even though that bitch is gone.”


    Adrian realized Marc hadn’t been mourning Kendle as much as the past. “When you said she made you do it…”


    “I meant going off to fight the government. It never would have happened if she’d sent you instead.”


    “They wouldn’t have followed me.”


    “I know.”


    “She didn’t have a choice.”


    “I know that too.”


    “But?”


    “I cheated on her, once, and then forced Kendle and Quinn to hide it from everyone.”


    Adrian connected the dots, breathing better now. “How is that possible? Angela can’t be fooled.”


    Marc didn’t know what to say.


    Adrian finally did. “I’d bet she’s known all along, Marc. She already forgave you. Now you have to forgive yourself.”


    “I don’t know how.”


    Adrian held out a hand. “I’ll help you, if you let me.”


    Marc took his hand and pulled the former leader to his feet. “This doesn’t mean we’re friends.”


    Adrian chuckled, wincing at the leftover pain. “No, we’re closer than that.”


    Marc grunted. Neither of them wanted it, but there was no denying it. Their destinies were intertwined and always would be. “You should go see the medics about a surgery appointment.”


    Adrian put his hand on Marc’s shoulder and squeezed. “I’m staying with you until this island is cleared. You and Morgan can slice me and dice me later.”


    Marc laughed, feeling a little better. He walked toward the beach with Adrian behind him, in the bodyguard place. It felt right for the first time.


    Adrian agreed. I’m earning back my honor. That’s all I need now. Everything else is secondary to being able to live with myself.


    Marc understood completely.
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    “Do a last sweep of our island.”


    Saul turned the submarine for another round, not minding the job. It was fun to surface on top of a boat and then watch Greg and Biff empty a magazine into the survivors. They’d avoided those waiting patiently in the bay, but everyone else was a target.


    The submarine crew had cleaned and repaired the ship as best they could, but there was still a damp, burnt smell. Charred spots along the walls and floors glared in proof of what had happened. The stink of the bodies that had been piled in the engine room was being ignored by all of them, but it wouldn’t be possible for much longer. They would have to surface and dump them soon.


    Greg was eager for this ride to end. “What happens if we scuttle this tin can?”


    Saul frowned. “You’re not keeping a nuclear attack sub? Do you understand what a powerful weapon this is, mate?”


    Greg snorted.


    Saul flushed. “So you do, but why? Because some sheila said you should?”


    “The alpha isn’t just some woman, but no.” Greg wiped his dirty face on his dirty shirt. “No one should have this much power over someone else.”


    “Not even if it keeps them from killing you or each other?”


    Greg shook his head. “There’s always the chance someone evil will get their hands on it. Unless it will create an ecological disaster, we don’t need it.”


    “It might.” Saul scanned the radar and saw nothing. “Radioactive particles cannot be diluted, only disbursed. Sea life around the sunken reactor will absorb it and spread it through the food chain. After Fukushima, there were studies about Bluefin Tuna carrying identifiable radioactive particles from it when they were caught in other parts of the world.”


    “Because hot particles aren’t found in nature.”


    “Exactly.” Saul was impressed that Greg could converse on the topic. “We should have a tinnie sometime and chat.”


    “A beer sounds good.” Greg made the best choice in the situation. “If we put it in a deep trench, the cool water will stop it from melting down, right?”


    “Yes.”


    “And there isn’t a lot of sea life in deep trenches, right?”


    “Not true. We just don’t eat most of what’s down there, but other animals do. And dispersion will still happen.” Saul turned the sub again. “But if you have to do it, yes, a trench would be the best place. But you can’t just drop it in and hope. The pressure down there will crush this hull. I suggest putting it down near a trench. Most people skipped those areas long before the war. It should be left alone now. In time, the silt will cover it.”


    “Good. Find me one and calculate how long to get there.”


    Biff spoke up. “What about the crew, and us?”


    “We’ll call for a ride.”


    Biff didn’t protest. I just want this run to be over.


    Greg nodded. Same.


    Saul checked the maps.


    For a minute, Greg was left in his thoughts. He liked the quiet, but he also hated it. His mind kept replaying Violet’s death. I’m not sure I want to be this way now.


    Saul held up a small map book. “The Peru-Chile Trench is the closest one to us. We can be there in a few hours. If you want to, we could go a day further and drop it near the South Sandwich Trench.”


    “What’s the difference, other than how long it will take to get there?”


    “Only about 1000 feet.”


    “Then we’ll take the closest spot.” Greg didn’t want Marc or Angela to be angry at the choice, but he refused to call in and let them make the decision. “Send out a signal when we get there. We’ll wait until our ride arrives to sink it.”


    Saul shrugged. “It is not so easy to sink a sub, mate.”


    Greg stared at him. “But you can, right?”


    Saul straightened in his seat. “I can drive, or crash, anything if given enough time and the right tools.”


    Greg chuckled. “Fair enough. Let’s talk about those tools.”
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    “It’s all over, boss.” Ed spread the good news from the top of the ladder. “The ship and the island are both clear. Marc said they can be sent to the ship now if you want.”


    People cheered all through the tunnels as the information was passed on.


    Angela smiled at them, spirits lifting a little at the good vibes. “Let them out.”


    Ed and Gus went to direct the exodus from the tunnels.


    Dog groaned as the kitten took off after the leaving camp members. He grabbed the tiny furball by its head and brought it to the mother cat.


    The kitten rubbed the drool against Dog’s big leg, purring.


    Dog dropped down right there to keep the kitten from escaping again.


    The mother cat went back to sleep.


    The kitten burrowed into Dog’s fur, searching for a snack.


    Dog nudged it toward its mother, whimpering. Why am I the cat sitter?


    Angela brushed dirt from her arm as it fell. Two hundred people were leaving the tunnels and heading for their cruise ship. The Eagles already knew to make sure they went straight to the Adrianna. They would check off the names as each person went over the pontoon bridge. They would also keep shields over them in case any of the UN defectors now waiting impatiently in the bay decided to attack.


    A cooler draft blew through the tunnels as the hatches were opened, bringing groans of relief. It had warmed considerably while they waited for the fighting to be over.


    Tonya gathered the cats in a large carrier, ignoring the hisses and yowling of the male and female. The tiny kitten dug under them both for a nipple, eager to grab a meal while they traveled. The little baby had thrived on all the attention he’d been getting from the bored people in these tunnels. A dozen residents had begged Tonya to have him. She’d refused, telling them the cats belonged to everyone as mousers.


    Angela stayed in the chair next to their captives, though she wasn’t sure yet if they were that or if she was letting them go. This group’s intentions hadn’t been settled. She motioned at Morgan. “Wake them up.”


    Morgan injected Cerise instead of using smelling salts. The B-12 shots worked better on their kind and they had more of it than they did the smelling salts.


    Cerise came to all at once, body flinching away from Morgan.


    Goldie woke slower, not happy that he’d been drugged as soon as he reached the bottom of the ladder. He glared at all of them.


    The other captives also groaned and complained as they were woken, but they waited for Cerise to handle it.


    Angela made the connection. “You’re an alpha, like me.”


    Cerise rubbed her sore neck. “Not as strong.”


    Angela could tell that too. “You were the woman shouting for me in my dream.”


    “And you’re the one who told me you don’t do dream walking meetings.”


    Angela rubbed her sore leg, being careful not to dislodge the bandage. “It got you out of my mind.”


    Cerise sat up and pushed against the wall. Her body didn’t want to hold her up yet.


    Brittani brought over a chair and quickly backed away.


    People packed gear and supplies while they listened. Pam and Brittani were overseeing the cooking area, but they didn’t switch off the hotplates that Kenn had rigged up for them. The cruise ship wasn’t ready for cooking yet and everyone needed at least one more meal. The smell of soup was a nice addition to the sweaty odors. They were making enough for the entire camp to eat off it all day.


    Cerise lowered her mental shields, letting Angela view into her mind. “I don’t want to go through this twice.”


    “You won’t have to.” Brittani gestured. “She’s the boss. If she doesn’t like what she sees and hears, you’ll be removed.”


    Goldie rubbed his sore arm. “Cerise can’t be killed. You’re better off making a deal.”


    Angela snorted. “Anyone can be killed, even a byzan.”


    Goldie realized they knew how evolved Cerise was.


    Angela gestured. “Feed them while we talk.”


    Ralph hurried over with mugs of the hot soup. He handed them to the captives without showing fear. Unlike the others, he couldn’t read their thoughts. He didn’t know he should be scared. It gave the impression of him being braver than he really was.


    Cerise scanned the tunnels and found dozens of witnesses watching and waiting.


    Most of the senior Eagles were staying until they knew if she was a good guy or another walking corpse. The camp members didn’t want to be topside without Eagle protection. It resulted in a lot of witnesses.


    Angela glared. “Get moving!”


    Another rush of people hurried toward the ladders.


    Cerise sipped the soup, groaning. “Homemade food. Awesome.”


    Angela motioned.


    Ralph brought over a tray of mugs. “The milk’s powdered. Our cow hasn’t given milk since we found it.”


    “Maybe it’s not a cow.” Cerise swallowed a mouthful of noodles, stomach clenching.


    “It was old before the war.” Angela took the mug Ralph handed her. She also sipped and watched, waiting for the woman to fully wake before she began her questions.


    Goldie spotted the body in the far corner. A hand sticking out drew his attention. “That’s Amira. I gave her that watch.”


    Angela caught the flashes of the team who’d come in the RIB. She winced. “We’ve developed a fire first, ask questions second mentality. They were flying toward us without trying to communicate. We assumed they were a threat.” Angela sent the images of how the woman had died. “She saved my husband’s life, even if she didn’t know it. She’ll get a proper burial with our other heroes.”


    Goldie held onto his anger. “You aren’t the good guys like we have been led to believe.”


    Angela’s eyes narrowed. “I thought the UN told you we were bad, greedy killers who’d slit your throat for a slice of bread.”


    “They did…” Goldie stopped, not wanting to be the one who told their story.


    Cerise took over, silently mourning that team. “We sent them out a month ago. They had a bigger ship. I reckon there was trouble on the way. There were 10 of them when they left Australia.”


    “That’s where you’re from?”


    Cerise nodded. “Unlike the Americas, we’ve had UN forces on our soil since right after the war. It made it almost impossible to organize a fight.”


    Angela made the connection. “You’re Cerise Bunting, leader of the Australian Resistance Force.”


    “You’ve heard of us?”


    “Briefly. Donner wanted to be sent there instead of Canada. He only talked about it once with me.”


    Cerise sighed. “We would have been better off with Donner. Director Miles and Director Haussler weren’t easily distracted. It took methods no one should have to employ.”


    Angela understood. “You do what life forces you to.”


    “Yes. We depended on mental gifts to get us through most of those moments, but the UN had hundreds of hunters and trackers. By the time you Yanks destroyed the International Detention Center, I was the last resistance member within 1000 miles. Then several survivors from Canada came searching for me. I’d had an unfortunate incident the day before. I didn’t hide like I might normally have done.”


    Cerise refused to relive her moment of submission to Miles. She locked that door.


    Angela flipped it open without breaking a sweat.


    Cerise stared in surprise.


    Angela shrugged. “I’ve evolved a few more times than you.” Her polite tone faded. “Spill your guts or this conversation is over. You’ll be out of here a few minutes from now.”


    Cerise didn’t have a choice. “The UN came ashore while my family was pulling a last harvest from the earth. I was on the sub, in bed with Director Miles.”


    Angela stopped her. “I meant from the very beginning. I want your story.”


    “Why?”


    “It tells me what kind of people you are.”


    “You won’t like it.” Cerise wiped dirt from her leg and sat the half-finished mug down.


    “I don’t expect to, especially since you just told me you were sleeping with the enemy.”


    Cerise understood she wasn’t going to be able to skip anything. “Goldie and I grew up together. He’s descended from the Aborigines who inhabited Australia before the British invaded. I’m descended from the invaders. We lived on neighboring farms in North Queensland. I married his brother.”


    Angela shook her head at the people who would have asked questions or argued with her about the words. “Keep going.”


    “As we grew up, we figured out we were different. When the UN approached us, we were told we’d be using our gifts to help make the world a better place. As soon as we were taken to the labs, we understood that was a lie, but it was too late to refuse.”


    “I tried anyway.” Goldie flexed his arm and rubbed away dried blood. “They burned my farm. It took years to repair the damage.”


    “I saw what they’d done to him and I didn’t resist. I told my family I was a soldier in the Australian Defense Force to cover my absences and the occasional hate mail we received. For years, they were safe.”


    “Your guilt is glowing brightly. Get it out.”


    Cerise drew in a deep breath. “I’d been working with them for years, rounding up our kind. When the war came, I had no choice but to help them collect my neighbors.”


    “She’s a traitor!”


    “That’s why her arm’s red, like Adrian and Kendle!”


    “She can’t stay here!”


    “Remove her, Boss!”


    Angela turned red orbs on the shouting camp members.


    Silence fell. They glared at Cerise and hurried out to spread the story.


    Angela resumed the conversation, not surprised by Cerise’s revelation or her camp’s reaction. “I assume you didn’t have much of an army there.”


    “Not really. When the war happened, there were only about 80,000 troops and most of them were already under UN influence. We just didn’t know it. When they landed, our own army helped them.”


    “It was like that everywhere.” Angela gestured at the listening Eagles. “We took in several people who fought with our government. Almost none of them are here now.”


    Cerise didn’t ask what had happened. She already knew they’d been killed or died fighting. That was the life of any soldier. “The war came to Australia through the UN. We didn’t have any nuclear explosions, but it might have been better if we had. The UN decided to use us as a staging post for other invasions and battles. They landed three days after the war. Two hundred and fifty thousand troops took over the airports, radio and media stations, military bases, police stations, schools. They took over everything, including homes. They moved right in and made themselves at home with our sons, daughters, wives.”


    “Didn’t you fight back at all?”


    Cerise nodded at Ralph’s question. “Some of them tried, but the UN had powerful weapons beyond their magic users. Most Australians didn’t. The laws made it hard to have the type of gun ownership you Yanks enjoyed.”


    Angela held up a hand to interrupt the coming gun debate. “Go on.”


    Ralph closed his mouth.


    Cerise shrugged. “I’m not sure it would have helped anyway. Without training, and organized groups, a single gun wouldn’t have stopped hundreds of troops from clearing each home and business. In other countries, they used food as a lure to get populations to cooperate, but we weren’t starving. They decided brute force would conquer us and it did.”


    Camp members still in line to leave listened to the story without sympathy.


    That bothered Angela, but she understood. We’ve all been through hell. It’s hard to have compassion for others when we’ve been hunted for so long and lost so much ourselves.


    “My family farm raised ducks for eggs and grew limes and avocados. When the UN landed, they began stripping all the food storage centers. Then they targeted food production. Farms as big as ours were top on the list.”


    “They didn’t want you to be able to survive on your own.”


    “Nah. They needed the food to feed the troops they were collecting and sending through their programs. I wasn’t home when they reached my farm. I got back to find it stripped, burnt, and my family gone except for my son and husband. They were injured and starving.” Cerise shuddered. A single red tear rolled over her cheek. “My husband tried to stop them from taking all the food. Our orchards had yielded a nice crop. Our silo was full. It would have carried us through the next year.”


    “They killed him.”


    Goldie shook his head. “When he resisted, the troops opened fire on everyone else. Cerise lost all of her children but one. Her only son was put into the reeducation camp with her husband. Neither of them made it out.”


    “They showed me the graves of my daughters.”


    Goldie hated her pain. He put an arm around her shoulders and finished that part of their story. “My wife was staying with her family while we were gone. The UN wanted to make sure we were under control. There had been rumors Cerise wasn’t loyal enough. They came there with orders to kill her girls. It didn’t matter that her husband fought them. Haussler said they would have killed them anyway because they were normal.”


    “Wait. All your daughters were normal?”


    Cerise gave her memories of births, birthdays, and then the sight of their graves. “My husband was normal. Only my son showed signs of being like us, but he hadn’t developed gifts yet.” She sucked in another breath. “I went crazy when I found out. I slaughtered the troops still there waiting for me. Haussler came himself and forced me to go to the reeducation camp. He promised that my son and husband would be treated well if I cooperated.”


    “How did he force you?”


    “He had Goldie’s pregnant wife. If I’d fought, he would have killed her.”


    “And after, you realized they wanted his twins and they wouldn’t have killed her.”


    “Yes. He bluffed me and it cost both my remaining family members. He sent them to a different reeducation camp. I never saw them again.”


    “Do you know they’re dead? Maybe they escaped or were sent to another country.”


    Cerise wiped away fresh tears before they could fall. “I felt it. The resistance contacted me while I was grieving.” She forced a brighter note into her voice. “I found out at least a dozen trackers hadn’t been captured yet. All of them were supposed to do the same thing.” Cerise met Angela’s eye. “Get to Safe Haven anyway we had to and beg for help.”


    Cerise rose to her knees. “Please help us. If you don’t, the Australian way of life will end forever.”


    Old magic swirled into the air, surrounding the entire group.


    Angela reached out and helped the woman to her feet. “We have a council. I don’t make those decisions alone anymore.”


    Before Cerise could protest, Ralph snorted. “Yes, you do. Decide here and now and the Eagles will make sure you have the support you need when the time comes.”


    Angela glared at Ralph. “One more word...”


    Ralph paled, realizing he’d interrupted them too many times. He went up the ladder to find something else to do before he forced her to punish him.


    Cerise waited tensely for Angela’s answer, but everyone else knew what was coming. Angela hadn’t passed up a chance to help survivors or eliminate evil in the entire time she’d been leading Safe Haven. Some might point to refugees that had been left behind, but a few of them might have survived and would be waiting for their return. If so, hopefully they’re better people now.


    Sally and her parents were a great example. Even though they’d finally become a part of Safe Haven, they’d been too eaten up with anger and grief from not being found worthy the first time. Angela had wanted to help them all along, but the quick, ugly flashes she’d caught from their minds had told her they would only bring chaos into her camp. She didn’t mind that Ray had tried anyway by throwing them medicine, but it had only delayed the inevitable. That trio had been destined to die and even though they’d interfered, it hadn’t changed that destiny.


    It was still one of the hardest parts of all of this for Angela. She’d been able to change several outcomes over the last year, but only at the particular moment she’d been aiming for. Fate had quickly re-organized itself to deliver the same endings no matter how many times she forced it to. There were other examples. She hadn’t been able to tell what was coming for their children, but she’d known there was a problem. She believed the illness she’d suffered right after they left the mountain was originally what was supposed to take those who’d died from the radiation exposure. Those marked souls had died anyway. Adrian had warned her it wasn’t possible to change someone’s destiny. He was right, but I’m still going to try because I haven’t fully given up hope. “I’ll talk to the council. They may want to interview you. If they agree we should, then we will.”


    Cerise had been absorbing every detail about Safe Haven as it presented itself. She used that information now. “What’s your choice? They’ll follow your lead.”


    The witnesses were impressed that Cerise already knew how to get what she wanted.


    Angela smiled at the beaten, bloody, bandaged woman. “Safe Haven never refuses to help those in need.”


    “And the cost?” Cerise hoped she would be able to pay it. “There’s always a price for deals like these.”


    “You’ll spread our light to your part of the world.”


    Cerise smiled in relief. “That’s it? Thank you for your honor.”


    “Thank you for your courage.”


    “What about all the people she’s killed? Doesn’t that matter?” Harry had been reading their thoughts since they came down.


    “Yes, it does.” Tobias came through the tunnel, smiling. “Cerise has been letting them go and using bodies from the fight that got them captured. It was often a family member who died in the fight. As you know, we’re infamous for giving our lives for our loved ones. She used that for proof of death. Some, she really killed because they were evil. She feels bad for the good people who died, but anyone else would have killed them all. She did it for us. That’s how we escaped Joel the first time.”


    Cerise shook hands with Tobias. “I see you and the wives made it to safety.” She nodded to Daniella and Anna, and got smiles in return.


    Tobias put an arm around each of his wives. “Safe Haven is everything we were told.”


    Charlie had tried to be quiet, but he couldn’t hold it in any longer. “Where are they keeping the captives?”


    Goldie and Cerise both frowned.


    “What captives?”


    “There wasn’t time.”


    “You don’t have any captives?”


    Cerise shook her head at the upset teenager who looked like he hadn’t slept in days. “They planned to take younger Eagles who could be retrained, but it all happened too fast. As far as I know, they didn’t take any.”


    Angela pointed the woman toward the beds they’d placed in the corner. “Finish your food and rest. I only ask that you respect our rules while you’re here.”


    “I can do that.” Cerise glanced at Goldie and the others. “If you want to stay, now’s the time to ask. She didn’t forbid you from joining.”


    Goldie shook his head. So did the three other teammates.


    Cerise hadn’t expected it. She sat by Goldie instead of going to the cots. “Thank you.”


    Goldie grunted, anger fading. “You should have killed me.”


    “I’m going to help you save your children. My nephew and niece deserve to have a free life.”


    “And my wife.”


    Cerise sent out a wave of comfort. “I’m sorry. Haussler wanted to hurt you with it later, after you delivered my body. Your wife died during the birth. They didn’t need her anymore. They didn’t even try to save her. Your twins are alive, but they aren’t doing well. They might not survive.”


    Goldie began to cry. “No!”


    Cerise held him, aware of the sympathetic glances from the Eagles and the alpha. It made the pain more vivid.


    Hatred grew hotter for their enemies. Angela caught her eye. Keep letting them feel your pain. It will help me find recruits for your cause.


    Cerise stared in surprise. Goldie’s right. You aren’t good.


    Angela moved toward the ladder, eager to feel the sun on her skin. “No. If I were, all of us would be dead and you would have made the trip for nothing.”


    People slid aside as a patrol came through the tunnel.


    Goldie cringed, bringing up his shield. “It’s a wolf!”


    Angela paused. “I guess introductions are in order. Bloody Dog, meet our often bloody Dog.”


    Cerise froze as the wolf sniffed her boots.


    Dog sneezed on her and then lifted his leg.


    “Dog!”


    The wolf came to Angela and stared up at her with angry golden eyes. What? You’re my alpha. She’s an imposter.


    “She’s a guest in our camp.”


    Dog sniffed the air again. Guest or prisoner?


    Angela shrugged. “There isn’t much difference.”


    “She’s talking to the wolf!” Goldie was distracted from his pain. “Is it talking back to her?”


    Dog looked over at him. Don’t stay long, guest. I don’t like any of you.


    “I heard him in my mind! He’s one of us!”


    Cerise chuckled. “I heard you guys collected strange gifts.”


    “And that’s putting it nicely. I’ll be copying that memory charm of yours too, but don’t use it while you’re here.”


    “I won’t.” Cerise didn’t care if Angela copied that skill. She was just relieved that Safe Haven’s powerful leader was willing to help them.


    Angela stepped aside for Cate and Cody to go up the ladder.


    Cody glanced at Cerise with red eyes and then looked at Angela. He shook his head.


    Angela nodded to him. “Duly noted. Go play.”


    Cody climbed the ladder quickly, eager to dig in the sand on the beach while they waited in line to get on the ship.


    Cerise had caught it. “What was that all about?”


    Angela saw no reason to lie or hide the truth. “You’ve been denied entry by three of us now.”


    Cerise laughed. “The wolf doesn’t count. And he’s just a kid.”


    “Dog’s judgement is as final as mine, and Cody Brady is the next leader of Safe Haven.”


    Cerise was shocked. “Don’t you have a son and an enforcer who should inherit that job?”


    “They don’t really want it.”


    “Like that matters.”


    “It does to me.” Angela went up the ladder. “We pick ourselves and fate provides the path. I know that for sure. I’m living proof.”
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    Ian handed Marc a sheet of paper from his notebook. “Sorry, man. I can’t do it anymore.”


    Marc read it, already knowing what it said.


    I hereby resign from the Eagles.


    Ian flashed to Cerise hitting him with her charm. He’d only turned his back for a moment, distracted by Jennifer’s screams, but it had been enough. Cerise had blasted him, missing the two kids. In that instant, he could have been killed. His mind refused to do this anymore.


    Marc stored the paper and opened his mouth to tell Ian it was okay.


    Debra tapped his arm.


    Marc took the nearly identical note from her. “Why?”


    Debra signed as she thought it. They don’t listen to me when it matters, and I can’t even make a radio call! I’m useless as an Eagle. Debra had spent the battle underground, carrying supplies and guarding hatches, but she hadn’t been useful and the feeling had lingered.


    “That’s not true. You’ve done a good job.”


    I had a lot of help. Debra shrugged. I want something that makes me feel good.


    “You mean like a cook or medical officer?”


    I mean as a test subject for the medics. Let’s find out if they can fix my ears.


    Ian smiled at Debra. “We’re both off duty now. Want to go get a drink?”


    Debra grinned. I thought you’d never ask.


    Marc watched them walk away, surprised but also amused. “I didn’t see that coming.”


    “I did.” Wade went by Marc. Wade had dropped the boys off to Daisey and the other den mothers. They had a double Eagle guard right now. No one was getting into the kids’ area without serious bloodshed. “She’s been ogling him for weeks, hoping he’d notice her.”


    “How did I miss that?”


    “You assumed she was playing hard to get with Theo.” Wade slowed to let Marc join him. “So did Theo.”


    “What about Bernice?”


    Wade chuckled. “She wants Ian too, sort of.”


    “Sort of?”


    “She hasn’t faced it yet, but I’ve seen her watching him. She waited too long, though. Ian finally realized Debra’s perfect for him.”


    “How did he come to that realization? And when?” Marc was eager for the distraction.


    “He saw her talking to Laura’s nieces. He learned sign language. Debra was telling them she wanted to resign, but she didn’t want to disappoint everyone. I guess Ian felt a connection with her.”


    “Will it work out for them?”


    Wade smiled as Samantha came into view on the beach. “A year from now, they’ll have a baby and be happy. Just guessing of course, but I am rather good at reading the signs.”


    Marc was enjoying the peaceful moment. “What about Lisa and Greg?”


    Wade’s good mood fell. “You forced him into that, Marc. He doesn’t want her. When they break up, it will be ugly and she’ll hate him for a long time.”


    “Damn.”


    “Yep. If you want to head that off, take him with you and let them drift apart without the nasty public break up.”


    Marc paused. “Take him with me where?”


    Wade made a face. “Don’t play stupid with me.”


    “I’m not playing.” Marc understood all at once. “You think I’m leaving.”


    “I know you’re leaving.”


    “And where am I going?”


    Wade gestured toward the beach, where Angela was getting ready to start interviewing the UN troops. “As far from her as you can get.”


    Wade went down the ladder and jogged over the bridge to join Neil and Samantha at the table they’d set up for the council.


    Marc stayed on the top deck, hating himself for being a coward.


    Angela glanced up, but she didn’t pressure him. She sent out a wave of love, then turned back to the new people.


    Marc went toward the bridge, not sure how to face everything that had happened. They’d cleared the ship and gotten the camp members below, but there was still a lot of clean up to do. Angela’s volunteers were already starting on it. The smell of bleach was killing the smoke and smells of blood. I wish I could clear my mind as easily.


    Tim came to Marc. “Grant got a call from Greg. The sub’s a loss. They need a ride.”


    Marc scanned Tim; the bruises were gone now, but the man had returned to wearing his white collar. “You have a location?”


    “Grant said it’s a few hours from here. Greg said they can wait a bit if you need time.”


    Marc nodded. “I think Angela is sending a crew out later for a survivor sweep. They can pick him up.”


    “Cool. Greg also said he has 10 crewmen who need to be evaluated for entry.”


    Marc sighed. I should have known he would do what Angela wanted. “Anything else?”


    “He’s sorry, but Eagles don’t murder people.”


    Marc winced. If only that were true.


    Tim wanted to offer comfort, but he wasn’t sure it would be welcome. He decided Marc needed space. He went back up to Grant. He was the gopher right now.


    Marc walked to the rear of the ship. The pirate vessels were still burning, though they would be at the bottom of the ocean soon. The traps he’d designed had worked perfectly. “I didn’t think she would do it. I made the plan and I followed through, but even while it was happening, I couldn’t believe she’d done it.”


    “I feel the same way.”


    Marc saw Shawn leaning against the rear wall of the ship, mostly out of sight of land.


    Shawn grimaced, rubbing the trim scar on his shoulder that still ached. “Life’s ugly. And it happens fast. One minute, we were a happy family. Now, I’m single again and Missy hates Pam. We can’t even be in the same room.”


    “Maybe you should forgive her and try again.”


    Shawn shook his head. “Can’t. I faced too much after that night. In 10 years, Missy will be my wife. It’s better that I don’t have another woman in the middle of it.”


    Marc didn’t like any of the relationships that involved underage kids, even if they hadn’t happened yet. Just knowing they might was bad enough.


    “I’m leaving.”


    Marc stared, mouth dropping open. “What?”


    “I can’t be here while she’s growing up. I’m leaving. I’ll be back when she’s older.”


    Marc’s respect for Shawn went up. “Are you sure? We can keep you two apart.”


    “No, you can’t.” Shawn motioned to a shadow Marc hadn’t spotted yet.


    Missy stepped forward, ready to fight for him to stay.


    Marc interrupted it. “Don’t take away his honor, Missy. You won’t want him without it–I know.”


    Missy’s eyes filled with tears. She ran for the front of the ship, sobbing.


    “That was hard. Thank you.” Shawn drew in a ragged breath. “If you need an extra hand when you go, I’m available. When that run’s done, I might stay there and help them rebuild.”


    “Why does everyone think I’m leaving?”


    Shawn shrugged. “Angela told us not to guilt you into staying. It’s not us. It’s you.”


    “I have no plans to leave this island.”


    “Do you have plans to stay?”


    Marc scowled.


    “Exactly.” Shawn held out the cigarette he’d taken from the last man he’d killed and tossed over the side. “She knows our thoughts before we do, sometimes. All of us hate that, but it can be helpful.”


    Marc refused the smoke. “How can it be helpful if you hate it?”


    “It’s like medicine. If it tastes awful, you know it probably works.” Shawn inhaled a last time, then flipped the butt over the side. He leaned on the rail to watch it fall. “She said we can all be free now. A lot of us are thinking about leaving.”


    “That doesn’t make sense. We’ll have peace here now.”


    “Yep.”


    Marc frowned. “They don’t want peace.”


    Shawn shrugged, thinking about how it felt to wake up from Cerise’s charm. He hadn’t been that upset, but Ray was still fuming over it. “We want peace for our camp. Giving up all this action is harder. Even the few who feel like they’ve had too much of it are already thinking about how bored they’ll be without it.”


    “What else did you find out?”


    “You may not want to know.”


    Marc’s shoulders stiffened. “Nothing can hit me as hard as I’m already hitting myself.”


    “I wouldn’t be sure.” Shawn looked over his shoulder, meeting Marc’s eye. “The camp wants you to go.”


    “Because death follows me.”


    “No. So Adrian can make things the way they used to be.”


    Marc laughed harshly.


    Shawn turned back to the water. “I agree, but they do think he can give them peace and satisfy them. Even Kyle wants you to go and he’s one of your biggest fans.”


    Marc did feel that one, but it wasn’t enough to match his misery. “Why? He’s leaving too.”


    “He blames you for Jennifer’s evolution. You put her on this ship where she was in danger again.”


    Marc made a face. “She would have done the same if she’d been on land. As soon as she found out the reset is coming even though we won she would have figured it out.”


    “So you based a plan around reactions and they did what you thought they would.”


    Marc started to get the point. “You’re saying I would have gone off to fight the government and met Kendle, even if Angela hadn’t sent me.”


    “I’m saying you can’t blame the boss for something you would have done anyway.” Shawn turned, staring at the one part of the beach that he could see from where they stood. “We all have a destiny, Marc. Kendle’s was to get us here and she fulfilled it. Let her soul rest in peace and move on.”


    “I can’t!” Marc controlled his anger, but the misery spilled out in thick waves. “I loved her.”


    “The things we love are what kill us in the end. I don’t remember who said that, but it’s absolutely true. At some point, Pam will give up her life for mine and I’ll have to try to live with that.”


    “But she’ll do it willingly!” Marc’s wall collapsed. “I killed her, Shawn. I held her under the water and drowned her.”


    Shawn assumed guilt was Marc’s biggest problem. “You know she would have killed Angela. You had to pick between them and you made the right choice.” Shawn straightened. “Like I did when I ended things with Pam. I know it isn’t the same, but I do love her and I know she loves me. I’ll spend years missing that relationship and then I’ll carry the guilt for her death. It’s an ugly future that I don’t want.”


    “You can try to change it.”


    “And I will, but we both know it’s impossible to change some destinies.” Shawn walked by him, headed for the ramp. “I plan to spend my life doing good things so I have some comfort when those ugly times come.”


    Marc stayed at the rail, thinking about Shawn’s words. Maybe that’s how I can forgive myself. I need to help others until my heart doesn’t clench anymore when I think about it. Marc sighed. And I’m sure that will be an awfully long time.
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    “Make him stay, Alpha! Please!”


    As much as she wanted to ease Missy’s pain, and her own, Angela couldn’t. “We’ll spend the time making ourselves into better people while they’re gone. When they come home, maybe enough time will have passed for them to be at peace.”


    The waiting troops observed and stayed quiet, blocking their thoughts from all the descendants trying to read them. Their fears about Safe Haven were clear, but they still held hope they would be accepted and become part of the only camp that had been able to resist the UN.


    “He said years!”


    Angela hugged the girl. “I know.”


    Missy’s sobs were hard to handle without joining her. Angela gently pushed the child toward Adrian. “Can you?”


    Adrian led Missy away from the tables so Angela could work. He ignored the chest pain as he knelt down. “Piggyback time.”


    Missy climbed up, tears rolling over her little cheeks. “I want him to stay!”


    Angela’s heart clenched. Would it help if I beg?


    She sighed again when there wasn’t an answer. Fine. She wiped her face and forced a polite smile at the line of troops waiting nervously to be evaluated. “Fill out the paper. Take it to the first person at the end of the table. If your sheet makes it down to me, you have a chance. If it gets thrown away, you need to go wait on the pontoon bridge for a ride out of here.”


    The strangers relaxed a little, glad to hear she wasn’t going to kill them if they weren’t approved to join.


    Angela eyed the Eagles waiting on the bridge, then got to work.


    The three Eagles on the bridge chatted lightly and watched every move the strangers made. They felt the weight of the extra magazines in their pockets. When Angela made the call, they would obey. Evil would not be allowed to leave their island and spread.


    Neil joined them on the bridge after leaving Wade with Samantha. She was helping Angela evaluate the troops. Neil didn’t like it, but he understood she was needed. And unlike Marc and the rest, I’m not fighting that anymore. Samantha will end up high in Safe Haven’s hierarchy and I’ll support her all the way. Then she’ll never think of leaving or ending our relationship.


    Samantha looked over at him. I wouldn’t even if you tried to forbid me from doing my job. We’re going to be together forever.


    Neil beamed at her. I love you.


    Samantha blushed, body warming. Three weeks left.


    Neil’s body lit up.


    Wade frowned, heart pumping nervously. He didn’t add a wisecrack like he might have if someone else had been involved. He wasn’t willing to risk Neil’s wrath in any way.


    Ed scanned the peaceful meeting and the smoke coming from ships burning in and around the bay. “Who will we fight now that the UN’s gone?”


    Neil’s warm feelings fled. “Now we just have to fight each other.”


    “Stop it already.” Morgan couldn’t take more drama, good or bad. His nerves were shot.


    Everyone quieted and concentrated on the job at hand. Fifty people were waiting to be approved or denied, and another dozen stragglers were arriving by lifeboat and raft. It would take hours to get them all into the quarantine zones that Kenn was busy setting up in the main town.


    Theo and Monica went by them, talking about their plans for a much longer dock that would hold all the ships they now had. They were about to go start stripping the few damaged boats that hadn’t sunk. Greg’s idea to reclaim that material for building on their island had been accepted. Besides the one pirate ship they’d kept, and the cruise liner, the new people had come in a dozen boats that would need a place to rest between uses. Their armada had changed forms and grown.


    Silence fell as Jennifer came down the beach with Kyle behind her. He was carrying both kids. Jennifer had her hand on her gun belt. The feeling of power coming from her dwarfed most of them.


    Angela pointed at the chair next to her, then lifted a brow.


    Jennifer took it, glaring at the strangers who stared in apprehension. “When you fill out those papers, tell me everything you know about the reset.”


    Angela approved. She wasn’t upset that Jennifer had forced her evolution. I counted on it, like Marc. When they all leave the island, Jennifer will help me build a future we can be proud of.


    Kyle was relieved when Jennifer didn’t immediately deny that. Maybe we can stay. He hadn’t wanted to leave, but making her happy was more important than his own desires.


    Jennifer controlled her new need to lash out at all of them. “Stop it. I can’t take more drama right now.”


    Morgan looked at her, surprised that she’d used his words. Are you staying?


    Jennifer shrugged at his mental question. “That has not been revealed.”


    Morgan refused to accept that answer even one more time. “Well, I’m not going. You do what you want. I have a home here and I’m not giving it up, even for you.”


    Kyle gawked in shock.


    So did Angela and the Eagles.


    Jennifer smiled, heart starting to calm. “Thank you.” She hadn’t given him the scroll information yet, but she would when things settled down. I always keep my word.


    Morgan stared in confusion. “For telling you no?”


    “For having loyalty to the dream. I wish more of us did.” Jennifer motioned the first person toward the table. “Let’s get this over with.”


    “Wait.” Cerise pointed at two people in the rear of the line. “They’re with me. They won’t be staying here.”


    Angela motioned for the Eagles to separate the two resistance members. She caught flashes of their time on the flagship and was glad they didn’t want to stay. Albert and Denese had helped Haussler conquer a lot of people since the war. They’d passed information and helped a few resistance members, but they’d been too scared to kill Haussler because they valued their lives more than freeing the future from a tyrant. The Eagles wouldn’t forgive that.


    “They’re drugged.” Jennifer frowned at Angela. “Or they were. It’s wearing off now.”


    Angela still couldn’t find it in her heart to refuse them even though they’d had this issue with Ramer and it hadn’t worked out in the end. “We’ll try to help them.”


    Jennifer waved them forward. “Next!”


    Cerise liked it that some of the addicted troops were going to get another chance to have a normal life.


    Eagles began to clap as Stanley came down the hill and took up a guard post next to Angela. He flushed under their approval and stood straighter, ignoring the pain in his side. It felt wonderful to be the hero this time.


    Ray approached the table. “Permission to speak my mind?”


    Angela nodded.


    “I think you should kill them all, starting with her.” He pointed at Cerise. “She charmed the crew and tried to take over the ship. She can’t be trusted.”


    “Your opinion is noted.”


    Ray’s fists clenched. “That’s it? She gets away with it?”


    Goldie scowled at Ray. “You should be quiet and let your alpha make her own choices.”


    Ray pulled his knife and tossed it. The blade sank into the table next to Goldie’s hand. “Let me give you a choice. Pull that knife and slit your own throat before I get to you.”


    “Ray.”


    Ray paused, shoulders stiffening. “Not now!”


    Grant put a hand on Ray’s shoulder. “Stop. I’m fine. It’s just a black eye.”


    “He hit you!”


    Grant went to the table to retrieve Ray’s blade. He shrugged. “I should have been expecting it.” He pulled the blade free, grinning at Goldie.


    Goldie shook his head. “You’re not mad? I think you’re all nuts.”


    “Yep.” Grant laughed as he swung with his empty hand, nailing Goldie in the mouth.


    Goldie fell out of the chair, groaning.


    “You should have been expecting that.”


    Eagles laughed.


    Cerise observed in surprise, encouraged by the behavior. “I didn’t think he had that in him.”


    “Neither did he. That’s why it happened.” Angela didn’t feel like explaining that Grant had begun to question his own manhood. “Next!”
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    “Are you all set here?”


    “Yes.” The town was covered in tents, a wired perimeter, and huge spotlights. Kenn thought it looked like a prison camp, but he didn’t say that. The precautions they’d chosen were necessary. Half the people Angela had approved were descendants and the rest were fighters.


    Kenn stepped aside to let Tonya see into the large tent they’d set up in the middle of the town. “They’ll come here first and get changed, medicated if needed, and get a bag of gear. They’ll go to the other side and pass through a checkpoint. Then they’ll be directed into their zones.”


    Tonya swept the other tents, frowning as she remembered the zones in the mountain. “I’m glad our people are all on the ship now.” Until they finished rebuilding the town, Safe Haven was once again cruise ship-bound.


    Kenn put an arm around her shoulders. “It won’t be like that this time.”


    “I hope not.” Tonya handed him a bag. “Brittani and Pam sent food. They gave the other cooks the rest of the day off.”


    Kenn wasn’t surprised. Pam had been avoiding all of them since Shawn’s breakup, and Brittani was feeling guilty about Trinity’s death. “I’ll let the boss know. She’ll send someone to talk to them.”


    Gus came from the tent next to theirs. “Brittani will be fine in a couple days. It isn’t the first time someone has tried to kill her.” He tugged up his loose pants, proud of himself for the weight loss and muscle gain. “But if she does need it, send her husband.”


    Kenn nodded. “Agreed.”


    Trent stopped by them, swiping sweat from his neck. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”


    “Sure.”


    “Not you. Her.”


    Tonya tensed as she read his thoughts.


    So did Kenn. “Don’t.”


    Trent had to. “I saw it all. Descendants will pick it from my thoughts eventually. You know that.”


    Kenn’s mind went to escape plans.


    Tonya smiled down at the sleeping infant in the holder on her chest. “I removed him before he went on a shooting spree like Darren.”


    Trent breathed a sigh of relief. “I knew it was something like that.” He ran a gentle hand over the baby’s head and walked off, whistling.


    Kenn stared at Tonya in surprise.


    Tonya went into the tent, putting it from her mind.


    Kenn followed, refusing to ask if that was the truth or a perfect lie. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it.


    Tonya went to the desk they’d set up. She sat in the only chair. “I’m almost ready for my first test. I just need a live training session.”


    Kenn thought about it. “Aren’t the medics going to operate on Adrian later?”


    “Yes. Can you get me an invite?”


    “Why me?”


    “You and Morgan are friends now. We all see it.”


    Kenn grinned. It felt great. “I’ll mention it to him, but you can just show up. They’ll like that.”


    Tonya sighed in happiness. “Life’s good for some of us. You know?”


    “I do.”


    Tonya chuckled. “Hold onto that phrase.”


    Kenn laughed at the reminder. “In a couple of months, you’ll be Mrs. Kenn Harrison. Are you still sure it’s what you want?”


    Tonya’s mirth faded into longing. “There’s only one thing I want more.”


    Kenn was drawn, hard. He made a joke to cover it. “What is it? I’ll give you anything. Make it a challenge.”


    “A little girl so our son has someone to grow up with.”


    Kenn’s eyes sparked. “You get the clearance from the medics and I’ll be there without bells on, or anything else.”


    “Ah, hell.” Jonny laughed as he entered. “Save the mushy stuff for when you’re alone.”


    Laughter echoed from the tent and soothed the three dozen new camp members being brought to the quarantine zone. They entered the large tent and waited for instructions as their escorts surrounded the canvas and hoped the fighting was over for another day.


    A volley of gunshots from the beach destroyed the good vibes and reminded them that death was always their shadow.


    “She didn’t let them go.” Rico had been approved to join. He stared at Kenn in fear. “She killed them all.” Rico’s bulky body twitched, showing signs of withdrawal and fear.


    Kenn shrugged. “You live by the bullet, you end up biting it at some point. That’s been the law of the land for centuries; it hasn’t changed.”​
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    “We won.”


    A tremendous cheer echoed through the ballroom and spilled out into the night. It traveled to the island and faded.


    Angela smiled. “Our three years of peace starts now.”


    More cheers and shouts broke the quiet and sent animals fleeing deeper into the jungle.


    “We’ve earned this long break. Appreciate it.” Angela went straight to the next item as the camp enjoyed being around electricity and appliances again. “I have a run for those who aren’t ready for that yet.”


    They quieted. Most of the camp had gotten a shower and clean clothes, then hurried here for a group meal. They’d been expecting her to make a statement, but not an announcement of a new run, a new fight.


    Cerise and her team were still filthy and exhausted. Eagle guards lined the walls on both sides of their table, watching with hard eyes that couldn’t wait for them to be gone. Only a few senior men had stayed in the town to monitor their quarantine zones. They didn’t really care if the new people fought with each other or had medical emergencies. The general consensus was that Marc had been right all along; the strangers weren’t welcome.


    Cool air conditioning flowed over the large room, cooling skin but it didn’t temper the anger. Signs of the rage illness were everywhere Angela looked, but this mood had little to do with that. It wasn’t easy to forgive someone who’d wanted you dead just the day before. “We’ve secured our little corner of the globe. They’ll leave us alone. Until they regroup or trigger the reset. Then we’ll have to do it all over again.”


    Mutters and anger filled the room this time.


    Angela pointed at the front table, where Cerise and Goldie were having a hot meal and ignoring the hostile glares from the camp. “The UN took over their country and enslaved them. They took their babies. They forced them to come. Not everyone wanted to be here. They were told their families would be slaughtered if they refused.”


    “That’s not our problem!”


    “Let them fight their own war!”


    “A lot of people feel that way. They let us do it alone for a year. But Safe Haven doesn’t ignore tyranny. Effective immediately, I’m planning a run to Australia to help Cerise. If you want to be part of that, put your name on the sheet hanging by the door. You have until dawn and then the signup period will be closed. That mission team leaves in two days.” Angela held up a hand. “If you don’t want to, you don’t have to. But do not discourage others from following their hearts. You can stay and they can go. It doesn’t have to be one or the other.”


    Angela sipped her hot tea, waiting for the protests and agreeing shouts to subside. Most of her camp would never be Eagles. She understood that now. Those who decided to risk their lives to help others were a rare, special breed of people. And I’m grateful for every one of them. “We’ll be on this ship for about a week while our crews build the basic structures. If you can’t stand that thought, you can camp on the island. Stay out of the bunkers. I have plans for them.” She checked her list to see if she’d covered everything.


    At the front table, Cerise kept track of the signup sheet, hoping at least a few of the powerful men and women here would agree to return with them.


    No one went to the door.


    Cerise’s heart clenched. We need help. Why won’t they help us?


    “You haven’t asked.” Kyle was a few seats down the row and still pissed at Marc, Angela, and Cerise. “Eagles don’t throw away their lives for nothing.”


    “It is not nothing!” Cerise stood up, glaring around at the sullen people who glared right back. “We were told Safe Haven helps those in need.”


    “We used to and then you all agreed to come here and kill us.” Ray hadn’t even considered going.


    Cerise controlled her anger and disappointment. She looked at Jennifer.


    Jennifer wanted to be nasty too, but she couldn’t. “I’ll go…if no one else will.”


    Chaos erupted. The noise drowned out everything else.


    Angela sent a sharp blast of pain through the crowd. It landed where she aimed, silencing the loudest of the protestors. “She can make her own choices!”


    Jennifer shrugged, feeling Kyle and Morgan’s outrage. “I keep seeing Darren holding my baby hostage. How can we not help them and then still call ourselves the good guys?” She stood up, meaning to go put her name on the sheet.


    “Jenny.” Morgan put a hand on her wrist, touching her openly for the first time. “Let the Eagles carry this one. Stay here with your kids and live.”


    “I can’t, unless I know she’s covered.” Jennifer stared at Cerise. “Goldie showed me how your girls died. I’m sorry.”


    Cerise tried to smile. It came out in a sob. “They shot them down like animals because I refused to come here.”


    “Your girls died for us, in a way.”


    “But you can’t go. I won’t allow it.” Cerise shoved to her feet, spilling her drink. “I’ll be in my assigned room.”


    Silence followed her out into the hall where her guard, Jeff, led her to the cabins on the bottom deck.


    Angela motioned. “She lost her son and her husband in the reeducation camps. She came here because she knows we’re the only ones who can save her country.”


    “I’ll go.” Gus had hated being out of the action for this run.


    “No!” Brittani glared at him.


    So did Bernice.


    Daryl frowned. “It’s his choice.”


    “He’s doing it out of guilt. That’s not right.”


    “That’s not true. I like fighting. I’ll be bored here in a month, let alone three years.” Gus went to the sheet and put his name on the first line.


    Other men and women rose to do the same.


    Missy began to cry as Shawn got up to join them.


    Jennifer sat, confident she’d guilted enough of them into helping.


    Silence fell as Marc stood up. He didn’t look at Angela as he signed his name.


    Angela forced herself to smile. “The team has a leader. Anyone else?”


    More Eagles rose, making a line to the door.


    Marc walked out.


    Angela let him go, heart breaking. “The mission team will meet in the small gym at dawn tomorrow. Everyone else gets to sleep in. That’s great, right?”
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    “Have you heard from Greg?” Lisa caught up to Marc as he neared the medical bay.


    “He’s fine. Molly and Theo are going to pick him up shortly.”


    “Good. He’s okay, though?”


    Marc stopped, facing her. “You know I forced him, right?”


    Lisa nodded. “He told me we aren’t serious.”


    “But?”


    She smiled. “But I want him. A fling can turn into something serious over time.”


    “That won’t happen.” Marc was tired of feeling bad. The truth spilled out. “He wants Angela. You’re just a substitute.”


    Lisa grinned. “Awesome.”


    Marc stared. “Awesome?”


    She nodded. “Angela won’t ever want him. He can pine for her while dating me. In time, he’ll see he won’t ever get her and we’ll settle down together.” Lisa went around him and resumed her jog to the entertainment floor.


    A reluctant smile stretched Marc’s lips. “I think the women in this camp are about a million times smarter than the men.”


    “Then why do we always get left behind?” Tonya came from the employee hall, hands going to her hips. “Kenn just signed up. Make him take his name off the sheet. I need him here.”


    Marc shook his head. “I want him as my XO.”


    “Why? So you can get him killed?”


    Marc held the door to the medical bay for her. “If I wanted him dead, he already would be.”


    Tonya believed him. “Then why?”


    “Because it was either him or Adrian. This is a rough run. I need an XO I can count on.”


    “Then take Adrian.”


    Marc led the way to the surgery room they’d put together two weeks ago. “I want him here to help Angela. She needs a good XO too.”


    “The Eagles won’t allow that.”


    “They will after he proves he can be trusted again.”


    “How’s he supposed to do that? The fighting’s over.”


    Marc didn’t answer as he grabbed a mask and entered the operating room.


    Tonya slid a mask on too, frowning at him. She went to Harry instead of pushing Marc for something he wasn’t going to agree to. “Can I help?”


    “Shhh…” Harry sliced into Adrian’s skin again.


    Tonya grabbed a sponge and wiped away the blood.


    Harry probed the wound with his fingers and dug out the slug. He dropped it on the floor and sent healing energy into the hole.


    Tonya added her gift to it, hoping she could heal. Multi-colored orbs shot out in a steady stream.


    Marc observed, storing the information. They’d lost a healer in Kendle, but Tonya and Harry had taken her place. Safe Haven was covered.


    “I’m going with you.” Harry let go of the magic and staggered back.


    Marc nodded. “Chief medic for the run.”


    Harry grinned. “Really?”


    “Yes. Morgan decided to stay here and help the boss.”


    “Great.” Harry looked at Tonya. “Can you finish for me?”


    Tonya rolled her eyes. “You mean give him a shot, a bag of blood, and send him on his way?”


    “Yes, though Conner’s coming for the blood part.”


    The door opened. Conner came in.


    Marc frowned at the teenager. He was still covered in Candy’s dried blood. “Get a shower after this.”


    “I will.” Conner had just come from the ballroom. “She’s eating and laughing like nothing happened. I kept these clothes on to remind her that she almost died because she went into an uncleared area.”


    “I see.” Marc watched as Conner let Harry stick him with the I.V. needle. “I hear you’re tired of being our blood bank.”


    Conner snickered.


    “Your dad will start donating in a week or so. Once he’s recovered from this.”


    “Good. I can use the break. My arm looks like I spend all my time shooting up.”


    Marc winced. “We have new people who’ve been doing that, along with popping pills and smoking anything that will burn. Stay away from them.”


    Conner frowned at him. “Why would I spend time with addicts?”


    “Some of them are your age.”


    “Okay.” Conner wasn’t tempted. “I thought about going with you, but I’d rather be here.”


    “We have enough people now.” Marc scanned the pristine room. “How soon can he be moved?”


    “The drugs will wear off in about half an hour. I only gave him half the normal dose.” Harry checked on Adrian’s breathing. “Do you need him for something? I can wake him up now. He’s fine. He just needs time for his body to process the blood Conner’s giving him.”


    “I’ll stop by later and talk to him then.”


    Harry paused. “Angela wants him off the ship as soon as possible. She already has his escort standing by.” He gestured at the rear corner of the room.


    Daryl waved through the plexiglass.


    Marc considered overruling that and chose not to. He headed for the exit. “Tell him someone will be by his bunker with instructions for his future here.”


    Conner stood up. “Wait. What future? He’s still banished, right?”


    Marc kept going.


    Harry shrugged when the boy looked at him. “He saved Marc’s life. I’m not sure, but he might be allowed to be part of our camp again.”


    Conner refused to let himself hope. He sat and made a fist to get the blood pumping faster.


    “At the very least, you can spend time with him now.” Harry knew how much Conner wanted that.


    Conner reluctantly denied it. “Not until he proves he’s one of us. I’m not risking my life here with Candy on a maybe.”


    Harry was proud of him.


    So was Daryl.


    Conner said a silent prayer, hoping his dad had changed. We need you to be good again. And if you can’t, you need to leave. Being a Mitchel isn’t an excuse anymore.
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    “There you are.”


    Marc winced as Charlie flipped on the main light in the bar. He finished the beer and tossed the bottle into the can in the corner. The loud clank and sound of glass breaking brought the guards.


    Charlie sent them away. “I dropped something.”


    Trent and Jonny returned to their posts. The camp was enjoying the entertainment floor. It was loud, but not rowdy.


    “You can’t leave.” Charlie took the stool across from Marc. “Mom’s pregnant. She needs you here.”


    Marc got another beer from the cooler at his side.


    Charlie eyed the trashcan. “How many of those have you had?” It was hard to tell from all the glass and garbage.


    “A few.” Marc belched and twisted off the top.


    “Are you drunk?”


    “Not yet.” Marc downed half the bottle and slapped it on the counter. Foam ran over the neat bar.


    “Did you hear what I said?”


    “Yes.”


    “And?”


    “I have a run.”


    “You’re running away, you mean.”


    Marc tossed the cap into the can. “So?”


    “So we need you here.”


    “Not like this.”


    Charlie was disappointed. “I used to think you were stronger than anyone here.”


    “No one’s stronger than your mom, kid. She can slaughter 1000 men and then smile at you over dinner.”


    Charlie wasn’t sure how to respond. “Are you mad at mom?”


    “A little. Not as much as I was, but yeah.”


    “Does she deserve it?” Charlie wasn’t completely sure why they were feuding, but he assumed it centered around Kendle’s death.


    Marc sucked in air and blew out another loud belch to clear room.


    “That’s not an answer.”


    Marc chuckled without humor.


    “Come on. You guys are in love. You just got married and you’re having a baby. Whatever it is, can’t you let it go? She’d do it for you.” Charlie gestured. “In fact, she has done it for you. How many times did you embarrass her in front of the camp?”


    “A lot.” Marc shrugged, reaching for the bottle. “This is different.”


    “Tell me how.”


    “Someone died and I can’t bring them back.”


    Charlie stared. “You really did love her.”


    Marc downed the rest of the bottle and tossed it in the can with the others.


    “What can I do?”


    “Take care of your mom for me while I’m gone.”


    Charlie understood a pity-party was all Marc wanted right now. He stood and went to the door. “No need. Adrian will be happy to love her while you’re gone. If you don’t come home, he might even be my new daddy.”


    Marc winced as Charlie slammed the door. “Damn kids.”


    Charlie shook his head at the guards. “No luck. When he’s like that, no one can get through to him.”


    Jonny saw Angela coming down the hall at a fast pace. “Bet she can.”


    Trent motioned. “Clear out of here, kid. She’s gonna use language you don’t need to hear.”


    Angela went in the bar and pulled the shade on the door. She took the seat Charlie had vacated.


    When she only waited with sympathy instead of yelling, Marc sighed deeply. “Get it over with.”


    Angela stared at him in the mirror. His physical injuries had been easy to heal. The mental wounds were gushing blood. “You start.”


    “I don’t want to do this.”


    “That makes two of us.”


    Marc felt the words rushing up his throat. He reached for another beer to smother them.


    “I can’t help you if you won’t let me.”


    Marc paused in opening the beer. “Can you at all?”


    “I think so. You weren’t ready before. This had to wait.”


    “What changed? Besides me becoming a murderer.”


    “You’ve never been that.” Angela rotated the stool and locked eyes with him. “I’ve known since it happened, Marc. You’re the one who couldn’t face it.”


    Marc drew in a breath and forced the words out. “I’m sorry. I never meant for it to happen.”


    “For what to happen?”


    “Kendle. I… I slept with her.”


    Angela smiled at him. “See? That wasn’t hard.”


    “Why aren’t you mad?”


    Angela sighed. “I was at first. Then I was scared you’d stay with her. But you hid it and lied for months. You accused me of your transgression while hoping I would fall too, so you could confess and wipe out your guilt. I had a lot of time to think it through.”


    “And?”


    “And you thought you weren’t coming back. You thought both of you would die in that fight. You didn’t do it because you wanted to replace me.”


    “No, never.” Marc stole a fast glance at her. “Did you…?”


    “No, never.” Angela saw his face fall. “I can lie and say I did, but it won’t take away your guilt.”


    “That’s why I have to go. I can’t face it.”


    “Because you can’t fix it.”


    “Maybe I could…if things were reset.”


    Angela’s demeanor grew cold. “I won’t ever allow that, Marc. Stop thinking about it.”


    Marc did. He shoved to his feet and came over to her. “I hate myself.”


    Angela clasped his hand. “I’ve done a lot of things I never thought I would–things I loathed then and now. Some days are harder than others. That’s what it will be like for you too. But after a while, the pain fades and the bitterness eases. You’ll go weeks without thinking about it. Then months. But only if you face it every time it comes up.”


    “It loses power over you.”


    Angela nodded sadly. “It’s awful that way too, but yes. Remind yourself that I know and I don’t hate you for one moment of weakness.” She kissed his hand and then let go, standing. “When you think you can, come home to me. I’ll always want you no matter who you kill or who you sleep with.”


    Marc let her go with tears in his eyes. “I don’t deserve you.”


    Angela snorted. “Yes, Marc, you do. We’ll suffer together when you’re ready. Until then, be careful. We still have a final war to win.”


    Marc watched her go, mind flying to his last secret. It would be a while yet before he could come clean on that one. “But it’s not all bad.”


    He sighed miserably. “It’s also not good. When you find out, you may have to legally banish me.”


    He tried not to cry. “Maybe Adrian needs a roommate.”
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    Henderson Island


    “You can’t keep me here forever.” Tracy glared at her captor. “Charlie will hear my calls or you’ll fall asleep and I’ll get your radio.”


    Ivan didn’t answer. He kept working on the small hut he was building at the top flat spot on this small island, refusing to think about anything but accomplishing his duty. Angela’s words kept repeating in his mind.


    I’ll be very grateful.


    Tracy slumped against the cushion he’d brought. A bag of food sat next to her, as well as a kit of gear and a rifle. She’d been shocked when he handed it to her and told her to watch out for UN stragglers.


    “I could shoot you and take your radio.”


    “It won’t reach to Pitcairn and you’d be alone here with the snakes and the spiders.” Ivan hammered in another nail.


    Tracy wanted to do it anyway. Waking up here, alone with him, had been terrifying. “Why are you doing this?”


    Ivan hammered in the next nail.


    “How long are we staying here?”


    Ivan was tired of her chatter already, but he doubted the truth would shut her up.


    “I’m going to find out at some point.”


    Ivan’s eyes went to her rounding stomach.


    Tracy’s mind gave her the answer. “You don’t want me at all. You did this to save the baby.”


    Ivan nodded, though he did feel bad for her. “As soon as you give birth we’ll go back.”


    “But that’s...at least five months!”


    Ivan resumed hammering nails into their roof.


    “You can’t do this!” Tracy grabbed the rifle. “You can’t make me have this baby!”


    “Go on and shoot. You’ll die here.”


    “I’ll flag down one of the troop ships sailing by.”


    “Okay. I’m sure they’re in a great mood after losing. You can be the fun at their party.”


    Tracy hated him for his calm facts. “You can’t do this!”


    Ivan grunted. “Now you know how Charlie and Angela felt when you decided to kill the baby.”


    “It’s my body! It’s my choice!”


    “Not anymore.” Ivan hammered in the next nail. “You should drink some water. It’s humid. You can get dehydrated even while sitting still.”


    “What if I starve myself?”


    Ivan turned toward her, orbs lighting up bright red. “I don’t want to restrain you, Tracy. I don’t want to put a single bruise on your skin. I don’t even want you to get a mosquito bite while we’re here. Don’t force me to be an asshole. You won’t win.”


    Tracy almost pushed him anyway. Before she could make the choice, peace settled over her mind. She picked up the canteen and drank.


    “That’s better.” Ivan smiled. “Good job, kid. Keep those calming spells flowing for the next five months and I’ll make sure you get to be born.”


     


     


    On the first flat rise, surrounded by bodies, bugs, and bones, Jade woke up.


    She slowly sat up and shoved her sister. “Hazel! Get up! They left us.”


    Hazel didn’t respond.


    Jade shrugged off a spider web and stood on shaky legs. She kicked her sister this time. “Get up!”


    Hazel’s head slumped to the side, showing a hole where she’d been hit in the crossfire of a blast.


    “No!” Jade’s scream echoed into the trees. “I wanted to kill her! No!”


     


    Above her, Ivan turned toward the noise. “Stay here.”


    Tracy cringed at the thought of being alone. “Don’t go.”


    “I’ll be back in a few minutes. There’s a wounded bird that needs to be given mercy.”


    “That was a woman, not a bird!”


    Ivan nodded. “I know.”


    Tracy watched him go, heart pounding again, but she didn’t move. All her threats were a bluff. Whatever he wanted her to do, she would. I’m reliving my nightmare. If I don’t fight it, maybe I can get through it with my sanity this time.


    Ivan liked it that she was thinking about a better future for herself, but his own guilt was heavy as he hiked back through the jungle. The woman still screaming down there was about to discover how big a mistake that was. Ivan moved through the trees and vines, still unable to believe he’d accepted this run.


    I’d be very grateful.


    “Anything for you, Boss.” Ivan moved faster, eager to be done with the ugly chore.
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    “All better.” Adrian stored the cleaning supplies, then headed for the shower he’d prepared. His bunker had been searched. The Eagles had left muddy tracks and bits of debris everywhere. The sight of it had bothered him enough that he’d had to clean it before handling himself.


    His filthy clothes dropped to the corner of the shower space; his dog tags jingled as he opened the water valve. The fresh wound on his chest pinched and pulled as it tried to finish healing. Conner’s blood and Harry’s power had handled most of it, but not all. Adrian assumed it was because he was becoming immune to magic healing. If he got hurt again, he would have to heal on his own, like he had on the ship with Kendle and Sadie.


    Tension hit the air alongside the warmed water that was quickly cooling.


    Adrian slowed the flow to a trickle and wet his washrag under it. He didn’t bother to scan his den. He’d felt the arrival. He wasn’t alone, but he was naked, weak, and vulnerable.


    Adrian scrubbed quicker. At least I’ll die clean.


    He soaped his entire body, then did his hair before rinsing. He groped out for the valve.


    “Allow me.”


    Adrian fought a chill as the cooler water gushed over him. He quickly rinsed, refusing to let a single thought cross his mind.


    “Towel?”


    “Not yet.” Adrian wiped water from his face. He grimaced at the feel of the stubble. He soaped his face and quickly shaved with the disposable razor.


    No thoughts flowed as he worked, from either of them. The tension continued to grow.


    Adrian rinsed his face and his razor. He stored the tool as the water shut off. A towel settled over his shoulders.


    Adrian dried in fast, efficient movements, trying to form an opening sentence. He wasn’t sure what to say.


    “I did it again.”


    Adrian pulled his pants up. “Yes, you did.”


    He tugged the belt from his dirty pants and used the wet washrag to wipe it down. “How do you feel about it?”


    “It was necessary.”


    Adrian’s voice deepened into a scold. “That wasn’t what I asked.”


    Angela held out his shirt, wedding ring glinting in the light from his small fire. “I feel cold.”


    Adrian took the shirt, but he only wrapped it around his neck. He went to the chair and sank down to pull on his socks. “Thanks for the clean duds.”


    “The Eagles sent things too. How do you know the clothes are from me?”


    Adrian lifted the kit onto his lap and opened it. “I saw you eyeing my shoes while we were in the tunnels.” He pulled out the new boots and began to lace them up. “They sent comforts. You always cover the basics.”


    Angela began cleaning up his shower mess. “Marc sent two items.”


    Adrian snorted. “I found the bottle and his thank you note. Tell him it’s no fun when I’m alone.”


    Angela chuckled. “I will.”


    Adrian tugged on the boots and finished lacing them. He kept his eyes on the hooks.


    “The plans you gave Daryl are bold. The Eagles will love diving and rappelling.” She thought of Neil’s team. “Most of them, anyway.”


    “Kyle will report details on each reaction. The few who go all in without showing fear are your frontline fighters for the final battle. The ones who go all in even though they’re terrified are their backup. The guilt of feeling fear will make them incredibly loyal to those who go first.”


    Angela memorized that as she slid his dirty gear into one of the trash bags the Eagles had sent. She waited for more, patiently. She didn’t have a time limit anymore. None of them did. The UN was crushed. They were allowed to just live now if that’s what they wanted.


    “Is it what you want?”


    Angela paused in tying the garbage bag. She looked over.


    Adrian locked eyes with her. Heat sparked, warming the room.


    Angela let it build. She hadn’t drooled over his naked body, though she’d certainly admired it in quick glances. For this one moment, she needed honesty. “I want to conquer the world.”


    Adrian felt time slow, but it didn’t matter. His answer would always be the same. “I can be that evil bastard. He’s always there, waiting for the chance to prove my bloodline’s reputation is well earned.” Need flared in his voice. “And there isn’t anything I’d refuse you, even without a promised reward. You know that.”


    “I do.”


    They both winced.


    Angela stacked the garbage bag by the exit. She took down the shower to let it dry out before he needed to use it again. “We’ve been hunted since the beginning of our existence. We’re not normals or descendants. We’re hybrids, better copies of the parent plants.”


    Adrian was shocked. Now I know why Marc sent her here, but he had to know I won’t tell her no.


    “He knows, but he didn’t send me.” Angela delivered the next shock. “Marc agrees that we should rule the world. The normals will never be fair to us or to each other.”


    Adrian found his voice. “This isn’t about them. You don’t want to give it up. You fear dying, being replaced, aging…” Adrian saw her twitch and knew he’d found her problem. He considered for a long moment instead of rushing in blindly. Clearly Marc had already tried to wing it and failed. “Jennifer’s evolution wasn’t an accident, was it?”


    “No. If the UN does the reset, she’ll protect us here.”


    “Does she know you let it happen?”


    “She will when she thinks about it, but it won’t matter to her. All she can see is having to relive her time with Cesar. She’ll do anything to stop that.” Angela poured a cup from the thermos she’d brought. She set it on the small table by his chair. Then she sat on the floor next to it and leaned against his leg.


    Adrian searched for the right words, the right answer, but his Mitchel side was exploring the vision of her turning evil and him being at her side for all of it. He didn’t want to be bad, but he couldn’t deny or hide the excitement he felt from her even considering it.


    Angela realized he didn’t have the answer she needed either. She let out a long sigh.


    “I’m sorry. My only answer is selfish. I can’t be that way anymore unless you tempt me.” Heat blazed again. “Tempt me! Please!”


    Angela eased into his lap and curled her arms around his neck. Need smothered them both.


    His hands came up to hold her. “Tell me what you want.”


    “Confirmation.”


    Adrian stared in surprise. “You don’t think I will!”


    Angela shook her head. “No. I think you’re finally all good now. The Eagles want that proven or they’re coming here to execute you.”


    “Both birds.”


    Angela nodded at his bitterness. “This is the only way I can let you live.”


    Before he could reply, she kissed him.


    Desire flooded Adrian. I want her! He pushed her back. “But not like this.”


    Adrian stood, holding her so she didn’t fall. He let her gain her feet. “You should go now. It looks bad that you’re here.”


    Angela frowned at him. “I destroyed the last threat to the future of this camp and that’s all I get?!”


    Her disappointment slapped him in ways that her kiss hadn’t. His eyes smoldered. “You’re cruel.”


    Angela bit her lip.


    The sign of insecurity shattered Adrian’s control. He slanted his mouth over hers and snatched her breath with the passion.


    Angela had known this might happen. She’d always planned to stop it, but the feel of his mouth on her was magic. She groaned lowly.


    The sound echoed loudly in Adrian’s ears. He shoved her into the chair. “Get out.”


    Angela stayed where she was. “I’m glad that’s done.”


    Adrian glowered at her. “How can you be so calm?!”


    “Two birds.”


    He frowned. “I don’t get it.”


    “Your loyalty is proven.”


    “And the other?”


    She smiled. “When I snap, you’ll be there to guide me through it.”


    Adrian wanted to deny it, but her taste was tingling on his lips and her scent was filling his nose every time he inhaled. “Damn you.”


    “And yourself, Mr. Mitchel. You taught me a little too well.”


    Adrian went over to adjust the fire in the tiny fireplace. When he turned around, she was gone.


    His heart pounded. Her cracks aren’t growing, but she’s changing into something extremely dangerous. If I was a good person, I’d warn Marc and then try to kill her before she becomes like Joel.


    Adrian sat down and picked up the mug of coffee. He shoved the conversation into a mental hole and tried to forget about it. It feels good to be good. I’d forgotten how satisfying it is.


    He replayed their kiss and stared at the fading flames. “But it won’t ever be able to match that. When she calls, I’ll always answer.”


    Adrian lifted his mug in a bitter toast. “I hope your run goes well, Marc. And I also hope you stay gone.”


     


     


    2


    Angela’s Log


    Life after war is hard. Without protection, it’s almost impossible. That was the first new law we learned.


    Even groups of armed fighters couldn’t stand when the draft trucks came through. They took our men–all of them. Friends and families followed, chasing stolen sons, cousins, uncles, fathers. They stripped the land bare in straight paths. Nothing stood in their way. Now, the roamers fight over anything that’s left. Being alone is lethal. We had to band together.


    Once in a settlement, refugees were at the mercy of the leader there. Trusting them wasn’t always a good idea. That was the second ugly lesson. If it looks too good to be true, it probably is. Not that we had many options. Only the hardest, most skilled men and women were able to form settlements at all, let alone keep them running. Their camp, their rules.


    Defending our settlement was a constant battle. We never knew where the next hit would come from, only that it would be harsh. Knowing when to flee and when to fight was the third new law of the wasteland. Leaders who had a gift for that were revered.


    Then everyone found out those hard, skilled leaders were different. They found out magic walked among them, and had for a long time. The reactions have been extreme, but you have to understand the awful situation they’re in. Staying close to us often means the difference between life and death.


    Someone who can heal injuries or see threats coming is invaluable. Fire Walkers provide heat and defense. Mind readers can tell them who’s plotting an attack. Enforcers keep citizens from fighting when they should be working. Grabbing onto a person with a special skill made sense as soon as we were discovered. Most normals don’t want to do it. They just don’t want to die.


    But some of those battered refugees carry too much hatred to make peace. If not for us, they would still have their loved ones. Humanity lost everything when the bombs fell. Even I understand there has to be a payment for that.


    We don’t know our true origins. The scientists believed we have leftover sparks from creation in our DNA that formed genetic mutations.


    The government men who visited the labs wanted weapons for wars and for controlling their populations. They weren’t concerned with figuring us out. They just wanted to use us.


    Most descendants think we inherited a genetic curse. Imprisoned upon discovery, only a few of us managed to escape captivity and blend into the world. Over the centuries, some of those precious few formed resistance pockets, killed those who took their children, and then died for the cause. It changed nothing. They couldn’t reach the top people giving the orders. The hunters kept coming. The scientists kept experimenting. We kept dying.


    Then an alpha was born. He had the ability to call our kind, to get us to work together, to fight for the dream of freedom. Resistance leaders recognized the opportunity and took it into their hands without a thought of the humans who’d never known of our plight. When the alpha male was strong enough, they triggered a global nuclear war that had no winners and destroyed entire countries.


    We’d just never been free...


    Descendants are dangerous. That’s part of why we were locked up. The power inside is weak to temptation, and vulnerable to threats of hurting each other or our rare children. We’re dangerous, but we’re also fragile. Our bloodlines are shaky, flaky, overbred. Offspring can be born entirely without compassion. Before the war, they were removed or employed by a government. Now, there’s no one to stop them from growing into killing machines. Those of us with honor teach our babies control. We never use our gifts on each other without permission or provocation. That’s magic rule number one.


    In this desperate new world where only survival matters, our light draws refugees, but the humans who hunt us don’t understand how it works. If we’re forced, the magic rebounds. Whatever the oppressor asks for will be granted and then turned into the very thing that destroys them. Never force us to use our gifts for personal gain. That’s magic rule two. It has to be willing.


    Rule three sucks. Most of us didn’t discover our cruel destiny until after the war. Our purpose on this planet is to protect the humans who hunt us, take our children, rip apart our souls. If we hurt a normal, we develop mental cracks that lead to insanity. It’s an awful duty and a cruel punishment. Those who suffer it must be put down before they grow so strong that they can’t be stopped.


    The descendants are bitter. Some of them want our kind in charge and the normals serving us. They don’t care about the mental cracks or the innocent people we devastated to gain our freedom. We’ve been torn apart or enslaved from the beginning of our history and there has to be a payment for that too. Rule three sucks.


    Rule four is how we survived. We’d been tormented for so long! It was safer to hide what we can do than to face our neighbors. Before the war, they didn’t have a clue that we existed. As the apocalypse worsened, our skills became beacons that brought good and evil souls alike. To save our children, we hid as much as we could, and fought only when we had to. Our power isn’t without limits. If we fight first, we’ll be too weak to run.


    After the apocalypse, we followed this rule all the way to the ocean, and then to a tropical island. We’ll have good years in our little paradise, but then we’ll return and serve our true purpose. Normals are on the verge of extinction. It’s our duty to save them.


    Almost none of us want to. We’ll do anything to keep from being enslaved again–even take over their world. All our alpha has to do is give that order.


    I’m Angela.


    I’m the alpha.


    And I just might.


     


    Angela shut her notebook and stored it in her kit. No one would read it for a long time, but she still felt bad. She was also excited. At some point, I might rule the world.


    “That’s bad.”


    Angela found Cody lingering in the shadows of the conference room. She smiled at the boy.


    Cody climbed into the seat next to her and waited for her to explain.


    Angela didn’t. She put her hand on his and let the boy feel her love.


    Cody glanced at her book and then at her face. “That’s for me, later.”


    She nodded. “Those are our rules. We live by them or those we love die. I’ll teach you to follow them and spread our light.”


    “Cate says you’re dangerous to the future.”


    “It’s true.”


    “Is it because you’re byzan?”


    “I think it’s because I’m tired of the death and the ugliness. If I take over, we might have a lot less of that.”


    “Might.”


    She nodded again. “Absolute power corrupts. That saying is true. I can feel it tempting me.” She smiled at him again. “I need you to be the good one. When I go too far, you, and others, will help pull me back.”


    Cody surprised her. “No, I won’t.”


    He got down and padded toward the door, unconsciously mirroring his father’s confident stride. “I’ll help you. You’re right. We should rule the world. There’s no one who can stop us.”


    “What about the normals?”


    “We’re going to protect them from their own bad choices. That’s enough.”


    Angela was glad to hear him say that, but she was also worried that he was already corrupt and all her plans were in vain. “Cody? How did you become byzan?” She’d wondered that for months now.


    He looked back at her with bright red eyes and not a shred of remorse. “I gave you the plan to get us out of America. You never would have used the kids on your own.”


    Angela tried to count it, but those months had begun to blur for her. “You knew all of this was going to happen.”


    Cody smiled, showing the brilliant mind of a dangerous hybrid. “I’ll be a good King. The normals will love me. We won’t have to die for them.”


    Angela made the final connection. “You’re the missing piece in my construction project.”


    “Yes.” He left the room, heading for the bar where Marc had passed out on the counter.


    Angela watched in joy as the project came together in a perfect fit that would allow their kind to exist, to flourish beside the normals instead of dying for them. “And a little child shall lead them. All I have to do is keep him alive.”


     


    The End of Book 16​
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    Jayda waited for Marc.


    Marc stopped next to her and waited for the others to go by. It took a minute. After his team, with Wade jogging and smiling at the women who turned to stare, the rest of the people who’d been working were now coming over.


    Jayda kept her thoughts blank, but she was certain everyone knew what she was going to ask.


    Marc did. He could have spent the time trying to find the right words, like Angela often did, but he chose to give her the honesty she needed to hear instead of being politically correct.


    Jayda drew in a breath as the last people walked by.


    “Because it won’t work.” Marc kept going, preempting her long moment of being careful with her words too. “If Angela thought hate crimes and special protections would work, we would already have those in place. It wasn’t easy for her to watch Ray’s treatment either.”


    Jayda hadn’t expected an easy solution, but she couldn’t help her response. “What will work?”


    “Exactly what we’re already doing. Think about what happened. Tell me, as an Eagle in the rookie levels of psychology.”


    Jayda brought up those lessons and pulled out everything but the naked facts. “Two women had a verbal confrontation. Indirect insults were used…” Jayda considered and finished. “The aggressor lost.”


    “And she strengthened her target.” Marc nodded toward Trinity. “Take a fast look. Try not to be obvious.” Marc studied Jayda as she scanned the beach and cliff, then the camp groups. He smiled. Well done.


    Jayda blushed under his warmth. Marc’s personality when he was pleased was like being drugged. And then there’s that smile.


    “Oh. Sorry.” Marc glared. “Better?”


    Jayda laughed.


    Everyone who saw it believed she’d just laughed in the face of his anger. Respect for her went up.


    Jayda stared as she realized what he’d done for her. “Why?”


    “Because you had the balls to come question me.” Marc grinned. “That’s how psychology works. You didn’t have an amazing moment just then, but they’ll think you did. A group can see something and still not understand what it was. Brittani was right. It’s about Gus. Trinity was jabbing for weak spots.”


    Jayda smiled. “Brittani did pick the perfect target. Trinity’s hunched on her blanket and not reading thoughts because she knows none of them are good.”


    “Exactly. She was corrected, by Brittani, and now, by the disapproval of the camp. If Brittani had shouted for an Eagle to file a charge, the reactions would have been different.”


    “But why?” Jayda needed to understand. “It’s a law to protect us from those who don’t accept us.”


    Marc grimaced at that old slogan. “It’s a protection they don’t have, Jayda. They have to deal with hostility from other races too, but they’re always on their own. Equal means equal.”


    “They haven’t been slaves!”


    “Neither have you.”


    “Some of their ancestors owned blacks!”


    “So have yours, maybe.”


    Jayda hated his facts. “It was an atrocity! It never should have happened!”


    “On that one, we agree completely.” Marc felt her sadness and put a hand on her shoulder, not sure if she would accept more from him. He knew Eagles were staring in surprise at her for being brave enough to shout at him. “Safe Haven can’t give you peace from the past. Only you can.”


    “I don’t know how.” Jayda had finally admitted her biggest fear. “I hate them so much!”


    “I do too. Awful choices ruined the world, but this camp is a place of second chances. It’s also the only thing between the past and future becoming the same. We defend the light and we self-cleanse our blemishes.” Marc glanced over at Trinity, who still hadn’t moved from her scared huddle. “She won’t change her feelings about Brittani, but she won’t use that tactic again. It backfired badly. Everyone who heard her got a reminder. And the boss is listening to this conversation. It’s now in her file. If she breaks a law, it will come up under her character and you know that’s not good.”


    “But what about in the future, after we’re all gone or killed?”


    Marc shrugged. “We can’t fix it all in one year. I’m sorry. We need more time to figure out the solutions.”


    Jayda smiled as his fingers tightened on her for a brief instant and then vanished. “I’m sorry I get so upset. You guys do a good job. I guess you can have a few more years.”


    Marc laughed with her.


    Angela watched proudly. When Marc wanted to be a leader, he was amazing at sensing what people needed.


    Adrian glared from the top of the cliff, body stiffened in pain. That’s my job!


    Sadie tackled him from behind. “Break’s over!”
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    Daryl motioned at the guard on the bridge.


    The guard gestured.


    Marc waited, hating how slow Eagle hand code was to him right now. Normally he didn’t mind. Right now, everything was grating on ragged nerves.


    The noise of the surf increased suddenly, drowning out the happy camp enjoying their first taste of land in months.


    Marc looked around and found every member of his team listening. Heads were tilted, hands were frozen in mid-activity. We all hear it.


    Marc scanned the descendant on land. None of them do.


    I hear it. Angela’s voice was angry. The sharks have forced the whales to abandon their normal stop to give birth in their nursery. They’re eating the young as they’re birthed. The whales have no way to protect themselves.


    Marc and everyone else who heard it was horrified. How can we stop it? Or help them again?


    You’d need a bell they can’t resist.


    Marc connected that to their Cayman Island chaos. What’s the downside?


    Angela chuckled harshly. We’ll learn to love grilled shark.


    Marc liked that answer. We’ll start drafting plans.


    “I can handle the bell part, I think.” Kenn took the seat directly across from Morgan. “We’ll need to run a few cage tests to make sure I get the right pitch.”


    “How long?” Marc wanted this fix in place immediately.


    Kenn considered. “Tomorrow, maybe. I might be able to rig up a camera so we don’t need the cage.”


    “How do we know the bell will work?” Daryl was skeptical. “We’re a long way from the Caymans and the sharks there.”


    “It’s not for the sharks. The whales will be attracted to it. The sharks are the train they’re bringing.”


    Men snickered at the old gaming term, but not Marc. “How do we fish them without getting the whales or getting hurt?”


    “The bait. Whales don’t hunt other fish, that we know of. They’ll hang around if they have a safe place to give birth where there’s plankton for them to eat.”


    Marc studied the problem. “The sharks are starving because there are so many of them in one place… And we have all that fish food.”


    “Great idea. We can’t use it anyway. None of our fish survived.” Biff waved a hand. “And we do have enough fish at the moment.”


    Marc nodded. “We’ll feed them from those new sand bars below the cliff cave. Twice a day. That should draw them for an even easier meal. But we won’t put out enough to really feed them all. It will make them fight and start killing each other off. We can collect some of the bodies if they aren’t too torn up. We can also spear them during each feeding and take our own cut.” Marc realized he’d forgotten something. “We’ll also be careful not to remove too many of them or too many of the same kind. We don’t want them to go extinct. We want them to scatter.”


    “Sounds good. Once they split up, the whales can return to migrating again.”


    “Hopefully.” Neil had been listening. He sank into the empty chair on Marc’s left. “We’ll start feeding this afternoon. I’m thinking me and Wade will need something to stab occasionally for the next couple months. Sign us up.”


    Everyone laughed at the crude double entendre.
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    Angela paused in the employee hallway outside the cargo area. She’d just finished a complete round of the ship. She was due at the medical area for a quick meeting on several of their issues, but she needed a minute to herself. I’ve earned it.


    Angela opened a mental line. I saved a sliver of energy for this. If you’re ready.


    Angela chuckled at the breath blowing over her neck. “You’re better than my other guards. I always hear them coming.”


    “You’re gonna hear me too.”


    Angela snickered, body tightening as his hands slid down her arms. “I’m sorry it has to be this way.”


    “I’ll take what you can give me.” He kissed her neck, body throbbing against her hip. “Please!”


    Angela turned in his arms, head tilting. “Take your downtime.”


    Marc groaned, hands coming up to cup her breasts. He flipped her nipples, pressing between her legs. Her hot scent floated up into his nose and sent a chill over his body. “You’re ready.”


    Angela nodded against his cheek. “Cover my mouth when I cum. I don’t want the whole ship to know what we’re doing.”


    Marc opened his jeans with one hand, the other tugging on her waistband. “Pull them down.”


    Angela’s nipples hardened at his husky whisper. She slid her pants down and leaned against the wall.
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    Tap-tap! “Can I come in?”


    “No!” Tracy hurried off the bedroll.


    Ivan retreated to let her come out, frowning. “You don’t have to be scared of me.”


    Tracy didn’t call him a liar, but her eyes did. “What do you want?”


    Ivan sighed. He walked around the tent. “Never mind.”


    Tracy went back in, relieved that he wasn’t going to try to talk her out of it. I’ll miss the power, but I’ll get my mind back and I need that more.


    Ivan understood it wasn’t all about being a mother. Tracy was scared of going crazy, of evolving and splitting. I could help her with that if I had more time.


    But I don’t. Ivan slipped around the side of the tent and ducked back inside. He hurried toward her with the syringe before she thought to scream, grateful that the shadows were covering the movements.
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    You’ll see this request at the end of every title I write because it matters so much to me and to the other readers out there. Please take this link to the book’s page on my website, so you can pick the store of your choice for a review. It doesn’t have to be long, though it certainly can be if you like. Just tell me, and the world, how you feel about it.


    Feedback helps me in many ways, but the biggest is that it drives me to keep producing. I have self-doubt moments just like everyone else. Your review might be what pops me out of a bad place and allows me to keep rolling! And if you ever need some kind words, I’d be happy to do the same for you. The world is often an ugly place, but we can help each other through those hard times with small acts of kindness.


     


    “I have found that it is the small everyday deed of ordinary folks that keep the darkness at bay. Small acts of kindness and love.” -Peter Jackson


    


  


  
    Fan Page


     


    I built a page on my website to showcase the wonderful pictures that fans have sent in. I love this page so much! It’s an honor to entertain you wonderful readers anyway, but when you take the time to send me a picture, I get all warm and fuzzy inside. Would you like to see the fan images or maybe even send in one of your own?


     


    Yes, take me to the fan page!


     


    


  


  
    ​From the Author


     


     


    This one has been a rough ride. As the author, I’m thrilled with how it came together, but as a reader, I’m angry at Marc and shocked. How could he do that?!


    All I can say is people make mistakes and then they have to fix them. Marc wouldn’t be a full character if he didn’t have screw-ups like everyone else. Don’t hate him. He already hates himself and that’s enough.


    So Kendle’s gone now. It feels wrong not to mention that she also made mistakes. She wasn’t evil. Everything she went through drove her crazy.


    Does Marc share some of the blame for that by leading her on?


    Of course. That’s why he hates himself. Putting her down wasn’t as hard as knowing he caused part of her madness.


    Will Marc really leave?


    He’s the team leader for the run to Australia. Safe Haven can’t ignore their need and old magic has bound them together on a crash course that will end in the labs. We’ve never explored those, so it will be a new adventure! And while he’s gone, Marc will try to learn to forgive himself.


    As for him and Angie, nothing has changed except for his guilt. He can face it now and move on. He will be back.


    In time for the birth of his daughter?


    That has not been revealed.


     


    Have a wonderful finish to your summer, Eagles. I hope to have an AT book out in late fall.


    Waving at you,


    Angie​​​
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    Thank you to all the wonderful people (Crystal, John, Elizabeth, Wendy, Karen, Jackie, Drew, Mattie, Sue, Jacquelin, Holly, and Alison!) who helped clean up errors in this book.
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    This book won the 2022 PenCraft Award for Science Fiction!


     


    It was also a finalist in the Reader’s Choice Book Awards!
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    Don’t Trust Time


     


     


    Time is sly.


    It sits idly by,


    Then it makes you cry.


    Don’t trust time.


     


    Time is full of rage,


    Locked in a mental cage.


    An unknown mage.


    Don’t trust time.


     


    Time isn’t who it seems.


    It steals your dreams,


    And fill your mind with screams.


    Don’t trust time.


     


    What did I say?


    Have I given it away?


    Oh, these games that we play!


    Don’t trust time.
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    Greg scanned the bridge of the stinking, creaking submarine for anything he wanted to take.


    They were resting on the calm eastern Pacific Ocean surface near the Peru-Chile Trench. Molly and Theo were coming to get them all soon. Greg was eager to get out of the clothes he’d been in for days now. Body odor was filling the sub, but it wasn’t just his. The air conditioning had shut off during the last round of torpedoes they’d sent at the UN. It had only been an hour, but the temperature was rising quickly.


    Greg wondered if Lisa would be there to welcome him home. The thought wasn’t as smothering to him now. “Are we all set?”


    Saul ran a hand through his damp hair, showing dark pit stains. He knew how to fix the air conditioning, but Greg had refused to waste the time or manpower. “It’s a shame to do this.”


    “It’s also right.” Greg listened to the crew getting the hatch open. Everyone had packed their gear and gathered at the egress. He and Saul would be the last to leave.


    Greg felt the mood shift into something tense and desperate. He placed it with someone he didn’t want to speak to right now. I thought I was out of range. Damn hive evolution!


    Greg gave Saul a hard look. “Keep shutting things down.”


    Greg went into the hallway of the submarine and ducked into a side compartment. It was clean again and things were working properly other than the air conditioning, but the charred spots and loose wires said something ugly had happened here.


    Greg concentrated. Who’s calling, please?


    Marc wasn’t amused. Funny.


    I try. Greg could almost hear the camp celebrating in the background, but Marc’s mood was tense and tight, like it got when Angela was in danger or when he drank. What’s up?


    I think you know.


    Greg sighed. No one should have this much power.


    Marc slammed his mostly empty beer onto the table. We need it for this run, Greg. Without it, we can’t evade their sweeps. We’ll be captured. A few of us will be held and the rest will be slaughtered on the spot! You’ll doom everyone if you scuttle that tin can.


    Greg and Marc both tensed as Angela connected to their line.


    Sink it now and save hundreds of lives in the future.


    Greg hated them both for putting him through this. He recognized yet another test of his loyalties. This time, they’d made sure he had to pick one or the other. Are they Safe Haven lives?


    No.


    Greg’s stomach dropped. He forced out words. “I’m sorry. I can’t sacrifice Eagles.”


    He pushed the intercom button on the wall. “Saul, stop. Bring it all back online, including the air.”


    Cheers came from Saul and the crew.


    Marc’s elation was smothered by Angela’s fury. Fine. Go with him!


    She broke their connection with a violent swing that stung both men.


    Marc didn’t care. Head my way. Start sorting through those new people. It’ll go easier on them if you handle it.


    I will. Greg refused to dwell on what he’d just lost. He was an Eagle first again, and he would be gone long enough for Angela’s anger to fade.


    He shuddered. Until those lives are taken in the future and then she’ll hate me forever. I’m not even in the friend zone anymore.


     


     


    2


    Marc gently broke the connection, pleased with how it had gone. Greg’s choice had ended any chance he had of ever being with Angela. Greg thought she valued Safe Haven lives above all others. “He should know that isn’t true. She’s put others above us all along. The only way our side can have a chance at a future is if the threat is gone, because she’ll protect the normals first every time.”


    “She’s trying to keep them from going extinct, jackass. I just have no idea why.” Kenn joined Marc in the small, empty training room they’d chosen for prepping their run. He saw the beer and Marc’s slightly glazed eyes, but he didn’t let that intimidate him. “You’re wrong anyway. When we cleared the atolls, Angela targeted normals harder than the descendants, who were more dangerous. I think that proves she doesn’t always protect them first.”


    “I would agree, except I know why she chose that plan.”


    “Why?”


    “She was hunting power. She gave the teams time to pick out descendants they thought could be added to her army. She had to take the cut from the normals.”


    “She would have found a way to save them if that was all she was doing.”


    Marc grunted. “She also scared our normals. Most of them will never cross her openly again.”


    “Yeah, they’ll stab her in the back and leave her body in a tunnel.”


    Marc ignored that. He pushed a battle plan toward the Marine. “We’re taking 12 Eagles, four of whom are rookies. Cerise and her peculiar people will also be along for the ride and we’re supposed to trust her as our guide.”


    Kenn made a face. “Not a chance.”


    “Exactly. Get Neil to scan her and make maps while you and Wade ask the right questions to bring up those mental maps. She’ll know what you’re doing and try to block. Confront her openly then and she’ll fold or flee. If she flees, Angela will kill her and we won’t be leaving.”


    “You shouldn’t go at all.” Kenn didn’t shy from Marc’s warning glance. “If you leave her here alone, you’ll destroy your marriage. Adrian will win her over this time.”


    “And?”


    “And you’ll lose your life with her!” Kenn glared. “What is your problem?!”


    “Her.” Marc knew honesty mattered for their mission, but also for his peace of mind. “He’ll make her happy while I’m gone. He’ll care for her mind and her safety. He’ll make sure she eats and sleeps. I couldn’t leave her in better hands.”


    Kenn stared, digging deeper. He winced as Kendle’s death flashed through Marc’s mind. It was on a loop in the background behind his plans for invading the government lab. “You bullshitted everyone else–maybe even her. Tell me the truth. You can’t take this mess into combat.”


    Marc knew that was true. He fought not to let out an ounce of emotion as he spoke the words that were screaming across his heart. “She didn’t kill him. It was supposed to be both of them. She’s supposed to be feeling this way with me.”


    Kenn wasn’t sure what to say that would help. Mentioning loyalties, the future, and human nature wouldn’t go over with the furious man across from him. Now that he’d spotted the signs, Kenn was alarmed by how angry Marc was. “You knew Kendle was evil. I guess Angela doesn’t see the same in Adrian.”


    Marc’s face blazed. “Tell me the truth! I can’t take this shit into combat!”


    Kenn was sick of the drama. The truth poured out like a bucket of ice water. “She’s letting you go. You can’t blame her for holding onto the only man who ever treated her well and has always been there for her. She let you make the call, but she didn’t agree with it or Adrian would be dead. And you knew she wasn’t going to do it; you get to act superior and walk away without showing that you’re crushed. She hooked you up and screwed herself, again.”


    Marc felt a tear slip over his cheek. “I don’t know what I am anymore.”


    This wasn’t the first time Kenn had handled a member of his team when heartbreak was involved, but he’d never thought to be doing it for Marc. “Get that chin up, Marine! You signed up to fight for your country, not some piece of ass. Get your shit together and get back out there breathing fire and killing shit. It’s where you belong–with your brothers.”


    Hearing the old-world phrases brought some of Marc’s emotions under control. He wiped his face and stood up. “I’m crashing. Find me if you need me.”


    Kenn frowned. “Passing out, you mean?”


    Marc grunted. “You got pissy drunk every night before we went into battle. Why can’t I?”


    Kenn watched him go. “Because you’re supposed to be better than me.”


    Marc snorted and left the room.


    Kenn examined the battle plan, but his mind wasn’t on it. I wonder if he’s right. Maybe Adrian can make her happy. If so, this is the perfect time for Marc to die in battle.


    “I’m counting on you to make sure that doesn’t happen.”


    Kenn jerked, heart leaping as Angela came in.


    Angela didn’t care that she’d scared him. It didn’t please her anymore. “You’re both very, very wrong. I’m not sending him away to get rid of him. He has to go so I can keep him.”


    Kenn studied her sad eyes and stiff expression. “I don’t understand.”


    “I know. And I can’t explain it before you meet your objective.”


    “What do you want me to do that you couldn’t put in my orders?”


    Angela smiled sadly. “Teach him to trust me. You’re the only one who might be able to make it happen. I need this, Kenn.”


    Kenn heard the unspoken accusations and her pain, but it was dull in comparison to her words. “If you need it, I’ll cover it.”


    “Thank you.”


    “It’s my honor, and I mean that.” He didn’t say he owed her, but he felt it. He was also a bit ashamed that he’d thought she was throwing Marc over for Adrian.


    “Both of them have a place in my life. I just need them to accept it.”


    “Marc will never accept Adrian.”


    “No one knows exactly what the future holds.”


    “I’ll try to make it happen.” Kenn cleared his throat awkwardly. “You be careful here while we’re gone.”


    Angela felt that old desire to hurt her creeping back into his mind. She waited for him to cross a line, controlling her fear. Kenn was geared-up, healthy, and fit. Anyone would be a bit alarmed by his size and stance.


    Kenn brought up a mental wall and stared at her with a blank façade. “I’m working here.”


    “And doing a good job of it. Don’t stop.” Angela left, confident that Kenn would work on Marc. No one can wear you down like my Marine. I know.


    Kenn waited until she was gone before lowering his wall. Not repeating the old abuses he’d inflicted was hard when he’d enjoyed so much of it. “I’m sorry.” He picked up the battle plan and put his dangerous mind to work.
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    Lingering in the hallway shadows, Tonya continued around the corner, relieved. She knew Kenn loved her and their son, but if Angela ever cracked and allowed him to get close again, he would be gone. Tonya hated knowing that, but she also liked it. That knowledge was helping her make plans for her future, no matter if she had to face it alone. He might leave me someday. All these men have the wandering itch and this island isn’t going to see enough action to keep them happy. We’ll all have to get used to feeling abandoned while they go out and conquer this new world without us.


    “Sometimes, it will be the other way around.” Angela came around the corner and stopped, scanning the woman and the baby in her arms.


    Tonya didn’t give an answer that might be twisted against her.


    “You’re not glowing anymore.”


    Tonya glanced around to make sure they were alone. “Guilt does that to a person.”


    Angela sympathized. “You didn’t mean to hurt him, but he would have hurt you at some point. Gabe and Peter shared many common traits.”


    Tonya forced herself to nod instead of blurting her secrets. Angela already knew them. “How do I make the guilt go away?”


    “Forget it. And if you can’t, then leave. Be ready to go on a moment’s notice.”


    Tonya gawked. “What?”


    Angela spoke the brutal truth. “The only way the guilt will go is if you’re exposed. Learn to live with it or leave. I’ll wish you the best in whichever way you choose.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I didn’t have to kill Gabe. You took an ugly burden from my shoulders and I’m grateful. If you need help, you’ll have it.” Angela stepped by the shocked woman. “He’s a little cold.”


    Tonya covered the sleeping boy with another blanket from her kit. Her mind replayed those words over and over without leaving space for anything else. I might have to run.


     


    Angela kept tracking Marc with her newest copied gift. His signature on her grid left traces when she narrowed in, allowing her to spot every place he’d stopped. It was fascinating and very distracting.


    Monica felt her unease. “I have it covered, Boss. No worries.”


    Angela flashed a strained smile. I don’t trust my security. That’s never a good sign of what’s to come.


    Angela put that fear aside and tracked her mate to a bar where he was trying to remove a stain without scrubbing. “It’s time to come clean, Marc. We both know what you did. Now we’ll face it.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter One BK17


    I Like Being Invisible


    Safe Haven Refugee Camp


    Pitcairn Island


     


     


     


    1


    “It’s been three weeks.” Kyle kept his voice low even though any number of descendants were scanning for trouble. “We should have heard from the mission team by now.”


    “I know.” Morgan kept gathering trash with his pointed stick. He didn’t want to talk about it so openly. Safe Haven’s members were working and playing all over this beach. Not to mention the dozens of Eagles and camp members on the top deck of the cruise ship. A bad vibe would hit them all and kill the calm mood.


    Kyle lit the trash can that the approaching workers would use for this burn session. “She’s handling it better than last time.”


    Morgan scrutinized Angela through the open sides of the tan beach tent where she now started every morning. She handled people who needed to talk to her, schedules, interviews, and any other business on her lists. It reminded the senior men and women of their beginnings in Safe Haven. Adrian had encouraged people to confide in him by using the same tactics. Angela was doing it to lure people off their ship.


    Kyle handed his garbage stick to a rookie and then ignored the curious man. “I don’t like it.”


    Morgan stabbed more garbage. “That’s because it’s not right. And she isn’t saying a word or giving a sign. That’s dangerous for someone like her.”


    “You think she needs to talk about it?” Kyle often overlooked Angela’s gender because of her skills.


    “Maybe. She doesn’t have a right hand man, not really. Ed’s her official gopher, but she doesn’t talk to him.” Emotional stability was an important part of the relationship between boss and assistant, but Angela and Ed didn’t have a bond at all and that wasn’t changing.


    Kyle was aware of their audience growing. He continued the very real play carefully. “She and I used to do that. We haven’t in a while.”


    “Why not?”


    “She isn’t the same. Something changed.”


    Morgan met his eye. “Sounds like she was offended somewhere. Figure it out, make amends, and then restart those talks.”


    Kyle grinned. “Jennifer said the same thing, with harsher words. I’ll start working on it.”


    “You have a long day starting.”


    “Makes it easier to sleep. I hate it when the teams are on runs without me.”


    “Same.” Morgan loved those men, too. He wanted all of them to return.


    Morgan tensed as Adrian came into view on the hilltop. The red mark of an outcast on his arm glinted at everyone.


    Morgan glared at the man like the other Eagles were doing, but the seed in his mind grew.


    Kyle frowned realistically. “We can’t do that to Marc.”


    “Screw Marc! He left her here alone!” Morgan tossed his garbage filled stick to the ground and walked away. “I have other shit to do.”


    Kyle didn’t protest, but it wasn’t because his status had changed the instant he’d said he would take Jennifer out of here. He agreed with Morgan too much to keep defending Marc.


    Neil winced as he walked by, but like them, he didn’t defend Marc. He’d left his newly pregnant, new wife to go play war, and he’d blamed her for Kendle’s death. The Eagles weren’t going to let this one go.


    “It’s all yours. Watch that fire.” Kyle went to the pontoon bridge.


    The workers chatted lightly about what they’d heard as they took over collecting and burning the piles of trash on the beach.


    Kyle motioned to the next group of rookies as they came to the top deck. They were fully geared and in high spirits, but they were also loud and careless. They clearly didn’t know the job yet.


    Angela came from her beach tent and joined them on the gently bobbing bridge.


    Her watch gave a single beep to remind her it was time to start her shift. She scanned the group of rookies and shifted the thick folder to her other arm so she could reach her gun easier. “We’re just going to do rounds of a few sites. Do you think you picked enough security?”


    Kyle studied the nervous rookies gathering around them without the proper formation or stance. I guess it could be the scattered squid stance. “No.” He waved at Grant to join them.


    Angela snorted, but she didn’t argue. The new people had only been released from quarantine yesterday. Each of the three dozen UN refugees had a settling partner, but the Eagles and camp didn’t trust them.


    Grant joined the rookies, chuckling when some of them recoiled from his sweaty body. He’d just finished his two hours of daily Eagle workout time. He was funky right now. These rookies were due for the same workout after dinner.


    Angela inspected the top deck of the ship and found several of the off-duty new people observing her. She ignored them for now. Eagle training was already underway. The new people were all signed up. The Eagles would sort through them.


    But that’s not enough. Angela glanced toward the hilltop, where Adrian had spent every day observing them and doing workouts. He was regaining his health and watching everything they did.


    “You should put him to work before he gets bored and does something stupid.”


    Angela didn’t answer.


    Grant started to repeat himself.


    Kyle shook his head. Pushing the boss isn’t a good idea.


    Angela rotated toward the beach, pretending she hadn’t caught that. The Eagles had a lot of authority because they were trusted. If they were making quiet plans, they were doing it for the good of the camp. “Let’s get this tour started.”


    Kyle led them across the pontoon bridge that was showing wear and tear in places. The rough outline of a dock paralleled the bridge with long metal posts they’d taken from the wreckage of Kraft Mansion. They didn’t have enough posts to finish the dock yet, but Kyle knew where they would get them. All we have to do is learn underwater salvage. The ships they’d sunk were made of steel, and while round posts were preferred, nearly any shape would suffice.


    Angela paused at the end of the bridge. She opened her folder to the correct tab. “Fishing updates.”


    Ed hurried to find them in his book.


    Everyone waited while he shuffled through a stack of papers, muttering. It was always like this.


    Angela looked at Kyle. I’ve had enough.


    Kyle couldn’t refuse her silent request. “I think I have this covered, Ed. Why don’t you switch with me?”


    Ed’s face fell. The excitement of the position was long gone. “I really am trying.”


    “You’re not being fired.” Angela wasn’t in the mood for drama or bad attitudes. “You should resign before I need to do that.”


    Ed nodded. “Consider it official right now.”


    Angela ignored the clock ticking on her wrist. “Tell me what you want to do and we’ll get you switched.”


    “Can I think about it?”


    “Of course.” She gestured. “Take Kyle’s slot for this shift. Let me know in the morning.”


    Ed was relieved. He hadn’t wanted to ask for another assignment, but he hated being her right-hand man unless there was action.


    Angela tapped her folder.


    Kyle swallowed a grin. “We’ve fished every day since the mission team left.” Kyle observed her for a reaction.


    Angela didn’t give him one. She only lifted a brow. “And?”


    “We’ve gathered 502 pounds of mixed fish. We finally have a small stock. We got ahead when they started dragging nets between two boats like you suggested.” Kyle scanned their fishing trollers. “The first day they only got eight pounds, though. No one had faith.”


    “Eight pounds?”


    Kyle shrugged. “We also got 200 pounds of trash and debris.”


    “What happened?”


    “Grant told us to drag the nets out of the current. He reminded us Henderson Island was famous for the beaches being covered in garbage from all parts of the globe. That mess is floating by us all the time.”


    Angela sighed. “First digression. What are we doing with the trash?”


    Kyle was ready for her. He’d been expecting that question as soon as he was told about the 200 pounds in one day. “We’re drying it on the decks overnight and then adding it to the nightly trash bonfires.”


    “And we’re sorting out the things that aren’t safe to burn?”


    “Yes, but most of the Eagles don’t understand why we’re protecting the air after a nuclear war.”


    Angela chuckled. “I don’t want our people dying from toxic fumes.”


    Kyle wrote it down, feeling like an idiot. “So noted.”


    Angela waited for the rest of the answer to her question.


    Kyle replayed their conversation. “We’re using one of the damaged ships to store the rest of it. Marc said not to create another garbage dump here so we don’t violate our deal with Nature.”


    “It’s not too much weight?”


    “It’s fine right now. Theo and his crew pulled the heavier appliances, pipes, poles, and other stuff we need, so it’s offsetting the weight of the trash.”


    “Excellent. How much room do we have?”


    “We’ve filled the rear deck about halfway. I’d guess the first garbage ship will be full in about two months.”


    “I’ll find a solution before then.” Angela wrote it in her book, wishing she’d already thought of one. “I assumed they would have a town dump, but I didn’t consider how big it would have to be to hold the garbage from 300 people.”


    Kyle frowned. “Our numbers aren’t that high anymore.”


    Angela let him figure it out.


    Kyle got it quickly. With the addition of the new people from the UN invasion, Safe Haven had 251 people. Most of their losses in the last month of travel had come from normals abandoning ship. “For the future.”


    She nodded. “Within these three years.”


    “That means more people have to join us.”


    “Yes. It’s unlikely we’ll breed so many fighters in that short a time.”


    Kyle couldn’t tell if she was joking. He kept his opinions to himself.


    Angela was glad. She didn’t want to scold him in front of the rookies. “Back to the update.”


    “Neil and Wade’s idea for shark hunting has produced 80 pounds of meat and two serious injuries. Both rookies were told not to try any more hands-on submission tricks.”


    Angela had helped to handle those injuries. “They’ll have the first shark bite scars to show off after they finish healing. Next?”


    “Theo said we can test the whale spear whenever we’re ready. He also said they take a week to make and we only have two of them. Pick someone with a perfect aim and a lot of patience.”


    Angela stared at him.


    Kyle flushed in pleasure. “I’d be honored.”


    “We’ll test it out together, but not from the Adrianna. Pick a ship that can take the fight and weight.”


    “Theo said the smallest UN ship we have should be good for what you have planned. He wants to go over it again and reinforce a couple of areas.”


    Angela wrote that in her notes, then flipped the page. “Agriculture.”


    Kyle snickered at her professional wording. He also gave her what she wanted. “We checked all the orchards and had Tonya run tests. They seem fine, but the harvest is light. We assume it’s the last one of the season.”


    Angela wasn’t surprised. “Getting here right as summer ended wasn’t the best scheduling, but we’ll make it work.”


    “Some of our crops will still grow in these temps. It only goes to around 65° at the worst.”


    “I’m more worried about sunlight. If it stays cloudy, it won’t work.”


    Kyle held up a hand toward the bright sun. “Should we transport Sam’s garden off-ship now so it can get sunlight while it’s clear?”


    “No. It’s all growing well, except for the banana trees. I don’t want to disrupt that. The bananas can come off, but have Samantha consult our companion planting charts before workers add them to one of the orchards.”


    Around them, most of the rookies were getting bored and they weren’t even on the island yet. They hadn’t realized how long it took to do rounds and get updates.


    Ed stared at the ocean and ignored them all.


    “There are two crop fields, both empty and small. I recommend we use them for modest foods that we can plant a lot of.” Kyle paused. He glared at Ed. “Get them in line or switch out.”


    Ed sighed unhappily. “I’ll send you a hardass who can pay attention. I’m out.”


    Kyle watched Ed go back onto the ship instead taking control of the rookies. “What is his problem?”


    Angela studied Ed and found only satisfaction. “Send him to Tim.”


    Kyle wrote while he spoke. “If you can’t pay attention for five minutes, you’ll never be an Eagle.”


    The rookies straightened, scanning the peaceful beach and garbage-littered ocean. Angela had made it clear they had to become Eagles to stay. The new people didn’t want to be banished. All of them were happy here.


    Kyle handed Angela a private note.


    She stored it to read later. “How many other possible plots?”


    “Dozens, on this island alone. We’ll stay busy.”


    “They all need to be cleared first, I assume.”


    “Yes.” Kyle handed her a map he’d found. “There’s a lot more here than we first thought. It’s been buried under a year of nature and debris.”


    Angela studied the map, mood lifting. “This is good.”
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    “I agree. There’s even a concrete road under there somewhere, though it only goes to the cemetery and the sheriff’s office.”


    “And other agriculture?”


    He shook his head. “No eggs or births. Tonya is scheduled to run some tests next week. We think they’re all sterile or too old.”


    “Sounds like we need a run for livestock.”


    More moods lifted as they remembered they had that option.


    Angela shut her folder and took the beach path. If the sheriff’s office here was in good shape, it would get criminals off their ship while they waited for sentencing. They hadn’t had a new crime in a little while, but there was no doubt it would happen. Humanity was anything but peaceful. All council meetings were also on break right now so she could get the island set up, but she doubted it would be long before they got back to work on their founding document. “Talk to me about water.”


    “We’re fully stocked on our ship again. Marc had us collecting and storing it on the other ships. We’re covered for three months at the moment and we’re adding two weeks’ worth every month, on top of what we use.”


    “That’s great. Let’s get some of it lugged to town. I’ll let you know how much once we finish the tour. What about food?”


    Kyle kept writing and listening to the rookies. “Six months, but that’s a mix-n-match issue for the last month of it. We’re out of a lot of things now.”


    “I saw the oat bags being brought up from storage. Have the cooks use it in more recipes to conserve flour.”


    “Oatmeal raisin. Yuck!”


    Angela laughed.


    The sound carried across the beach and went up the hill on the wind.
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    Adrian fought not to break his rhythm. The pushups were hard on his body, but they left too much time for his mind to betray him by replaying the sight of her jean-clad body and long black braid glinting in the sun. “Eighteen, 19…” Adrian shoved to his feet and went to the pullup rope he’d rigged on a sturdy tree. He lifted his body into the air and held there for a five count.


    “You’re making progress. You could only do a three-count before.”


    Adrian let go of the rope. “You should be cleaning, cooking, or both.”


    Sadie grimaced. “You’re supposed to train me.”


    “I am.”


    “In what? How to be a housewife?”


    “In self-care, Sadie. If Angela sees how messy that bunker is, she might shut it down. It’s not safe for any of us to have a breeding ground for germs.” Adrian had refused to sleep or have sex in there anymore. “And you can’t eat protein bars all the time. Your body needs other stuff. Learn to cook and clean. Then we’ll do something else.”


    Sadie stomped back toward the bunker, giving up her idea of an orgasm and a swim.


    Adrian resumed his pullups, worrying about Sadie’s future. She grew on me. I won’t let her be hurt.


    He examined the beach and found Angela’s group walking in the opposite direction. That would buy Sadie some time to clean, but it wouldn’t be enough.


    Adrian reluctantly dropped to the ground and followed her toward Luke’s bunker to help. “It’s worth it. One of these days, the women I care for will do the same for me.”


    Angela’s laughter floated up on the wind again, mocking him.


    Adrian didn’t care. Anticipation of a visit flooded his stomach with butterflies. She’s scanning my thoughts again. She stayed away as long as she can.


     


     


    3


    Angela broke the connection and marched into the jungle.


    Kyle had caught all of it. He wisely didn’t comment, but Adrian was right. Angela was pretending to be fine. A visit would help her cope and buy her more time. But not Marc. His time has run out.


    Angela spotted the edge of the concrete road that Theo and his team had verified existed. She began digging out a small section with her boot.


    Grant copied her, attacking the opposite side.


    The rookies followed his lead and began helping between sweeps of their surroundings. Even kicking dirt was better than just standing there.


    Kyle gave Grant a look of approval, then opened his notebook to be ready for Angela’s next questions and choices.


    Angela switched feet, thrilled with her strengthened legs. A month ago, they wouldn’t have tolerated more than a few hard kicks. Now, they were taking it without protesting. Except for the ingrown toenail on my right foot. Angela switched legs again. “How are we coming on the tunnel bunker?”


    Kyle flipped to the last page in his book. “It’s fully mapped and lighted. The solar lines have been attached to the walls. We have a basic two-square wide path through the entire center, even where we fell through.” Kyle paused as a chill went up his spine.


    Angela stopped kicking and sent out a thin wave of comfort. “Come back to me.”


    Kyle shook it off. “Sorry, Boss.”


    Angela resumed walking. She was able to feel the road beneath her boots for a few steps and then the island took back over.


    Kyle stayed on her heels. “The tunnel where we sheltered during the island invasion has been finished for two days, except for the bathrooms. We’re still digging a drainage ditch for the plumbing. We’re sending this one directly to the onboard sewage treatment system. Theo said it will be a month before he can get that finished, but workers are clearing room for the hoses in small sets. We’ll have it ready.”


    Angela was happy with that progress. Digging was hard work and it took time, especially when they were being careful not to kill or destroy more than they absolutely had to. Marc had been adamant about that to secure their deal with Nature.


    Angela forced her mind away from her mate. “What about furnishings?”


    “We’re at 50%, roughly. Beds and tables are in, along with major appliances and power cords. Theo said nothing else should be brought down until he has all that hooked up and running without overheating.” Kyle glanced back and found Grant directing the rookies on where to be while they walked. He turned back to Angela. “The Eagles have been using it as a base during shifts and a sleeping area when they don’t feel like hiking back to the ship in the dark. A lot of workers are coming down for breaks as long as the Eagles are there. No problems or injuries.”


    Angela smothered a chill this time. “Are the signs posted?”


    “Yes. Anyone who can read will understand not to be rough on the vines, roots, trees, plants, bugs, or animals.”


    Angela walked a little faster, making her lungs and heart work harder. “Are the other bunkers stripped?”


    “Most of them. We haven’t touched Luke’s property.” Kyle refused to say Kendle’s name anymore. She was dead to them in every way.


    “Okay.” Angela paused to let Grant finish settling the rookies in place slightly ahead of her and to both sides. Then she resumed her faster walk, now starting to feel it in her legs. “What about the town?”


    “All sites have been cleared or evaluated. Now that the QZ setup has been stored, Theo and his team will get started on repairs to the buildings he decided were okay. He expects all these projects to be completed by the end of this month.”


    “Really? Tell him I said nice job!”


    “I will.” Kyle automatically slid closer to cover an angle the rookies were missing. “Our five bunkhouse locations have stayed about half full since you opened them to the camp.”


    “That’s excellent. Pass the word that there’s room in those bunkhouses and let another group of camp members sign up. Keep doing that every two weeks until we have them all off the ship.”


    Kyle wrote it down while vaguely listening to Grant explain what a rookie was doing wrong that Kyle had had to cover his spot.


    “How many uses of our tree house?”


    Kyle chuckled. “Three. Two smashed thumbs from bad swings and one concussion from tripping over vines.”


    Angela grunted, stepping high to avoid the tangled masses that had been trampled but not conquered. “How’s our path idea coming along?”


    “It’s all planted. As soon as the clover grows, people will see the path through and it will push the vines back a little but not kill them. Sam did worry about it getting enough water.”


    “I think nature will cover it.” A path made from clover wasn’t important. If it didn’t work, nothing was lost. If it did work–and it really shouldn’t. The thick vines should choke the clover–then she would know Nature was going to help whatever they planted on this island. “Any signs of growth yet?”


    “No, but we haven’t checked it in four days. When it rains, you can’t tell the vines from the dirt.” Storms had slowed them, but it was bright and dry now.


    “I think that’s it for my list. Surprise me with something I’ve forgotten.”


    Kyle pointed. “You asked for it.”


    Angela saw the two girls sneaking across the bridge toward the beach. Amy and Kimmie thought they could get by the rookie guards on the ship and they were right. Angela motioned sharply at the guard on the top deck.


    He followed her finger to the girls.


    He shouted at them.


    Rookie Eagles on duty gave chase.


    The girls ran.


    Angela rolled her eyes. “Cut them off. Take them to their guardians.”


    Grant stared for a minute, not understanding she was talking to him. Then he grinned. “You got it.”


    Angela smiled but turned away so the fleeing girls didn’t see it. She needed them to think she was upset. But I’m not. They’re bored and going for a little adventure. Normally, I would allow it. It just isn’t safe right now. She swept her own rookies again, most of whom were new people. She’d insisted on it so they could sort the wheat from the chaff faster.


    Angela hiked toward the town, no longer as eager for this tour and rounds. I want a little adventure, too. I just don’t want anyone to die. I don’t think I’ve been this bored since before the war.


    Kyle stored that and stayed close for her next question. He refused to glance back as they entered the jungle. Jennifer was on the bridge of the ship. He could feel her hot gaze observing him and everyone else. Her evolution wasn’t causing trouble yet, but Kyle was certain it would at some point.


    “Has she made a final choice?”


    Kyle stiffened. “About which topic?”


    Angela understood Jennifer was considering a number of options. “Don’t rush her, then.”


    “I won’t.”


    They both watched Grant skillfully head off the girls and march them back to the ship.


    Angela thought about Cerise’s observation of Grant.


    He’s special. He just doesn’t know it yet.


    Cerise thought that because Grant had been immune to most of her spells and charms. Angela knew it was really his ability to get people to work together. He was letting it all out now that he wasn’t caged in the bridge. It was a blinding flash of proof that people didn’t have to be a descendant to be useful and important.


    Angela avoided a taped-off square of ground that had been dug up. The soil was being removed as Tonya tested it. She would need the rest of the year to get the entire island cleared. It was already slowing their building plans, but as long as they made steady progress, it would be good enough.


    The contaminated ground was being dumped into the shallow parts of the ocean around the far side of the island. It was slowly adding to their landmass, while being cleaned in the sun and surf. Angela hated doing that, but there wasn’t another solution. They couldn’t store it on ships or the island without exposing everyone, and the ocean was already full of radiation and trash. She couldn’t solve that problem, yet.


    Kyle waited while Angela got lost in her plans to build a trash collection system around this island. She was trying to figure out what it would be used for. Kyle believed she would come up with something. She was fantastic at adapting existing materials into usable ideas that Theo brought to life. Their relationship was perfectly balanced and imperative. Neither was more important, though one couldn’t exist without a creator.


    Angela got them back to work. “Clinic first. I’ll call it from there.”


    Everyone settled in for the hike.


    Angela felt danger zero in on her, but she didn’t change her plans. She wanted it over with.
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    “He’s not going anywhere!”


    “That’s not going to happen.”


    Ed glared at Adrian through the bunker doorway. He ignored the mess and the stench and the glaring girl acting like she was gathering the trash. “We’re down a dozen Eagles. There are three dozen new people in our camp. Do the math.”


    Adrian did it against his will. My Eagles are outnumbered 3-to-1. Shifts are short, light, and all of them have uncovered angles from tired people doing double duty. She’s in danger again. “You could cover her.”


    Ed denied that. “I’m too restless now. I’ve lost my edge.”


    Adrian studied the man and found a tiny mark on his neck. “Who’s the lucky girl?”


    Ed stiffened. “I’d rather not say.”


    Adrian sighed. “That means the boss won’t like it. What’s the deal? Too lazy? Too young? Too old?”


    Ed chuckled and didn’t answer.


    “You’ve made the choice or you wouldn’t have given up your job. I hope you’re sure.”


    “I am.” Ed’s happiness faded back into anger. “You can’t let rookies guard the boss and think she’ll survive.”


    Adrian easily resisted that blow. “She’ll fry anyone who threatens her.”


    “Or maybe she’ll sacrifice another child to save her precious herd of normals.” Ed walked away before Adrian could ask. “I like being Invisible. It makes me the perfect spy for either side.”


    Adrian grabbed his gun belt as Sadie’s mouth dropped open. “Who’s your boss right now?”


    Ed jerked a hand toward the water. “Marc.”


    Adrian marched faster. Both men ignored the anger of the female in the bunker.


    Sadie threw her handful of garbage toward him. “Prick!”


    Ed followed Adrian, but he let some distance open up between them. When Adrian was far enough into the jungle that he wouldn’t notice, Ed headed for the ship. Mission accomplished.


    He crossed the pontoon bridge without guilt. Angela was about to have the man she needed to watch her back and stimulate her mind. If it led to anything else, Ed didn’t care. “You shouldn’t have left her, Marc. You went too far this time. The Eagles have had enough.”
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    “Get up there! I can’t believe you two!”


    Heads swiveled to observe as Grant brought the disappointed girls back onto the ship.


    Adding her support, Jennifer glared at them as they went by, but it only held a little menace.


    Kimmie and Amy still flinched and hurried below to get out of her sight.


    Jennifer still wasn’t used to that reaction yet. She remembered doing it to Angela, though, and that made it worse. It was isolating to be so powerful that people were terrified by a hard look. I was shot twice in six months. Both my shoulders have bullet scars now, and I’m always a target. They have very little reason to fear me.


    Jennifer had expected to have less respect after letting the truth slip, but nothing had changed. She was still the enforcer. She was still being trained and treated like Angela’s heir. Jennifer’s sharp mind was trying to figure out why. “Angela didn’t tell them otherwise?”


    The camp and Eagles trusted Angela, even over the angry rant of someone who was clearly telling the truth.


    “Maybe it doesn’t matter. They don’t think I’ll give up the chance to lead Safe Haven.”


    Jennifer still wanted that, in ways, but her heart had changed upon seeing her daughter in danger. And now I understand why Angela needs an heir. No one who’s sane wants to sacrifice their family for this job. The others think they would because they don’t get along with their family or because they don’t have one, but they’re crazy. They don’t understand what it’s like to be hunted every minute of the day.


    Jennifer could feel trackers searching for the source of the huge evolution. It had been registered by all the descendants in their hive and anyone else within hundreds of miles of her. That made things more dangerous for everyone here. “If I really wanted to protect them, I would leave.”


    Jennifer sighed. “But I don’t love them like the boss does. That’s the real reason I can’t take over when she’s had enough. We’ll find the right heir while we’re here. Until then…”


    The elevator dinged behind her.


    Jennifer stopped herself from drawing her gun with her good hand. She was anxious and had been since the mission team left.


    “Are you okay?”


    She forced a smile onto her face. “All good. My guard has the runs. Don’t punish her for leaving. I insisted. The gas bombs were more than I could handle.”


    Ray chuckled. He took his place in the shadows, but he didn’t promise not to report Monica. She should have called in her relief early.


    Ray swept Jennifer and found a powerful young woman exploring her indefinite state. The sling over her shoulder glared out bright white in the dim noon shadows of the bridge.


    “Any trouble below?”


    “No.” Ray scanned the top deck. The guards were in their places. The deck was busy with working crews and walking citizens who wanted sunlight without leaving the ship. They’d been calling them ramp dwellers, but those souls were a little braver now. They were actually traversing the deck instead of cowering on the ramps, but they still hadn’t left the boat yet.


    Ray had been on all their ships and on all the nearest islands. He was one of the few who could say that. He’d been doing salvage and delivering supplies to outposts that Angela was setting up on each island. She said if anyone got stranded, they would have supplies to cover them, including a radio and a way to make a fire.


    It made sense since they’d had crews going to the islands to collect weapons and gear, and to clear the bodies from the invasion. It was done now, as far as Ray knew. They weren’t working on those islands anymore, but the supplies were still there. It made him think they would return at some point.


    They certainly had enough boats and fuel to make that trip if they needed to. Their fleet now held nine ships and one tired cruise liner. Five of those were made for battling rough seas and pirates. Angela had them anchored in the small cove near Cave Cliff, on the other side of the island.


    Ray saw Molly neatly patrolling the side deck with Panaji, who was her trainee this week. Selito and Raheem were also on duty, doing their first shifts as rookie Eagles. All three men were thrilled to get the promotions. Ray hadn’t realized they were all doing FND work, but it was clear now.


    Jennifer checked the screens and panels on the console to be sure nothing had changed. It was the most boring job on the ship and she was happy with it. Her pregnancy was going well. Autumn was next to her in the pumpkin seat and sleeping peacefully. Roy was with the other kids, having a snack. Kyle was with Angela. Jennifer had been given three weeks off to recover from her gunshot, though she’d been ready for work after a few days. This was her first day back at a post. It was all good, but she wasn’t at peace.


    She hadn’t spoken to Angela about it yet. Maybe that’s why I don’t feel right. She’s the alpha. She can make me leave even if I decide I want to stay.


    Jennifer regretted her outburst, but every word had been the truth. And yet I’m on duty again, with my kid right here. Am I nuts?


    She sighed. She hadn’t been completely inactive, though most people didn’t know she’d been doing private lessons with Cate and Cody. Angela had started that months ago and Jennifer had resumed those classes a few days after the chaos. She hadn’t gotten orders or asked for permission. She’d shown up at the normal time and called the kids to her. The guards had readjusted their schedules and reported it, but Angela still hadn’t come to talk. Jennifer knew it was her own fault, but it had still brought depression and loneliness.


    The twins were progressing steadily in their lessons. It had kept Jennifer from feeling completely left out, but now that she was back, she realized she hadn’t been left out at all. She hadn’t been shunned during meals or avoided in the halls. I don’t understand what happened. Shouldn’t everyone hate me?


    “The twins made it clear you needed a break and you were scared about the baby. The camp likes it that you had a weak moment. It makes you seem more human to the normals, and the descendants like knowing you’re flawed. They thought you were perfect. It was intimidating.” Ray went out onto the bridge steps to keep from being distracted further.


    Jennifer let out a noise of derision. “I’m not even close to perfect.” She scanned the calm ocean and stopped herself from going over the list of her crimes, her sins.


    Ray felt a connection to her and welcomed it. He’d spent a long time thinking he was the only one who worried about being damned for his life choices. It was both comforting and sad to know every single person on this ship had felt that way at some point.


    Jennifer made a mental note to thank Marc’s twins during their next lesson. They were adjusting to everything that had happened, but they were furious with Marc for leaving. His long talk with them beforehand hadn’t helped. They wanted a mom and a dad, at the same time.


    Cate also wanted to fight. If Angela hadn’t approved the monthly matches, Cate would have found a way to do it secretly among the kids. She was wild and being away from her father again wasn’t helping that side of her. She did spend a lot of time with Angela. That was keeping her in line so far. The first matchup was coming soon. The little girl was yearning for the days to go by faster until the next one.


    In the bridge, Jennifer saw Ed come onboard with fast steps and an angry expression. She didn’t dig into his thoughts for the reason. He was glancing toward the hilltop where Adrian was usually working out and watching. It was easy to guess their former leader had said or done something Ed found offensive.


    Jennifer felt Morgan come up the ramp. She tried not to frown. Kyle was making them spend time together even though Morgan had publicly said he was staying even if she left. The evenings and meals were tense for her. She wanted to tell the often unshaven man to go away. She also wanted to thank him for standing with her and Kyle every time she heard he’d been given shit about it. She hated it that he was being treated poorly by the camp and lower-level Eagles. Only his high station here had kept the peace in some of those arguments.


    Jennifer refused to dwell on it. I’ll make a choice soon and this limbo will end for all of us.


    Ray snorted as he came back inside, but he didn’t speak.


    Jennifer studied Morgan’s tense shoulders and longer hair as the returning rookies smirked at him. People thought he was trying to destroy a happy marriage. They knew that wasn’t the case, but they still thought it. Jennifer didn’t understand why people were wired that way. Even when shown proof, they refused to change their opinion or belief. The truth shouldn’t be subjective, but it is.


    Morgan caught that as he paused under the bridge to reach the rear deck. He thought about past politics. They used to call it human nature, but it didn’t have to be that way. We have to retrain our fragile egos to accept new information and process it correctly.


    Morgan waved at Daisey before he caught sight of who was standing next to her on the rear deck. Daisey and Ralph were overseeing the preparations for Safe Haven’s first group dinner on land. The town restaurant was ready to service the camp for a full meal now. Angela was making it happen.


    Morgan expected the two-hour affair to include speeches and tributes to those they’d lost and those who hadn’t come with them. It would be sad and sappy, and people would pass out. In the tunnel bunker right below the party. Angela was a genius, and it wasn’t just because that would get more of them to stay on land when nothing bad happened. People had to be retaught to spend time together. Their long journey here allowed mental walls to be erected. People had isolated out of fear. Now they were scared of each other and that had to change.


    Morgan didn’t look at Pam. She was standing next to Daisey and dressed to catch his attention, but the bright, lacy clothes and carefully applied makeup couldn’t hide her red nose and bloodshot eyes. She wasn’t doing well.


     


    In the bridge, Jennifer tensed. Her connection to the hive lit up, warning everyone that something was coming.


    Descendants all over the ship froze in place, waiting to determine how they should react. When the most powerful magic user on the planet sounded an alarm, it was heeded.


     


    Nearing the clinic, Kyle cursed himself for not bringing more security.


     


    Deep in the jungle, Adrian trekked faster toward Angela.


     


    Angela kept walking and working. She couldn’t stop every time trouble found them. She would react when it was needed.


     


    Jennifer scanned the ship and the ocean, then the island. She found it quiet and calm, with a light, warm breeze carrying the sights and scents of a tropical paradise. But the birds went quiet. I’m not wrong.


    The radio on Ray’s belt lit up.


    “I know you’re listening! Answer me, damn you!”


    Ray lowered the volume but didn’t shut it off. That would be a waste of time. It was running in Jennifer’s mind as if she was the radio.


    “It’s my job.”


    Ray didn’t ask her about that even though he wanted to. William’s voice blared out again.


    “I’ll find a way to reach you. The water can’t hold me here forever!”


    The radio went dead.


    Jennifer blinked, coming back to herself. She broke the connection.


    Angela’s firm voice came through their short-wave radios. “Let me worry about him when the time comes. He can’t hear us or reach us. We’re protected.”


    Ray was glad Angela had immediately calmed their biggest fears.


    Jennifer was able to scan through the ship and the ground now. She listened to the disruptive waves of the normals below to see if it had been enough. This wasn’t the first time they’d heard William calling, but it was the first time the camp had heard it openly while Jonny checked radio stations. It was part of his job as their DJ.


    Morgan stepped back so he could view into the bridge.


    Jennifer glanced at him through the glass. She slowly nodded.


    Morgan saw how she hesitated. He made a note in his book to tell Angela it might not hold for another call. She needed to do something to assure the camp that William would die in the final battle.


    Morgan stored his book and resumed his walk to the rear deck. He greeted Daisey and gave Pam a polite smile, but he went to Ralph for the update. Pam had moved into the camp hall and made friends with Daisey, who was happily sharing den mother leadership with her new husband. The kind woman had been trying to get Morgan to change his mind about Pam and that included enlisting the help of camp females. Three weeks of emotional excavators had brought Morgan to the edge of his patience. It’s never going to happen. Let me go.


    Pam didn’t respond. She just watched him with needy, betrayed eyes.
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    “It’s all trayed and freezing. We’re done prepping fish today.”


    The other cooks let out small cheers despite being happy to have the food. Skinning and cutting up so many fish at one time was dulling their knives and their knees.


    Dwight stepped over the fat cat waiting for the next scrap to drop. All the felines were in the mess right now, including the roly-poly kitten who was the delight of the entire ship for the amusement it generated.


    Dwight didn’t mind. It was less mess to clean and it made his wife happy to have them around. Tonya also liked it because it saved a little on cat food. She was worried about them getting enough to eat since the island only had a few rats. She claimed those would be gone in a few months and then the cats would need a share of the human food.


    “We’ll cover it.” Brittani finished washing her hands and pulled up her thick gray jacket hood. “I’m gonna go lie down until the next shift.”


    “You’re off until tomorrow. Get some sleep.”


    Brittani forced a smile and limped to the exit. When she got tired, her healed leg sometimes ached like it had right after she’d been shot.


    Dwight and Thelma exchanged a worried glance. Brittani’s behavior since Trinity’s death had been erratic, different. They were afraid to ask her about it after the rocky moments they’d had.


    Dwight had another concern. Watching the normals was part of his job now because he was on the law council. If they started conspiring again, he had to notify Angela, and what better place to meet and talk about mutiny than in the mess? So far, things were calm, but the two groups were still leery. It wouldn’t take a lot to restart that mess.


    Dwight let a piece of fish fall to the floor.


    The kitten beat the adults to it. The piece was gone in a quick gulp and so was the kitten. It went right back to its spot under the counter by his feet where its parents couldn’t fit.


    “We’re hitting the showers.” Tobias wrapped a fishy arm around his wives and led the giggling women out of the mess.


    People called spicy encouragement that brought smirks and blushes. Tobias and his women were fitting in well now, without any of the repelling issues everyone was worried about. They didn’t spend much time around other byzan, though. Thelma wondered how that might go when the group events happened, like camp meetings or the dinner on land. She liked the throuple. She hoped repelling was a myth.


    Thelma scanned the mess tables and the buffet they’d put out hours ago. Most of the camp ate at set times, but a handful were living on a different schedule. Most of those people were here now.


    Ian and Debra were having powdered eggs and toast while gazing at each other without speaking.


    Thelma was certain they were talking, though.


    Near them, Jeff was grabbing a quick meal before his next shift. Leeann and Missy were tormenting him with constant chatter about everything and nothing.


    The same was true of the camp women who were supervising a snack for the younger kids and those about to go on duty. Hawk and Caleb were going to join Marc’s twins for duty over the kids’ dorms. They were eating lightly and enjoying their new status.


    Across from them, Candy was snacking and waiting on Conner for their daily game of whatever he brought up from the cargo hold. He and Charlie were donating blood right now for the medics to freeze. All the descendants had been donating. As soon as Angela suggested it, the medics had been swamped with volunteers. Everyone knew being healed by magic wasn’t always possible.


    Allison was on a stool near the door, reading a book and trying to ignore the guards on duty. Her appetite was good and her tests were still clear. The happiness radiated off her in thick waves that tried to distract her new family. I wish there was a way to feel this good forever.


    Zack and two of his sons were in the corners on duty. The boys were officially Junior Eagles now. They stared impassively, determined to do a good job.


    Heads turned as the mood shifted.


    Grant came in with Kimmie. His hand on her shoulder told everyone she was in trouble.


    Jeff sighed as Leeann and Missy fell silent for the first time. He examined Kimmie’s jumper and gym shoes. Both held bits of sand. “Off-ship?”


    Grant nodded. “Halfway up the pontoon bridge before Kyle spotted them.”


    Jeff glared at all three girls. “Ambushing me is…rude!”


    Kimmie gave him a charming smile. “Just rude? ‘Cause we can try harder.”


    Grant left before he laughed. He’d already dropped Amy off to Wade. She was getting the same treatment Kimmie would once Jeff remembered how to talk.


    Grant swallowed a snicker at the thought of Wade’s face when he’d called him daddy number two. Wade was adjusting well to his new life, and surprisingly, so was the camp. Grant assumed that was because Samantha and Neil had already had that type of relationship with someone else.


    Grant jogged back up to the ramp, eager to rejoin Kyle and the boss. He was soaking in any extra shifts he could get while the camp didn’t need him to sail the ship. Knowing he could have another life had soothed him enough that he was starting to look forward to the future again instead of dreading it for only having one needed skill. He much preferred duty while wearing his black Eagle outfit and rookie jacket.


    But I don’t want Theo’s level of work. That’s too much for anyone to carry for long.


    Grant smiled at Cody and Cate as they went down the hall, followed by Dog. They didn’t stop to chat.


    Grant wondered how high up in Safe Haven the twins would go when their Eagle egos kicked in.


    Cody caught the thought and finally had a name for what he was feeling. Eagle ego. I like it.


    Cate rolled her eyes and led the way to their next stop.
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    Tonya carried the blood bags to the cooler and gently stored them on the shelf in the lab.


    Timmy waited for her to move, then he closed and locked the cooler. “Is that it?”


    Tonya washed her hands. “Not even close. We still have to collect and store the samples Terry and Tim drew while we were working on Conner and Charlie.” She glanced over at the two quiet boys. “Water, water, water.”


    Charlie obediently drank more from the bottle he’d been given.


    Tonya didn’t tell the teenager what he needed to hear. His messy state and rough attitude didn’t encourage advice.


    Conner held up his empty bottle. “Can I go?”


    Tonya smiled at the neat, shaven boy as she lotioned her hands. Conner wasn’t a problem. He was one of the few teens in camp who wasn’t. “Sure. You’re off donating duty now for the next month. Eat, sleep, drink your water rations.”


    “I will.”


    “Oh, and remind Candy she has babysitting duty after evening mess.” The heavily pregnant woman would have help with that. She was too far along for hard work, but she still wanted to be helpful.


    “Will do.” Conner left. He hadn’t spoken to Angela’s son the entire time they’d been here. He didn’t have anything to say and Charlie was a closed-off wall while he adjusted to Tracy being out of his life.


    Conner headed for the cargo steps while exchanging greetings with those waiting for their appointment with a medic. He avoided the thoughts of his last run that his mind wanted to replay on a loop. It wasn’t good to dwell on what couldn’t be changed. Drew was gone. I can’t bring him back.


    Charlie finished his bottle of water and left via the other hallway. He didn’t speak to anyone and they left him alone. His mood was dangerous again. His mind kept replaying his manhood mission. I always had help. I was never on my own. Maybe if I had been, my life would be different now.


    Tonya added the new numbers to their blood stock file. Thanks to Adrian coming in around dawn every few days to let Terry draw blood, they had one full cooler and had started stocking a second. According to her tests, the thawed blood was still good, but the real proof would come the first time they used it for an injury. “Take the basket and get their samples. Check each one to make sure it’s labeled.”


    Timmy left the lab quickly, gliding through the med bay and waiting patients fast enough to create a breeze. He turned sideways to fit through. His stomach still touched people.


    “Why’s he in such a rush?” Jayda stayed in the hallway between the lab and the main med bay.


    “Food is calling.” Tonya opened the folders for each of the four samples Timmy was about to bring back to her. She was rotating them in batches now and finally feeling like she could keep up.


    New names mocked her, sending her mind to the final battle where they’d gained three dozen refugees. Some of those people were here now to get medications, results of tests, and to seek care for chronic conditions, like allergies and asthma. Safe Haven hadn’t dealt with those issues in a long time. It made her wonder how those people had survived. “Maybe they’re special.”


    Cody stopped in the hall by Jayda, but he spoke to Tonya. “I think they just got lucky.”


    Tonya swept the twins. “Healing sessions, duty, or roaming without permission?”


    Cody grinned.


    Cate scowled.


    Dog sniffed around for the source of the smell hitting his nose.


    “We have duty over the kids’ dorm. Cate wanted to stop by and visit the kitty.”


    “I’m sorry, guys. They’re in the mess, annoying the cooks and stealing fish.”


    Cate giggled at the image.


    Tonya was drawn toward the sound. Marc’s daughter and son were dressed alike and had the same haircuts. They were adorable, with haunted eyes that screamed rage from their treatment. It was all she could do not to grab them both and hug them until their pain faded.


    Cate saw Tonya’s warm look and iced over.


    Cody took her hand. “Tonya’s okay.”


    “She’s with him. He hurt our new mom.”


    Tonya frowned. “That was a long time ago, Cate.”


    Cate’s nose rose into the air. “Eighteen months is not a long time.”


    Tonya stared. “That’s why you were making him do cage matches.”


    “So?”


    Tonya wasn’t intimidated by the powerful little girl. “So stop it. The alpha is the only one who can punish him and she does, regularly. Safe Haven is about second chances.”


    Cate stuck her nose in the air. “Whatever.”


    Tonya snickered. “Man, do you sound like your dad.”


    Cate growled and stormed out of the hall.


    Tonya sighed. “She needs someone to talk to about your dad. We always sent people to Adrian when they got like this. I know she doesn’t like him, but she doesn’t have to. She just has to listen.”


    Cody wanted his sister to be happy here. “I’m pissed too!”


    Tonya sympathized. She didn’t scold him for the bad language. “I didn’t want Kenn to go either. Maybe all of us should talk to Adrian.”


    Cody cocked his head. “Can we? I mean, can you?”


    Tonya shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out. Now run along. Your sister needs her guard.”


    Cody brightened. “Thank you for noticing.” He followed his sister.


    Dog sniffed Tonya’s leg. Let me have it, Red!


    Tonya grinned as she slipped a half sandwich from breakfast out of her pocket. Dog was tired of fish and the only break they were getting was breakfast. Angela said it was unfair to ask the cooks to prep all that fish and cook something else at the same time.


    Dog licked it gently, then took it in his mouth and left the room. You’re a good human! Yes, you are!


    Tonya washed her hands again, grinning. “KJ will be riding that wolf before he’s a year old. I can feel it coming.”


    She saw Daryl go by and understood he was on duty over Marc’s twins. It made her feel better to know they had protection. I don’t want them hurt. If time resets, I’ll lose my new life.


    “Daryl to the deck C bathrooms. Move your ass.” A rookie’s reckless voice came through the radios. “Your relief is on the way.”


    “Copy.”


    Jayda scanned Tonya and the baby through the lab’s glass door, then returned to the main med bay to keep watching the new people. Jayda took her security post seriously. Tonya always felt better when the muscular woman was here.


    Timmy brought the basket of blood samples in and put it on her desk. He bit his pudgy lip to keep from asking if he could go now.


    “Your dad gave me a message. Are you ready?”


    Timmy groaned. “I don’t want to talk to Tim again!”


    Neither do I. Tonya used a firm tone. “He said you’re on a diet, as of right now, until you talk to Tim again. He also said no smoking or drinking or drugs. He’ll ask Angela to lock you up to keep you from doing it, so forget all those ideas.”


    “Food isn’t a drug!”


    “Then why are you craving it above all else?”


    Timmy held in tears. “I guess I’m on a diet.”


    Tonya was proud of him for standing his ground. “How about talking to someone else?”


    “I’m emptying the garbage cans!” Timmy left the room.


    Tonya wasn’t offended. She hoped the boy got his mind straight because he was wonderful to have in the lab. He paid attention to detail and he was gentle, careful. “Safe Haven needs you, kid. Get it together.”


    Tonya began sorting and storing the vials of blood that she would start testing tomorrow. Her job was going well. The baby was doing great. She was learning new skills in hands-on moments and from the books they’d brought. She had friendships with other women for the first time in her life. She was respected by camp and leadership. She also had gifts that wanted to grow. “I have everything I’ve always wanted. Why am I not happy?”


    Tonya’s mind went straight to Kenn. Her stomach clenched.


    She hated to agree, but it was obvious. Without her mate, only the baby mattered. Everything else was just helping her kill time while Kenn was gone.


    Tonya wondered again if she could contact him. She already knew it was a bad idea. That’s why she hadn’t tried it yet. It might get him caught or distract him. She wasn’t going to try it when so much was at stake. “But I want to. I miss him.”


    KJ twitched in his sleep, responding to her wave of sadness.


    Tonya forced her mind back to the work.
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    “She’s in there.” The rookie retreated to let Daryl through. “Hope you’ve got a strong stomach.”


    Daryl entered the bathroom, wincing at the odor. “Brit? Are you okay?”


    Gagging came from the first stall.


    Daryl stayed by the sink, worried. She hadn’t been eating well since Marc’s team left and she spent every night in the bathroom. She insisted she didn’t always vomit, but Daryl was tired of being put off. “You have to tell me what’s going on. We have medics who can help you.”


    The toilet flushed.


    Daryl sat on the bathroom counter to wait, trying to figure out what could be wrong with her. Is it Malaria? Lyme disease? The rage illness?


    Everyone knew they’d been infected, but most of the signs weren’t glaringly obvious like this. Maybe she’s still upset over Trinity’s death.


    Daryl had been shocked when he learned about the attempted murder, but Brittani had refused to discuss it at all.


    Brittani opened the bathroom stall and leaned against it. She tried to catch her breath before she spoke.


    Daryl’s concern rose. She was pale under that beautiful dark skin and her eyes were sunken. Her hair even had gray streaks. “What the hell’s going on?”


    Brittani drew in a deep breath. “I’m pregnant, and I think there’s more than one by the way I can’t stop…” She fled back into the stall.


    Daryl froze. Pregnant. I’m going to be a father!


    Brittani groaned. “Glad you’re happy.”


    Daryl keyed his mike, eager to share it with the world. “We need a wheelchair and a medic in the deck C bathroom. Move your ass.”


    Brittani groaned again. “That’s why I didn’t tell you yet.”


    “On my way.” Terry’s voice over the radio was concerned. “Injury or illness?”


    “Pregnancy.”


    “Oh. Great! Be right there.”


    “Actually, can you send Tonya?” Daryl didn’t want a normal handling this.


    Tension flowed through the radio before Terry answered. “Sure.”


    Daryl smiled at his wife. “You’ll be fine. We’ll take care of you.”


    “That’s what I mean!” Brittani wiped her mouth on her shirt. “I don’t want special treatment.”


    Daryl handed her some towels from the roll. “But you are special, Brittani, and not just because you’re having my baby.”


    She grimaced at a fresh roil from her guts. “Babies. There’s at least two.”


    Daryl finally caught her words. “At least?”


    She lifted her shirt to show a stomach that belonged on a woman who was four months along. “I’m only a week late. I’m not sure this is normal.”


    Daryl remembered Brittani’s confession that she was scared of having kids. He cursed himself. I should have listened. He slid off the counter and began shooting energy into her weakened body. “You are officially off all duty.”


    Brittani let him help her change her shirt. When he gave her his, the scent of his body went into her nose and straight to her stomach. The rocking eased. “Thank God!”


    Daryl grinned at her. “That’s sweet.”


    Brittani made a face. “It’s bunk. I’m the mother!”


    Daryl placed a gentle hand on her stomach. “They’re already daddy’s girls.”
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    “Send me Brittani’s medical file when we get back to the ship.”


    “I will.” Kyle slid aside to let Angela see the clinic they’d just reached.


    Angela studied the treehouse in amusement, while getting her breath back. Theo and his team had added rubber mats to make it easier for wheelchairs and gurneys to roll over, but he’d also listened to Marc. The vines under those mats were now curled around the edges in thick balls that were wrapped in solar lights. It looked like the entrance to a fairy clinic. “Whose idea was it?”


    Kyle had to check his notes. “Uh…Monica says it was a group effort. Theo says they went on break and came back and it was like that.”


    “She doesn’t want credit.”


    “FND?”


    Angela frowned. “Find out why she feels she needs it.”


    “I will.”


    Angela waved at the rookies. “Full perimeter. Stay alert. Our first deaths happened here shortly after we landed.”


    The rookies all tensed and glanced at each other for directions.


    Kyle and Angela let it go for a minute to see if anyone other than Grant was willing to step up and take control. So far, he was the only one really trying to earn level one status.


    Two of the rookies matched her words to their training. They headed for the opposite side of the clinic.


    But they didn’t organize everyone else. Kyle got the other rookies into position.


    Angela went into the clinic, not waiting for him.


    Kyle didn’t scold her, but his instructions to the rookies were sharp and short so he could catch up to her.


    Angela paused inside the entrance and checked the closed clinic for threats.


    A shadow flew through the hallway and disappeared into a rear room.


    Angela relaxed. She went to the desk and sat on the stool. “Ghosts I can live with. Live people scare me.”


    Kyle entered and began rotating among the few windows while Angela read the results of testing by the previous doctor and Tonya, who continued to impress Kyle with her ability to become a lab technician. She’d also helped with a number of minor medical issues over the last few weeks. Her infant was thriving, her cats were healthy, and the ship liked it when she was onboard. Kyle’s only complaint wasn’t something she could fix. Tonya missed Kenn. The tiny flares of sadness from her were reasonable.


    Kyle studied Angela. She hadn’t shown a single bit of sadness since they’d all said goodbye on the dock and watched the mission team sail into the horizon.


    “I’m fine.”


    Kyle started to call her a liar. A shadow flew toward him from the rear hallway. It veered off toward the door and vanished.


    Kyle let go of his holster, but left it unsnapped. “I don’t like that.”


    Angela admired his quick reaction. “I don’t like these numbers.” She tossed the book onto the desk.


    “Why don’t you banish the ghosts from the island?”


    Angela looked over at him.


    Kyle waited, hoping they were still close enough to have trust.


    “I don’t think it’s healthy. We have to face our mistakes.”


    “Agreed, but we don’t have to let it rule the rest of our lives.”


    Angela opened her folder and added the notebook. “I don’t want to banish them until I know where they’re going. Until they become dangerous, or I understand how it works, leaving them alone is a safer plan.”


    “That makes sense.” Kyle felt a hit coming and braced. “Your turn.”


    Angela didn’t hesitate. “What was the outcome of the private Eagle vote?”


    Kyle didn’t want to confirm that, let alone answer it. But he had to if he wanted to keep getting the same honesty from her. He still didn’t know what had hurt their relationship, but this would be the start of fixing it. “They’ve all agreed and submitted names for consideration.”


    “Let me know your final choices and I’ll check them over.”


    Kyle didn’t trust her reasonable words and tone. “You don’t miss much.”


    She shrugged. “Deductive reasoning in this case. I’ll only approve two and I’ll train them for a long time before I show them how to do it. I refuse to be betrayed in this.”


    Kyle was relieved. “We’re picking carefully.”


    “I can only use good souls and they’ll be sacrificed, maybe. It sucks.”


    “Yes.” Kyle knew she was glad to have it covered, however.


    “I’m also grateful that I don’t have to carry it alone.”


    “The Eagles are always here for you, Boss.”


    “I’m honored.”


    They both stilled as a powerful scan went over the clinic. It touched both of them and then vanished.


    Angela waved. “Your turn.”


    Kyle brought up a personal issue this time. “If there was a way to increase lifespans through consuming…corpses, would you approve it?”


    Angela barely kept from gagging. She spent a minute gaining control of her guts before she answered.


    Kyle knew she wasn’t torn. The anger in her eyes said she knew why he was asking and there was no way she would ever allow it.


    “I can’t. It will lead to killing people off for the ingredients. Our babies will be hunted even harder. Suicides to donate will become common. I won’t put us through that to gain 10 or even 50 years.”


    “What if it was 100?”


    “I can’t be bought, Kyle. You already knew my answer when Jennifer told you about the scroll.” She didn’t enjoy his wince. “I applaud you both for not telling Morgan yet.”


    “She’s doing it today.”


    “He’s not going to agree either, so it’s fine. My turn. Why did you kill your brother?” Angela had gotten the story from three Eagles who’d witnessed his action.


    Kyle froze. Fury flashed across his face.


    The rookies got ready to run for help. They couldn’t hear the conversation, but they saw Kyle’s body language through the windows.


    Kyle forced the dangerous rage to settle. “Jacob killed our mother.”


    “Was it an accident?”


    “He hacked her body up and tossed it into a swamp like it was a movie.”


    “My God. Why?”


    “She was having an affair. He waited for me to leave on a run.”


    “You weren’t a kid if you were on a run.”


    “It was two weeks before the war.”


    “Thank you for telling me.” Angela went back to her notes, glad that she had an answer for a behavior she hadn’t been able to explain. But something isn’t right about his story. “Your turn.”


    Kyle sensed the mood becoming dangerous. “We can stop now. I’m on duty.”


    She snorted. “We’re all slacking off and I think we need a break from rules for a little bit. Your turn.”


    “What are you, Tonya, and Samantha doing tonight when you sneak off after dinner?”


    Angela laughed. “I told them we were spotted. We’ve been doing FND workouts in areas that still need some love. You’ll notice it’s all clean and organized again, though we’ve had a few rough end-of-season storms rolling across the ocean.”


    Kyle waited.


    Angela grinned. “I tried. We’re working on a private project that I’d rather not discuss until I decide if I want to use it.”


    “Why are you working on it if you don’t know?”


    “How else can I know? Some things require hands-on or visual proof of concept before you’re willing to try them. Like flying. If you’d never been on a plane or heard of flying, would you get into a thin tin can for that purpose?”


    Kyle chuckled. “No, I guess not. I’ll ask again another time.”


    She sighed unhappily. “About a month, I think. If I can take it that long.”


    Kyle connected it to Marc and the mission team. He didn’t ask. He also didn’t continue their conversation. This wasn’t a good time or place for digging up secrets and releasing ghosts. This place had enough of that.


    Angela’s thoughts continued along the embellishment she’d tried to get by him about cleaning the ship. They really had made wonderful progress in getting this island and their ship ready for life in paradise.


    The island cleaning crew had gotten most of the basic work done on the locations she’d assigned, but they had also bumped into the next level of the job. A few people had been assigned to live in their tunnel bunker; the cleaning crew was helping them settle in. Neil’s completed map had proved the Eagle theory that the tunnels were linked in more than one place. It was a rectangle with two center paths connecting under the town in a lopsided pirate cross. Cut into the dirt, the paths had been so camouflaged that they might not have been found except for the lights they’d strung along every wall.


    When danger, problems, or inconveniences were reported, the cleaning crew told the person responsible for that issue. Theo was getting most of the notes right now, but that would soon even out for him and load up the next poor soul she assigned to do something down there. It was a hard, heavy workload. She’d given Theo two off days a week since they landed, but it wasn’t enough. We’ll need another engineer soon and I already have him picked out.


    Angela opened the time stream to verify that choice, though she doubted it would work.


    Kyle ignored the active ghosts while she tried to see through the foggy future. He wasn’t surprised when nothing happened. Even Jennifer was having trouble viewing what came next. “Maybe you all need another recharge.”


    Angela froze.


    Kyle stiffened at her thoughts. “None of you can get through?”


    Angela connected to the hive and found dozens of angry, worried descendants who thought they couldn’t see ahead because they were going through a new evolution. “I can open it, but I can’t hold it now without extra energy that I can’t spare. It's…slippery.”


    Kyle felt the cold shield of battle waiting to drop. “If that’s true, then we have something else coming for us.”


    Angela looked toward the door. “I want you back on the ship. Finish your shift with a complete check.”


    “I’m not leaving you without a guard.”


    “My sniper is in place. We both felt him arrive.” They’d been getting stragglers from the island battles all along, but none of their people had been hurt. “And this is what we do when we’re shorthanded. Those who can’t defend themselves get the protection.”


    Kyle didn’t deny it. Knowing Adrian was out there made him feel better. He was worth 10 rookies. “I’ll make sure your next guards are senior Eagles.”


    “Don’t pull them from shifts or downtime. And take some of the rookies back with you. They’re making faces at each other around the building. Give them a wakeup call.”


    Kyle stormed outside and began shouting.


    Angela went to the window and stayed in sight as an easy target.


    A wave of anger broke over the clinic.


    Kyle and the rookies assumed it came from her. He got them out of sight, reprimanding them the entire way.


    The few rookies he’d left stared at each other in relief and pride.


    Angela drew in a tight breath and collected her folder. “I refuse to be afraid to live.” She opened the door and went out.
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    “This is crazy. Let’s go back to the ship.” Neil wiped spit-up from his son’s mouth and then from his arm. “We saw the town. It’s still ugly. I don’t need the full tour.”


    “Okay. I want a shower before I hit the cargo room with Tonya and the boss. We’ll find some more baby medical books, I hope.” Samantha was still wiping the mess from Jeremy’s son. The twins hated being on land.


    “It’s just heartburn.”


    “What if it’s something else?”


    Neil frowned. “It isn’t. I checked all the books–ours and theirs. They just don’t like how still land is.”


    “I don’t think that explains it, though. It’s a bumpy ride in a stroller or being carried.” Samantha confided one of her fears. “I think something’s wrong with their stomachs. I want Morgan to scan them.”


    Neil was forced to give her the truth. “I had him do it a week ago. There’s nothing wrong.”


    Samantha chuckled. “I thought you weren’t worried.”


    “I’m not. Now.” He placed the baby into his side of the stroller, then took the other child from Samantha. He smiled at the sleepy baby. “Morgan says this phase only lasts about six months, so that’s good, right?”


    The child spit up again, splattering Neil’s shirt.


    “Now that was uncalled for!”


    Angela’s laughter flooded the area as she came down the path. “I thought it was great!”


    The small group of rookies with her ignored Sam and her family as they tried to catch their breath.


    Angela took the fussy baby from Neil and stood next to the stroller to protect both children while their parents tried to find the balance between disgusted and amused. She nuzzled the baby in her arm and placed a calming hand on the one in the stroller. “Boys, this is land. This is where people come from. It’s where your mommy and daddy come from. In time, you’ll live here, too. Give it another chance, okay? For me?”


    Both boys cooed at her.


    Sam rolled her eyes.


    Neil laughed.


    The rookies around them just waited for it to be over. They had no ties to Safe Haven yet, or to its people.


    Neil scanned them and scowled through his discomfort as the spit-up soaked into his shirt. “Where’s your guard, Boss?”


    The rookies glared at him for the insult.


    Angela gestured. “Give this family an escort to the ship.” She walked away before Neil or the rookies could protest.


    Neil pointed at the biggest men. “Stay with the boss. That’s an Eagle rule. She’s never allowed to be alone. Try to at least do that right.”


    The three men started to go after her and then stopped.


    “Where did she go?”


    “She was just here!”


    “Find her!” Neil went with Samantha and his kids, but he clicked his radio three times and then repeated the code. The boss doesn’t have protection.


    Angela hurried over the path toward the town. Adrian was doing a great job for Neil to have missed him. She hoped it stayed that way. She didn’t get much time alone, but she also didn’t want to bury any of the easily distracted rookies. Training only covered so much when they were new. She’d now gotten almost all of them out of the line of fire. “I feel more like myself already.”


    Angela heard the excited yipping of their only puppy. It faded as the dog moved away from her location. She’d worried about letting it loose on the island, but the puppy had avoided the crocs and the ocean so far. Or maybe Nature was protecting it. The small animal was a good reminder of the lives they’d had before. It and the cats were loved for that.


    The rookies caught up to Angela as she reached the town. She immediately distracted them. “Do you think the restaurant will hold 200 people at a time?”


    They instantly went toward that building to evaluate it, arguing.


    “No way. Not big enough.”


    “You haven’t been inside. It might be bigger.”


    “I’m telling you, it’s not big enough.”


    Angela slipped into the barn while they argued.


    “Hey! Where’d she go this time?”


    “Someone’s coming!”


    Adrian marched out of the trees. “Hold your fire!”


    Nervous rookies let go of their guns as they recognized him.


    “We can’t find the boss.”


    Adrian glared. “You can’t find something if you don’t look for it!” He stomped by them. “Take a break!”


    Grant and Trent arrived in time to witness it all. They took posts in the trees and shadows around the town so all the angles were covered.


    The rookies didn’t know anyone was there.
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    Adrian marched into the barn and slammed the door. “What the hell are you doing?”


    Angela turned to him with hot, needy eyes.


    Adrian was blasted by desire. He stopped, scanning her. She looks good!


    He swallowed, suddenly nervous.


    Angela smirked.


    Adrian scowled. “That’s a dirty trick to avoid the reprimand you know you deserve.”


    “I avoided the shouting no one needs to hear.”


    Adrian studied her harder. “You’re still having issues with fear.”


    “Every time I stand up for myself, my heart thuds in my chest and sweat pours from my pits. I just act better now.”


    “Bull.” Adrian stayed by the entrance, aware of rookies peering through cracks. “You did it on purpose to get me alone.”


    Angela smiled coldly. “Now tell me what my problem is.”


    “You miss Marc.” Adrian didn’t need gifts to know that. “But you also want to check the time stream, and you can’t do it alone.”


    Angela’s smugness faded. “Will you help me?”


    “Of course. You didn’t need to go through all this.”


    “I like screwing with you.”


    Adrian laughed. “The feeling is not mutual.”


    Angela’s brow lifted.


    Adrian wasn’t sure how to respond without starting something dangerous.


    “Aren’t you going to ask why I chose you for this?”


    Adrian’s eyes darkened. “I assume it involves something shady.” Heat sparked again. “Who else would you pick?”


    She snorted. “There are several other candidates for that award.”


    Adrian’s voice deepened. “Don’t bullshit me, lady. I’m the best.”


    Angela laughed.


    The sound traveled through the wooden walls and captured every rookie in her protection detail.


    “You can’t keep using rookies. You don’t know about some of these people yet…” Adrian’s anger threw more heat into the air. “Bait?!”


    Angela sat on a crate. “I refuse to let my friends and family play that role anymore.”


    “Get back there.” Adrian pointed at a crate under the steps where she was protected by three solid walls. He stood in front of her and waited. The sense of death coming was suddenly clear and sharp, bitter.


    Angela opened the time stream.


    Adrian fed her energy to go as deep as she needed. He stayed ready to pull her up, but his attention swiveled repeatedly to determine where the threat was coming from. She’d drawn him because she didn’t feel safe. That was her problem.


    Angela spotted what she was looking for and slowed the images. She rushed forward mentally. “Hello, Saul.”


    Adrian refused to lose focus as Angela began telling someone named Saul that he was guaranteed a place in Safe Haven if he scuttled a submarine. Adrian saw the rookies outside finally snap out of their dazes. They glanced around, not sure what they’d missed.


    Adrian’s hand slid to his gun as a shadow shifted above them.


    Angela flinched at the noise as Adrian fired, but she didn’t let go of Saul until she was certain he was hers.


    Adrian waited for a second assassin.


    Rookies hurried in, shocked that they’d missed the action and the intruder.


    Adrian backed up and spun. He fired again, getting the man now rising up behind Angela with a knife.


    Angela let go and stayed still, following her Eagle training for hostage situations.


    Adrian reloaded and then slowly holstered as the sense of death faded. It was over.


    Adrian clicked his radio. “All clear.”


    Angela used her radio next. “We’re 5-by here. Return to your posts.” She was certain Eagles were flying their way and she didn’t want them to stop working. “It’s just another straggler.”


    Adrian glared at her. “What would you have done if I hadn’t been here?”


    “The same as the last one.” Angela yawned as weariness dragged at her. “I planned to practice muting his screams through my shield. I think we can learn to block sounds.”


    Adrian blanched.


    Grant and Trent hurried into the barn a few seconds later.


    A fast scan told them what had happened and verified it was over.


    Adrian started to leave.


    Grant stepped in front of the door. “We have to get the rookies back and take the bodies to our dump site. You stay with the boss.”


    Adrian couldn’t refuse because they were short on manpower. He waited for someone else to get free and come for the job.


    Angela remained on the crate. She could have handled the intruders, but they’d been stalking her for days, getting closer each time she got distracted. She assumed they’d been waiting for her to get lost in magic or emotions.


    Adrian waited until they were alone again. “Were they survivors or new trackers?”


    “No idea. They were descendants, though. They were very good at hiding themselves and their thoughts. I’m just not sure why they didn’t use magic.”


    “They were trackers. They probably thought you would sense magic use. Survivors wouldn’t have had the patience to wait for a good moment.”


    “But they didn’t know who you are or they would have kept waiting.”


    Adrian glared at her.


    Angela leaned back. “Go on and say it before you explode.”


    “You’re being reckless. You’re endangering the baby. Safe Haven would not be fine without you.”


    “Sure they would. We’re protected here.”


    “Maybe for a few weeks, but they’d fall apart without your brain and determination. Stick with it.”


    “You think they’d hold for a few weeks?”


    Adrian refused to confirm it again as he felt her dwell on leaving. “You can’t go anywhere.”


    “Who said I was?” She yawned again, suddenly exhausted. “I’m thinking about a break. I haven’t toured the other islands. I’ve studied the maps and watched the videos, but it’s not the same.”


    “If you do that, please take a crew who can protect you.”


    “I don’t really need it, you know. I used that moment for this moment.”


    “I assumed so. What do you need that you can’t ask for outright and receive from one of your other candidates?”


    Angela chuckled at his bitter tone and switched the subject. “I assembled a list of people I’ve never used my alpha power on. I didn’t need to. Answer the riddle: why?”


    Adrian snorted. “They’re your most loyal, trustworthy people. They’re also your commanders for the final battle.”


    “How do you come up with the answers so fast?”


    “I’ve already covered most of it. I didn’t leave notebooks on it because I didn’t want to face giving up control. I’m sorry.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Anything else?”


    “Five of us tested negative for the rage illness. Why?”


    Adrian examined her. He caught the faint hint of vomit and spotted the splatters on her shoes. It wasn’t worse than his own sweaty, garbage-scented clothes. “Are all of you pregnant?”


    “I’m the only female.” She didn’t tell him it was everyone who’d ascended. She needed him to be smart enough to figure that out for himself.


    Adrian thought about their rage tests, and how they’d found out about it. “You were cured when you ascended. It lasted, maybe?”


    “Would that imply a protection from other issues?”


    “I doubt it because our radiation outbreak hit you, too.”


    “So there’s no concrete answer.”


    Adrian dug deeper. He hated to leave her hanging. “Did your group have contact with something everyone else didn’t?”


    “Not that I’m aware of.”


    “Did they have protection charms or spells put on them?”


    “I don’t know.” She really didn’t. Not all charms and spells could be seen or sensed.


    “If they were covered by a charm, it’s possible magic is still covering it, though I don’t understand why other problems would be able to get through.”


    “What if it was a shot for the rage illness? Or food?”


    They thought about Donner at the same time.


    Adrian’s anger flared out again. “He had a vaccine, maybe.”


    “What are the odds of us hunting that down or copying it with Tonya’s brain and your luck?”


    “Slim to none, I would guess, but it’s possible.” Adrian finally understood what she needed but couldn’t ask for because she wanted proof that he understood it. “The rage illness is getting worse and you don’t have a solution. You need me to find it.”


    She nodded.


    Adrian put that at the top of his list. “I’ll figure something out.”


    “Good. Now I have all of my best people working on it.”


    Adrian soaked in the praise even as he distrusted it. “You’re buttering me up for something.”


    “I’m ready to finish my tour now.”


    “Uh-huh.” He went to the door.


    Angela waited for Adrian to check their path even though she was certain the trouble was over for now. She enjoyed how it felt to have him as her protection, but the fear was still lingering. Only Marc made her feel totally safe.


    “It’s because you know he’d kill anything or anyone for you, even if death isn’t required.”


    “Perhaps.” She walked to the next building over.


    The restaurant had gotten a lot of work. The new people had been quarantined in there after they passed their first tests. She’d put them to work on repairs and replacements. It was completely different now except for the major appliances, but even those had gotten upgrades. Theo had declared it ready for use yesterday.


    Adrian inspected the building. It was empty, and unlike the rest of the island, it didn’t feel like there were ghosts here.


    Angela checked the cabinets to determine how much space they had to work with. She wanted the main meals to be held here, not on the ship, but they had to be able to hold supplies and equipment to serve at least 200 at a time, in double shifts. The widened main floor and the upstairs bar setup would help. She’d wanted to use the second floor as quarters for the workers, but Theo had convinced her showing that type of difference between the crews would cause trouble.


    “Good job getting the radio tower up without Kenn’s help.”


    Angela warmed under his words. “Thanks. Jennifer and I followed his notes. It helped that this island had the infrastructure for it. Their old tower had been removed, but everything else was just buried under vines.”


    “Kenn will be proud of you guys. And a little jealous that he didn’t get to set it up.”


    Angela caught the hint. “I’ll ask him to fix what we did wrong, even if we didn’t do anything wrong. Then he’ll get to upgrade it.”


    “That should soothe him.”


    Angela looked over. “Have you searched recently?”


    He swept her long, graying braid. “Yes. I’m able to get through. I’m not evolving this time around.”


    Angela’s face darkened. “Do you know?”


    Adrian shrugged. “It’s hard to say what I know.”


    “You know what I’m asking if you know.”


    “I know.”


    “And?”


    “I know.” His tone deepened. “Please take me along. Don’t make me wait here for word like one of the mates.”


    Angela nodded stiffly. “You’ll be doing what you’re covering right now, plus more. There’s no holding back this time. I’ll need everything you can do.”


    “You’ll have it.” Adrian stepped outside for a quick walk of the main path through the town that was being stocked and set up with outside tables and benches.


    Angela resumed her evaluations of the restaurant.


     


    Watching from the cover of the thick vines and trees, Trent and Grant hoped they were doing the right thing by giving Adrian and Angela time together. They stayed hidden as the afternoon continued to roll toward evening.
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    “The ship is clear.” Kyle let go of his mike and scanned the heavily guarded top deck again. They were running skeleton crews below where it was harder for anyone to scan them, but up here, it didn’t appear that they were low on manpower at all.


    Kyle saw Morgan in the shadows under the bridge. He nodded to the off-duty man as he walked down the ramp into the ship.


    “Copy. Resume normal security procedures. Let everyone out of their areas.” Angela’s calm voice flowed over their nerves like a balm.


    She was still on the island, but Safe Haven’s tension level plummeted. This wasn’t their first lockdown. They just wanted to know she was safe. The new people were rattled every time an intruder was removed, but they were alone in that. Even the kids shrugged it off. Only Adrian’s voice on their radios, and William’s call, were a serious topic of conversation an hour after the fact.


    Standing under the bridge of the ship, Morgan fought the need to glance up and verify Jennifer’s safety again. He could feel her vibrant witch scanning for trouble. He didn’t want her to think he was showing emotions that she needed to return. But I came right back up to guard her as soon as the cold wave hit, so there’s another lie I’ll tell myself and her.


    “Can we talk?”


    Morgan flinched. She was right behind him.


    Jennifer was surprised she’d been able to catch him off guard. “Jumpy.”


    Morgan forced a chuckle and kept his distance. “A bit. What’s up?”


    Jennifer didn’t look him in the eye. It wasn’t because she thought the Special Forces man would make a move. She just didn’t want anyone else to think it. He was already taking enough abuse over their choices. “I have what you asked for.”


    Morgan saw the scroll flashing in her thoughts. He frowned. “I didn’t think we were still making that deal.”


    Jennifer’s anger emerged in a curt tone. “Kyle’s had you at our dinner table every night for the last three weeks, but you didn’t think we were still doing it?”


    Morgan glared. “I was trying to sound humble and nonthreatening. Sorry. I’m new to lying.”


    Jennifer flushed. “Do you want the information or not?”


    “Why now, Jenny?” Morgan fought the urge to apologize. “Why are you making sure I’ll still agree?”


    She glanced away. Her lip quivered. “You said you were staying here, even if we leave.”


    Morgan didn’t fall for her innocent vibes. His tone hardened into a mimic of hers. “And yet, I’ve been at your dinner table every night for the last three weeks.”


    Jennifer flushed again. She wasn’t sure what to say now.


    Morgan swallowed his bitterness. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me today. Of course I want the information. I just need to know if I can pay the price.”


    “Your loyalty is payment enough considering how useless the information actually is.” Jennifer brought up the scroll text in her mind. “You need to be a killer–the kind we’d have to execute.”


    Morgan read the first three lines and stopped. “I can’t do that. I won’t do that.”


    “I know. That’s why I’m allowed to tell you.”


    Morgan quickly figured out who would have forbidden it. He looked around. “The boss knows. When did you tell her?”


    “Kyle did it about an hour ago. I’m telling you before she can ban it for everyone. I wouldn’t do that if I thought you’d use this.”


    Morgan was soothed that he’d been told so soon after Angela. Jennifer trusting him made it better. “Why did you wait?”


    Jennifer frowned. “How do you know I’ve had it for long?”


    “I caught some flashes.” Morgan was monitoring her for unhappiness. He’d insisted Kyle do the same so they could end this farce at her first real sign of reluctance.


    Jennifer could have taken the mental opening to do just that. Instead, she blinded him with her approval. “And you never asked. You’re a good man, Morgan. I know you don’t believe it, but I do and, in the end, that’s all that matters to you, right?”


    Morgan’s throat went dry. He forced a nod. “In the most humble and nonthreatening way.”


    Jennifer snorted. “Nonthreatening is something you can’t be. It’s who you are. As for humble…” She sighed, gaze going to the tree line on the island, where Samantha and Neil had emerged with their sons and their sullen rookie guards. “Humble isn’t for people like us. When you have this much power, it no longer fits.”


    Morgan stared at her, sensing the choices she was making for all of them. He would have protested if it had been anyone else, including himself. Because it was Jennifer contemplating a takeover of the normals, he didn’t say a word.


    Jennifer studied Samantha as the group came across the bridge. “They got away with murder.”


    Morgan quickly glanced around to see if anyone had heard her.


    “We’re alone except for the normal guards on this deck and beach. Everyone else is just now being let out of their area. Kyle did a count during the check.” Jennifer started to return to her last topic.


    Don’t ask. Morgan tried to be firm with her. She had to understand some things were better left alone. Don’t dig. It’s over.


    Jennifer faced Morgan. “You know what they did.”


    “I know.”


    “And?”


    “Let it go.”


    Jennifer recognized an Eagle answer under his tone. “Okay.”


    He frowned at himself as he figured out there was a reason she’d brought it up. Jennifer didn’t want Samantha and Neil punished. It would disrupt all their lives. “And?”


    “You can use it as a testing tool. Everyone knows Neil used those clouds to block the boss. Tell our normals and rookies they can do that, too. They’ll think they have a mental protection. We’ll have a way to catch their crimes as they’re being planned.”


    Morgan sucked in an admiring breath. “That’s genius.”


    Jennifer was harder on herself. “Not really. It’s only going to work a few times or once in a big net. You know?”


    “We’ll adjust as we go.” Morgan wrote it in his book while she watched. “What else is rumbling through that scary brain of yours?”


    “You don’t have time for that list.”


    Morgan’s tone grew dead serious. “But I do. This is camp business. Have a seat over there and start spilling your mind.”


    Jennifer motioned to Ray.


    Ray brought Autumn down the steps. “Thank you for letting me watch her for three minutes.” He gently rubbed the baby’s soft hand and went back up the steps. He was on duty over the ship now until Grant came to shut it down for the night. Thanks to Grant’s private lessons, Ray could now sail the cruise liner if he had to.


    I’m almost a captain and that means Grant can have more free time to enjoy paradise with everyone else. Ray forced his attention away from the island. But I hate it when he’s over there without me. That island isn’t safe, as evidenced by a body crew that took two new corpses to our dump site a bit ago.


    Jennifer and Morgan went quiet as Neil and his group came aboard.


    Ray stopped at the top of the bridge steps.


    Neil jerked a hand toward the ramp. “Report to the workout area for two more hours!” Neil’s bad mood was clear.


    The rookies stopped, scowling and whining.


    “Why?!”


    “She didn’t say that!”


    “You failed your first day on escort duty over the boss.” Neil pointed at the ramp, glaring. “Go!”


    The rookies Angela had sent back with them stomped below. All of them muttered or threw dirty looks at Neil.


    Ray studied Samantha. He was curious about what had happened on land, but he didn’t think she or Neil knew. All they were thinking about was getting showers.


    The rookies saw Morgan as they went by the bridge. All of them smirked at him or made faces.


    Morgan ignored them.


    Jennifer let her eyes glow bright red.


    The rookies hurried out of sight.


    “Who has duty over the boss?” Morgan was free if she needed another guard.


    Neil kept walking toward the ramp. “I saw Trent and Grant out there with her.” He didn’t mention Adrian. There was no need. Everyone had heard him call all clear. Neil was upset that he hadn’t spotted their former leader before the action. He didn’t have a problem with the blond man performing guard duty over the boss. Angela is always safer with Adrian around. It’s the other crap that I’m against.


    Morgan started to ask Neil if he wanted in on the Eagle plan. He stopped himself as he remembered Jennifer. She was listening intently to all of them.


    Jennifer stiffened, stung. “You think I’ll tell her whatever you guys have going on.”


    “You are her heir.” Ray went into the bridge while Neil and his family went below.


    Jennifer stared at Morgan.


    Morgan headed for the rear deck. “Excuse me for a minute. I need to check on something. Don’t go anywhere.”


    Jennifer knew he was making an excuse to get away from her so he didn’t blurt out a declaration of loyalty in response to her displeasure. He was always walking the line between her and his honor. Unless it was needed, he didn’t linger and she didn’t feel smothered. Jennifer watched him walk away. In fact, I feel a bit abandoned every time he puts space between us.


    It wasn’t a romantic feeling. I think it’s because I consider him a friend now.


    Surprised by the revelation, Jennifer waited under the bridge with the snoozing baby and allowed her dangerously smart mind to explore the possibilities of that relationship. I don’t have to be afraid of a friendship. And neither does he. We’re not cheaters. Others on this ship have that stain.


    Jennifer didn’t look at the guard coming by for a pass of this side of the deck.


    Molly didn’t notice. She had other things on her mind.
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    “She has no idea what she’s in for.” Thelma led the way through the hallway, weaving around people coming from their areas now that the lockdown had been lifted.


    “Neither does he.” Dwight kept pace and returned the smiles and congratulatory words from people who’d heard Brittani was pregnant.


    “I knew something was up with her.” Thelma hurried through the crowded halls to reach the medical bay. Tobias and his wives were running things in the mess by themselves for the first time. They’d come right back after hearing the radio call and then they’d all been locked down together.


    Thelma was thrilled that her daughter was pregnant, but the mood didn’t feel right. “Something’s wrong. I know it.”


    Dwight kept pace and let her blow off steam. He’d caught Daryl’s worry, too, but he hoped it was just a new father overreacting.


    They both paused as they reached the medical deck and found it almost empty.


    “Stop right there!” Kimmie stepped in front of them before they could enter the medical bay. “Do you need the doctor?”


    “Let them through. It’s her mom and dad.” Amy tugged on Kimmie’s arm. “He didn’t mean them.”


    Thelma frowned at both girls. “What are you doing here?”


    Kimmie smiled. “We’re being punished with an extra shift.”


    Thelma grunted. “Doesn’t sound like you hate it.”


    “We don’t.”


    “Amy!”


    Amy looked at the floor. “I mean, it’s awful!”


    Dwight wasn’t amused. “Who told you not to let anyone in?”


    “Daryl. He said no normals.” Kimmie moved to let them through.


    Ralph came out of the medical bay as they went in, scowling. He didn’t speak to any of them.


    Dwight looked at Kimmie. “What’s his problem?”


    Kimmie shrugged. “He wants us to stop treating the normals differently, but he doesn’t understand. He’s one of them.”


    Dwight paused. “Ralph is a good man.”


    Amy’s hands clenched into fists. “Good men can go bad. We don’t trust the normals anymore. They aren’t like us.”


    Thelma and Dwight went into the medical bay with huge frowns.


    “I thought Angela fixed that.”


    Dwight sighed, thinking of council meetings where they often discussed this topic. “I think it was just a charm. I’ve been told that’s different than an actual spell. Charms don’t hold long, where a spell might last forever.”


    Thelma went into the first room when Tonya pointed. “Then maybe Angela needs to learn the spell. No one wants that crap to restart.”


    “Agreed. Maybe one of the Eagles will mention it to her.” Or I’ll bring it up again at the next meeting. Dwight held the door for his wife and refused to say more.


    Still on duty over the medical area, Jayda gave Terry a sympathetic look. He’d been ordered to stand down, by Daryl. Timmy was running things in the lab while Tonya handled Brittani. The descendants didn’t want any of the normals around their children, even if they hadn’t been born yet.


    Terry knew what Jayda was thinking. “I don’t blame them.” He finished wiping the counter. “It works out. This reception area needs a good cleaning anyway.”


    Jayda felt bad for the hardworking man. She lingered on him for a minute, aware of his thick arms and short, stubby legs. I wonder if his lack of height is why he’s still single.


    She thought of another possibility. Or maybe he’s gay.


    Tempted to search his mind and find out, Jayda walked toward the lab to keep from being distracted. There could be time to unravel Terry’s mystery later if she wanted to.


    Jayda didn’t glance into Brittani’s room as she went by, but she still felt the tension. It was going to be a rough night for some of their people.


     


    Brittani pretended to be sleeping while Daryl filled her parents in on her condition. Now that she’d found out what was wrong, she had to decide what to do about it. And I’m not going to let anyone influence my choice. I’m going to do what I think is right. After all, I’m the one who has to live, or die, with this decision.
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    “It’s a mystery. The boss wants you to solve it.”


    “I’ll do my best to find out why Ed resigned.” Tim kept his distance from Kyle. He hadn’t forgotten the merciless beating he’d been given. He was grateful it had saved him from a trial and banishment, but he didn’t want to repeat it. “Anything else?”


    Kyle snorted.


    His nasty remark was interrupted by Jonny on the radio.


    “This is your 10-minute shift change warning, rookies. Everyone else knows this stuff already. Ten minutes to shift change. Now, back to the music!”


    Kyle rotated neatly toward the steps. “Good luck, Father.”


    Tim flushed at the sarcasm. The senior Eagles hadn’t forgiven him for resigning to be their preacher, but Tim was sure of his choice. I’m mostly at peace now and I’ve never had that before. This is what I’m supposed to be doing.


    Tim began running through memories of Ed. When a senior Eagle resigned, there was always a reason for it. I know.


    Kyle went to the steps and waited for the now off-duty guards to come down from the top deck. When he spotted his target, he fell in step with her. He didn’t mention her being absent for most of the shift.


    Monica looked over at him. “Everything okay?”


    “You tell me.”


    Monica stiffened. “What’s going on?”


    “You’re collecting FND credits. The boss wants to know why.”


    Monica lifted her chin. “It’s none of your business.” She increased her pace and got away from him.


    Kyle made a note in his book. Her response would go in his nightly report. She didn’t deny it.


    Kyle detoured toward the descendant hall to put Brittani’s medical file in Angela’s cabin. Tonya had two copies of every file. It was great. Kyle had expected to have to wait until they finished with Brittani’s appointment, but Timmy had brought her file right out. Tonya had known Angela would want to study her case.


    Kyle hoped it wasn’t for a bad reason. The last three weeks hadn’t been perfect. Everyone missed someone from the mission team, but it had been calm and allowed people to regain some of their health and sanity. Kyle didn’t want that to end yet.


    Charlie glanced up from the guard station on the empty descendant hall as Kyle entered. His shift was almost over and then he had 12 plus hours to do nothing but let his mind make him miserable.


    They didn’t speak.


    Charlie’s thoughts were murky and dangerous, but he was doing his jobs and workouts without complaint. Kyle also hoped that peace lasted. Tracy being gone was rough on him. They were keeping the teenager busy, but Kyle expected his cork to pop at some point.


    Kyle put the file on Angela’s worktable and quickly exited. Her cabin was desolate. It felt like she unleashed her emotions there and there only. If she didn’t get some happiness, it would affect her pregnancy and that couldn’t be allowed. I don’t care if she cheats on you, Marc. We’re doing what’s best for her this time around.


    Kyle didn’t look at Charlie as he left the hall. “If you see Ed, tell him to go talk to Tim.”


    “I will.” Charlie swallowed his bitterness. It didn’t work for Tracy. I hope Ed is luckier.
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    “Do you think it’s working?”


    “No.” Daisey patted Pam’s arm. “I’m sorry. I’ve talked to him and so has Ralph. We even got the camp to work on him, but there’s no luck. Morgan doesn’t want to resume your relationship.”


    Pam swallowed a sob. “Thank you for trying.” She headed into the ship for another night of pity from the camp and scorn from the Eagles. Angela’s army was ruthless about Eagles shirking their duty to the dream and she’d sacrificed Angela with only a little hesitation. Missy was still openly hostile to her over leaving Shawn with a madman. Morgan was avoiding her. Pam tried to act like she wasn’t miserable, but she was sure everyone could read it on her face.


    “I’ve heard we all go through it. It’s part of Safe Haven, right?”


    Pam frowned at the new man as he neared her. “What do you want?”


    Rico went around her. “Not a thing. Just trying to offer comfort.”


    Pam wasn’t sure if the man was digging for information or if he was hitting on her. She wasn’t in the mood for either one. “I’m fine. You do you.”


    Rico didn’t toss an insult in response to her polite way of telling him to go fuck himself. “Have a great day.” He took the next hallway and got out of her sight.


    Pam forgot about him as the steps to the camp hall came into view.


    She shuddered. “I can’t keep doing this. Something has to change.”


    She thought about Safe Haven’s motto. Without change, there can be no peace–only survivors. “That’s exactly what I’m doing again. I’m surviving. This isn’t living.”


    Pam detoured to the mess instead. “No one cares if I get fat now. I’ll eat whatever I want.”


    Her heart clenched as she spotted the deserted table where she used to sit with her little family.


    Pam turned around and headed for the nearest bar instead. I need a few stiff drinks. If that doesn’t work, I may do something I’ll regret. After all, I am gifted with charms.
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    “Welcome back. Did you enjoy your stroll?”


    Samantha pushed the stroller inside their cabin. “Spare me the bs. What did she do?”


    Wade grinned. “Can’t fool you on anything.”


    Sam snorted. “I’m waiting.”


    Wade shut the cabin door behind Neil. “She and Kimmie went off-ship for their own stroll. The boss saw them and had them escorted back.”


    “Damn.”


    Samantha ignored Neil’s real worry. “It’s not a big deal. All our kids have gone rogue before.”


    “You don’t think the boss will punish her?” Neil didn’t want Amy to get in trouble.


    Wade shook his head. “Not now. I got worried about that, too. I sent her to do a shift on guard duty with Kimmie. Jeff thought it would keep them both from getting a worse punishment.”


    “Because they’re Eagles now, they get punished like us.” Sam was impressed. “Great job.”


    “It was Jeff’s idea, but you’re welcome.” Wade took one of the boys from Samantha so she could have a minute to herself. Sam was with the babies almost 24-hours a day. It was good for her to get a break. She didn’t take one very often despite having the double workload of twins. “I put clean towels in there a little while ago.”


    “Awesome.” She went into the bathroom.


    Neil put his son on the changing table and began removing the soiled garments while Wade did the same on the bed. They were finished with both babies in less than five minutes. Repetition had allowed them to get good at dressing the squirming boys.


    One side of the cabin was littered with baby items and stacks of gear. The other was neat and lined with tables that held Neil’s maps. He was currently working on three of them and making a copy of each. Between the kids, the maps, the kai lessons, and his romance, Neil was a very busy man and loving every minute of it this time.


    “They’re already happier.” Neil fastened the last snap on the one-piece sleeper outfit and then put the boy into the bassinet next to his brother. “They really are water babies.”


    Wade laughed. “That doesn’t sound right.”


    “But it’s true.”


    “No argument. What happened out there?”


    Neil frowned. “Another loose end from the islands. Adrian handled it.”


    Wade was unhappy that it kept happening, but they’d gotten through it. “Good thing he was there.”


    Neil kept his opinion to himself.


    “What are the plans for this evening?” Wade had enjoyed his day off of personal training and teaching the rookies to play with fire, but he’d also missed his new family. “I’m free until late evening.”


    “Sam and a few of the other women are digging through the cargo area for more baby books. I was going to take Amy and the boys to the playground, but since she’s on duty, I’d really like to get in some extra kai practice.”


    “No problem. How’s the class going with Tobias?”


    “No dice. Tobias wasn’t able to help. We can brainstorm a list of who else to ask about leveling up without pain or death.”


    “Is he in the clear now?”


    Neil removed his jacket. “I’m good on him. He’s not a problem.”


    “Other than the repelling issue.”


    Neil peeled off his gooey shirt. “I’m not sure about that anymore. I asked the boss to test my theory. She agreed.”


    Wade opened the hamper so Neil could toss the balled-up shirt in. “When?”


    “At mess tonight. We’re going to have all the byzan in the same room, at the same time.”


    Wade paused. “Shouldn’t you start with a smaller test group?”


    “Maybe, but I need them all there to prove my theory.”


    “Care to share?”


    “Absolutely.” Neil leered.


    Wade laughed, but it was strained.


    “I think it’s a myth.”


    “And what if it isn’t?”


    “Then we get them apart as fast as we can, and I do mean fast. Some of them will be gone before dawn hits this ship.”


    Samantha stuck her head out of the bathroom. “I’d be more worried about Angela’s reaction to Ed sending Adrian as her guard, on top of resigning.”


    Wade quickly looked away from Samantha’s naked shoulder.


    Neil frowned. “What?”


    Samantha chuckled. “So only one of you is in on that drama. Interesting.” She stepped back into the small bathroom. “Give me a couple minutes and then join me if you like.”


    “I will.” Neil stared at Wade. “Ed did what?”


    Wade shrugged. “He resigned and left his post. We were shorthanded. Someone suggested he go talk to Adrian about it.”


    “When we were out there, I didn’t notice Adrian.”


    Wade was surprised. He swept Neil’s messy state. “Kids are distracting.”


    Neil’s frown slowly faded. “No lie there.”


    “And maybe it will work out for the boss. We all know she needs time with him.”


    “I don’t want to talk about it.”


    Wade nodded, but he didn’t give in. “Cool. Just don’t shut it down because you’re Marc’s best friend, okay? We’re doing what’s best for the camp.”


    Neil put a piece into place. “When did someone suggest Adrian as her guard?”


    Wade flushed. “A few days ago.”


    “So this is a conspiracy.”


    Wade refused to answer. He didn’t want to lie to Neil about anything. But it really is what’s best for the camp. We were all happier with Adrian in our lives.


    Neil refused to debate that point. He’d known something was going on by the quiet Eagle moments in the halls and during training, but he hadn’t suspected this.


    The men spent a moment observing the infants as they settled against each other for a nap.


    “You stink.”


    Neil chuckled. “You don’t.”


    “Go join Sam. I’ve got the boys.”


    Neil didn’t hesitate. He wanted to be clean, and Wade was great with the babies.


    Wade settled into the chair by the bassinet and leaned back to rest while things were quiet. It had been calm for weeks now, but they all knew that couldn’t last. He was saving his strength for the next action moment that found them. Because it had been so long, Wade expected it to be a doozy. “We’ll get through it together, like we always have.”


    Not all of us come through those moments. Neil hated to be bitter, he still missed Jeremy as much as Samantha did. Wade was great for them; things were going well. But no one can ever replace our first partner. That hole in our lives will always be there.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Five BK17


    It’s Not Personal


     


     


     


    1


    “We’re all good down here, Boss.” Stanley held the lead curtain for Angela as she descended the sturdy ladder and joined him in the tunnel bunker. He glared at Adrian, but didn’t toss an insult.


    The other guards heard his friendly greeting and relaxed as soon as the hatch was shut.


    “Thank you for giving me point over this shift.” Stanley glowed with pride.


    Angela liked it that Stanley had volunteered to work on his off day. She rewarded him for it. “Shift change is coming soon. Got plans after?”


    Stanley thought about it. “Uh… No. Nothing until after evening mess.”


    Angela grinned. “I heard Wade’s next class will be in the cargo area. Females have been forbidden.”


    Stanley sniggered. “He did that so you guys would sneak down to check out his trainees. He’s giving them a boost.”


    Adrian was stunned by the change in Stanley. The clumsy geek they’d come to tolerate because he was so nice was almost gone. An Eagle stood in his place. Even the clothes and gear fit him correctly now that he was standing up straight.


    Stanley felt Adrian’s approval. It filled this part of the bunker and brought awareness from the few people who were awake enough to recognize the feel of their former leader. They came to the tunnel entrance to stare.


    Adrian scanned the bunker instead of speaking to them and overstepping his bounds. The bunk bed-lined walls were completely covered in wood paneling that had been taken from the cruise ship. The floor was a wide, white-tiled path under a white-tiled ceiling. The bright color added more light than the solar strings alone would have. Theo had done an amazing job in three weeks.


    “I agree.” Angela enjoyed Adrian’s approval. “He pulled all the tiles from the UN ships and surprised me with it. I thought we’d have dirt floors for the duration.”


    “He’s a special type.” Adrian felt her thoughts change. “No one’s perfect. He saw a chance to have some happiness and took it.”


    “While robbing someone else of theirs. You of all people know how dangerous that can be.” Angela strode down the path, boots clicking lightly on the floor. “Either way, Debra forbade me from punishing him.”


    “You could have overruled her.”


    “No, I can’t. You set it up that way.”


    Adrian didn’t hear anger. That meant Theo was being punished, just not openly. “The Eagles are handling it.”


    “Yes.” Angela looked back at Stanley. “Meet me at the beach?”


    Stanley was thrilled to be picked for any duty with her. “I’ll be there, as long as my relief shows.”


    Angela didn’t like it that he was picking up a negative attitude from the older, cynical men. “Some of the new people are committed to the dream. Give them a chance to prove it.”


    Stanley didn’t pull any punches. “Then why is the traitor your guard instead of the rookies that were assigned for today?”


    Angela kept walking. “Whatever.”


    Adrian and Stanley both smirked at her Eagle answer.


    Angela was glad neither of them pushed. She didn’t need another lecture on being more important than the rookies. She didn’t feel that way.


    Adrian followed her through the bunker, seeing sleeping Eagles and a few camp members. Island life was laid back and Angela was clearly giving them a chance to experience that. “But it won’t be good for them later.”


    Angela didn’t answer, but her shoulders stiffened.


    Adrian caught it. He didn’t apologize. “Would you rather I didn’t comment?”


    She forced away the anger. “You’re along for your mouth. Use it.”


    Adrian laughed aloud, sending more good vibes into the hall.


    Eagles sat up or opened their eyes in bleary surprise.


    The camp members settled into a deeper sleep as a feeling of safety settled over them.


    Angela kept them moving, taking him through all of the tunnels, rooms, and chambers. He recognized the tactic. She was showing the camp he came down here too, making it safer. That’s a dangerous illusion.


    Angela nodded. And a necessary one. I never thought it would be a problem to get them off the ship.


    Adrian felt warm air as they entered the next area. “You have heat?”


    Angela smiled. “Great, isn’t it? Half the bunker gets extra heat for those people who stay cold, and for the medical area. The rest will stay at the natural temperature of being 10 feet under the ground, like in the mountain. Our few women with menopause are loving it.”


    “You thought of everything.”


    She grunted as a rough odor hit them. “Except the waste. I hate pumping it out into the ocean or onto our ship. Neither option is better than the other.”


    “I’ll come up with something.” Adrian dug in. With so many witnesses, he needed to prove why he was being allowed around the boss again. “You can’t put bathrooms all over the island. How many are already here?”


    “Most of the homes and businesses had an outhouse or two. The same for the bunkers, though the waste was never removed or pumped. There are dead spots we’re clearing as we get time. The island had also started advertising to tourists. They put in a dozen three-stall buildings that Theo needs to work on. No plumbing.”


    “They likely all use septic systems. You can probably use those for about a month and then they’ll need to be emptied. Our population is about five times what they had, so leaving them alone isn’t an option. It won’t dissolve fast enough.”


    Angela slid over and placed her back to his, taking over guard duty so he could think. She needed her solution verified.


    Adrian ignored the feel of her standing so close. “We used to have waste plants that sanitized it. We can’t fit that here. Hard chemicals take too long to dissolve the waste and paper even if we wanted to use those, which I know you don’t.” Adrian went into the zone, confident that Angela would keep him alive while he searched.


    Angela enjoyed the moment. She was certain Adrian would come up with the same answer that she had. She liked just being his security for the moment. She didn’t get much time where her job was as simple as this.


    Adrian grunted. “Security isn’t simple.”


    “I know. Keep trying.”


    Adrian blocked out the distractions. “Where else… Amusement parks used huge septic systems before city plumbing connected them to the sewers.” Adrian’s tone grew more confident. “And those live bacteria packets were used once a week to keep it all dissolving. They still had to empty the sludge and fix occasional breaks in the foundational structures, but that didn’t happen often.” Adrian settled on a choice. “You’ll build three of them, as large as you can afford space-wise, but only have two open at a time. Use the bacteria packets and when you empty the septic systems every few months, you can add the sludge to your island expansion plans.”


    Angela sighed. “We didn’t bring any bacteria packets, that I know of. I asked workers to send up anything like that, including chemicals that might not be good for the island, but so far, we’ve only found three cases of RID-X.”


    “Go easy on that. I’d only use it during high-volume times. It breaks things down too far and then you can’t filter them out.” Adrian concentrated. “Alternatives would be…baker’s yeast with sugar, I think. Sauerkraut, tomatoes, sour milk, yogurt.”


    Angela got her book out.


    Stanley came closer to keep watch now that they were both distracted.


    “Use some Epsom salt for the drain field. It will bring up the levels of magnesium in the drain water and keep that area growing instead of becoming a dead zone.”


    “But?”


    Adrian came out of the daze, frowning. “Half the research said adding bacteria works. The other half said to just avoid bleach draining into it and pump it every few years. There was no concrete answer on that one.”


    Angela stared. “How do you have so much information in your brain? I mean, that had to come from years ago and I can’t even remember conversations from before the war.”


    Adrian smiled. “It’s part of my family legacy. We can accomplish more than most people because we always find a way to improvise. You can’t do that without storing alternatives to everything.”


    “How do you train for that?”


    Adrian’s smile faded. “Ruthlessly.”


    Angela understood the training wasn’t pleasant. “I’m sorry. But I’m also grateful.”


    He looked away. “So am I. I didn’t want to use those methods, especially on my friends and teams…and my family.”


    “Your daughter.”


    Adrian nodded. “Alexa is a genius. I’m proud of making her that way. I’m also sorry for it.”


    “I’m looking forward to meeting her.”


    Lightning flashed above them. Time slowed as they shared a vision.


     


    Seven dangerous, determined shadows appeared on the beach. Their scarred, harsh appearance startled everyone on the island who saw them.


    Angela felt death arrive. She swung around to bring up a shield over Mike.


    One of the strangers beat her to the draw. He fired once.


    Mike staggered back with blood dripping through his hands.


    Leeann screamed as Mike’s blood soaked into her wedding dress.


    Another gunshot rang out. One of the strangers fell.


    Safe Haven’s Eagles assumed one of their own had done it. They drew guns and began a shootout that didn’t stop for hours as both sides hunted down survivors.


     


    Adrian recovered first. He locked his emotions and waited for the next stop on her rounds.


    Angela didn’t push him to talk about it. She didn’t want to admit that she wasn’t sure if the future they’d witnessed could be changed. She’d been searching for a different ending to that moment for six months now and no matter how they set things up, it ended in death.


    But I am going to try. I traded Kendle for Marc and stopped his death. I think I can do that again… It just has to be on a bigger scale.


    “She’s not evil even though it felt that way. These people aren’t ready to face my daughter, and they react badly. Alexa simply does what she’s best at.” Adrian tried not to beg for Alexa’s life when Angela didn’t answer. He already knew she would try to save them all, even Billy.


    Joy settled into her heart. Adrian’s confidence in her choices were the exact opposite of what she’d been getting from Marc since they’d joined forces in Indiana.


    “We have different goals.”


    She snorted at Adrian’s comment. “That didn’t need to be said.”


    Angela motioned to the guard over this exit.


    The rookie hurried to open the hatch. He was eager for her to be gone now so he could think about what he’d heard. Rico had told them to memorize every word to replay during their quick shower meetings.


    Angela grabbed the rope ladder and forced her arms to pull her body up without help from her legs. Marc had started a trend. Everyone wanted to be able to do that, but it was much harder than it looked. Even some of her senior men had given up on it.


    Adrian was proud of Angela for the physical work she’d been doing. Now that she was openly working on herself, others would follow her lead. As soon as the Eagles saw it, they would jump in and lead a physical health revolution for everyone. Even the camp would get involved.


    As they left the bunker, radios lit up with Jonny’s loud voice.


    “It is 5:45 p.m. Safe Haven, and shift change is underway. Now, back to the music!”


    Angela made sure her radio was off. She didn’t want any part of the jazz fest Jonny was giving them today. He switched it each morning to give everyone a day of something they liked, but Angela didn’t care for most of it. I prefer the quiet now.


    “So why have music all the time then?”


    “We’re recording radio calls. The constant music or updates give us a few hours to do it without most of the camp hearing.”


    “Why not put a radio in a private room…” Adrian hated being rusty, but there was no denying the long months out of leadership were affecting his skills. “Doing it openly doesn’t raise suspicion.”


    “Exactly.” Angela stepped over a wide clump of vines that were already bouncing back from being trampled.


    “Have you heard much?”


    She shrugged. “The same as it’s been for the last year–dead for a while and then something will flare up and kill another group or clan. It never changes.”


    Now at Cliff Road, they were able to view workers carrying items from the ship to encourage people to come to the island. This load was beach chairs and small tables.


    “It’s good that you’re doing that. They need to be on land again, even if they don’t think so.”


    “Yes.” Angela changed topics. “When we do the group meal, I want you to stop by. A few people need words that I don’t have.”


    “I’d be honored.” Adrian was stunned that she would let him join the camp for any moment.


    “You’ve done well sneaking onto the ship for the blood donations.”


    “Practice is needed. I got rusty on the trip here.”


    She grunted bitterly. “All of us did. We’re weaker now. That’s why I have to get them off the ship. They’ll die there if I leave them alone.”


    “I’ll help where I can.”


    “Thank you.”


    Adrian found his mouth opening to make her happy. “I’ve caught some things you should probably be aware of.”


    She slowed but didn’t stop. “Let’s hear them.”


    “Your ship has a…relief deck. I was invited to stop by.”


    “Noted. Next?”


    Adrian didn’t hear anger in her tone or surprise. He gave her a bigger nugget. “I know why one of your Eagles is earning FND credits.”


    Angela stopped, intrigued and eager for the break to get her breath back.


    “Do you remember telling Candy the other shoe had dropped?”


    Angela thought about that moment. Her lids narrowed. “Someone else was interested in Conner.”


    “Yes.”


    “So?”


    His tone was pointed. “So there’s another teen who’s free now.”


    Angela’s lips thinned. “Charlie.”


    Adrian felt the same way. “She’s watching him for the right moment.”


    Angela wasn’t happy. “What about her current partner? There’s been marriage talk.”


    Adrian grunted. “I’d shut that down as fast as possible or they’ll spew their drama all over the normals and maybe even revive the old fight about sexuality.”


    Angela groaned. “The council is not going to waste time on sex. I’ll cover it. What else?”


    “Kyle lied by omission.”


    Angela felt that ding in her mind again. It matched the one she’d heard as Kyle told his short story.


    “His father told him to do it as soon as he got back from that run to California. He didn’t want the other son to inherit. None of them liked the mother. They were glad she was removed, but Kyle was following orders. He’s still tormented by his purpose in life.”


    Angela sighed. “We’ve had some conversations along those lines.”


    “Considering how angry he sounded, I’d suggest a few more.”


    “Agreed.” Angela got her book out and made a note.


    Adrian scanned their surroundings and the people on the beach, but his mind stayed on Conner. I miss that kid.


    Angela made another note in her book.


    Adrian admired her in short glances. “You look different.”


    She snorted. “It’s been a long year.”


    “Yes, but there’s something different.”


    “If you say I’m glowing, I’ll puke on your shoes.”


    Adrian laughed. “You are, though. That’s it.”


    Angela stared at his sexy blond hair and worked her way over his sleeveless shirt and plumping arms, not skipping his lean hips and crotch bulge. She ended with his scuffed work boots. “You look better. Good job on regaining some of your health.”


    “Thank you. Good luck on your health journey as well.”


    Angela stored her folder. “Spit it out before you choke.”


    Adrian let her have it. “You’re tired again and pushing too hard. Let the Eagles take care of you and regaining your health will be easier.”


    Angela wasn’t offended. “I try. Sometimes. There’s just too much to be done. You know how it is.”


    “So you’ll sacrifice another baby to the dream.”


    Angela didn’t blink. “It’s a clump of cells right now. If I lose it, it’s meant to be. These people have to come first.”


    Adrian scowled. “Say that again.”


    Angela didn’t repeat the lie she’d barely forced out. She trudged up Cliff Road with sweat rolling down her chest and spine. Before the bunker, they’d gone to the disappointing sheriff’s office that had two cells left standing. The cemetery she hoped to never use was too overgrown to dig new plots. She’d also stopped by the public cave bunker on the ridge and found a few rats among the broken furniture and empty shelves. The best part had been the old weather station. She hadn’t expected to find any infrastructure way out here. This island sported a few small shacks with outdated, limited equipment and she was grateful for it.


    “Who were you charming earlier?”


    Angela stopped halfway up the road and took a small jar from her pocket. “One of our captains.”


    “He’s with Marc?”


    “For now.” Angela stopped under a tree that was full of bright birds. She set the jar on the ground and opened it.


    Adrian observed as she retreated and went still.


    The colorful birds were immediately curious. Two of them flew down and began pecking the bottle.


    “Are you feeding them?”


    “Sort of.”


    “What’s in there?”


    “Ants that Dog smuggled onboard.”


    Adrian was a bit revolted as he realized she was feeding them to the birds. “You could have just crushed them.”


    “And I would have, but this is a better use.”


    Adrian didn’t argue, but he mourned for the ants that had followed Safe Haven. Angela was responsible for killing thousands of them.


    More birds flew down. The pecking against the bottle became a constant sound. It fell over and rolled a few feet.


    The birds hopped backward and then advanced again.


    Ants scurried from the jar.


    The birds stopped, heads tilting, beaks shutting.


    The ants quickly got under the cover of the vines and were lost.


    The birds observed them, but they didn’t give chase.


    “Interesting.” Angela retrieved the jar as the birds flew back into the trees.


    Adrian was amazed. “What do they eat?”


    “I think they make a daily flight to another island or they fish.”


    “And what about the bugs, the snakes? They can’t fly.”


    “Old age provides their meals. When something dies, it’s consumed. This island is self-sustaining.” Angela resumed their trek up the road. “The ants will be impossible to get rid of now.”


    Adrian heard satisfaction in her voice. “You do feel bad for them.”


    “Of course. They were very helpful to us. This way, some of their colony is also getting a chance to thrive in paradise.”


    Adrian rewarded her for that generosity. “Would you like to work on your gun hand later?”


    Angela lit up. “I’d love to.”


    “Swing by my shack. I’m there when the flag’s up.”


    Angela didn’t know what he meant by that, but it sounded easy to figure out. “It might be late.”


    He added the clues. “Because of your private project?”


    “Yes.”


    Adrian saw where they were going and slowed. “Uh, is this your last stop?”


    “Yes.”


    He tried to stall. “You didn’t spend much time at the cemetery. Bet there’s some interesting history there.”


    Angela snorted. “I gave her all day, Adrian. If it isn’t clean now, she’s not going to do it.”


    Adrian stopped trying to distract her. “It isn’t. Don’t be rough on her. Sadie’s just a kid.”


    “A kid who’s sharing your bed.”


    Adrian shrugged. “You sent her to me. That’s on you.”


    Angela laughed. “Nice try.”


    Adrian grinned. “I’ve got more.”


    Angela stopped. “Okay. Give me one I don’t know about.”


    Adrian’s humor faded. “I think Sadie’s sterile.”


    Angela rolled her eyes. “I said one I don’t know.”


    “How could you know?”


    “You’ve been satisfying her for over a month and yet there’s been no happy announcement or a skulking trip to the clinic.”


    “Deductive reasoning isn’t foolproof.”


    “It is in this case.” Angela waited.


    “She doesn’t know yet.”


    “I won’t tell her until I have to.” She lifted a brow. “And?”


    “And it bothers me.” Adrian swept the beautiful landscape without seeing it. “She wants my baby. We could be content together. I could have raised my child for the first time in my life.”


    Angela sent a wave of comfort. “Don’t give up on that dream. Have her come in for some testing. Tell her all Eagles get medical checks as part of the job.”


    “I might.” Adrian studied her. “Why are you doing this?”


    “Doing what?”


    “You know.”


    “What do I know?”


    Adrian grunted. “Enough!”


    Angela laughed, but it was sad this time. “My Eagles have made a choice. They want us together for the good of the camp. Who am I to argue?”


    “Just to work. It’s not personal.”


    “No, but if it results in a relationship, most people will accept that because it’s what’s best for the future. They know Marc will never love them.”


    “Like you do, anyway.”


    “No. Marc will never love them at all.” She paused again to draw in air and let a leg cramp pass. “He loathes them for interfering with his plans for our future and for being so weak that they need me all of the time. He blames them for everything. And they’ve figured that out now. I failed in his acclimation to the herd.”


    Adrian didn’t want her to take all of the blame. “To be fair, you tried to teach him.”


    “I did. It didn’t work. He now craves the power of leadership even while hating those he wants to lead. It’s dangerous.” She walked toward the bunker again. “It forced me to make hard choices.”


    Adrian thought of the run the mission team was on. “Will it work?”


    “You tell me. It was your plan for every member of this camp.”


    Adrian was proud of that. “It will. Safe Haven tears people apart and rebuilds them.”


    “But they’re not always fully functional afterward.”


    “No.” Adrian couldn’t lie to her. “Using my methods can be dangerous. Some minds refuse to change no matter how much they’re beaten or shamed.”


    “Marc is like that.”


    “True. He’s also one of us, Angie. He can’t be destroyed by hard times. You know that.”


    “Thank you.” Angela walked faster. “Come on. I need some amusement now.”


    Adrian didn’t expect this to be funny. “What did you see that I missed?”


    “A lot.” Angela forced her tired legs up the hill and over to the bunker entrance.


    Adrian hurried to get in front of her. “Might be dangerous in there. You never know.”


    Angela let him go first. Adrian’s defense of Sadie was admirable. She wasn’t jealous. She was proud of him for bonding with someone.


    Adrian stopped in the entrance.


    Angela paused for a scan of what she could see. They’d reinforced this bunker after the entrance collapsed. Since then, Adrian had also resealed it and hung a new door. The covering of vines was still providing shade and bugs that flew around her curiously as she waited.


    Adrian stared in shock. The bunker was neat and orderly, with almost nothing out of place that he saw. He scanned for Sadie as he stepped inside. “Are you in here?”


    “Showering!” The water came on.


    Adrian went to the table. “Nice work.”


    Sadie didn’t answer.


    Angela came in.


    Adrian tugged his chair out. It pulled from his grip as a leg caught on the rug.


    Adrian tugged harder.


    Garbage slid out and scattered.


    Adrian realized the rug had been hiding it. He quickly nudged the trash back under the rug while Angela sat across from him. He dropped into the chair, bumping the table.


    Angela swept the shelf by the sink, counting the few cans and boxes. “Get some rations from the ship when you come onboard for your next donation.”


    “I will. Thanks.” Adrian swept the room, searching for other issues.


    Angela got her folder out and opened it. “I could use a drink.”


    Adrian hopped up and went to the sink. They were storing their water under it in tubs and buckets.


    Adrian opened the door… He slammed it shut and held it. “Uh, we’re out of water. How about a 7Up?”


    “That’s fine.”


    Adrian slowly let go of the cabinet handle. He was glad it stayed shut. He had no idea how Sadie had fit so much garbage in there.


    Adrian took a bottle from the pack by the sink and brought it to the table. He saw something lumpy under the blanket over the bottom bunk.


    Sadie!


    The water continued to run.


    Adrian smiled thinly at Angela. “Excuse me a moment.” He went to the rear of the bunker that they’d roped off and divided into rooms with old, yellowing sheets.


    Angela snickered and opened the soda.


    Adrian stepped behind the curtain, glaring.


    Sadie glanced up from her comic book. “Hi, honey! Long day at work?”


    Adrian saw she had the water running into a bucket, but it was splashing all over the floor and sheet. She was on the floor in the corner, laying across a blanket-covered heap. It was obvious what was under the blanket. “You’re in so much trouble!”


    Sadie yawned. “You said make it look good. I did.”


    Adrian stuttered, mouth opening and closing without words.


    Sadie flipped the page and resumed reading.


    Adrian quickly shut the sheet. He scanned again and found garbage everywhere. It was under pillows and books, inside shelves and cabinets. It was piled behind boxes and the door. Adrian stood in front of the most obvious stash. “All set?”


    Angela glanced over. “In a hurry?”


    “Yes. There’s a lot of work to be done.”


    “This is my last stop.”


    “Oh, yeah.” Adrian came back to the table.


    Angela glanced toward the shower. “If you can’t do it, I will.”


    Adrian swallowed his reluctance. “Just don’t hurt her.”


    Angela whistled. The sound echoed through the bunker and down the hill.


    Adrian knew to wait when nothing happened.


    Angela stored her folder and stood. “You may want to move.”


    Adrian opened his mouth.


    Dog flew through the open entrance and slid to a stop near Angela’s boots.


    Angela pointed around. “Dig it all up.”


    Dog sniffed. His fur lifted. He growled at Adrian.


    Adrian flinched and slid out of the chair as the huge wolf charged toward him.


    Dog began pawing at the rug, sending garbage flying.


    “Good boy.” Angela walked casually toward the exit as Sadie began shouting and Adrian tripped over his chair and hit the ground. She stopped just outside the door, smiling. “It’s been a good day. I wonder what the evening will bring.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Six BK17


    Be What You Are


     


     


     


    1


    Stanley came hurrying up the road. “Is everything okay?”


    “Yes.” Angela wasn’t surprised that Eagles were coming their way. Sadie’s screams were piercing.


    “No! Stop, Dog!”


    Angela looked over her shoulder at Adrian, who was still on the floor. “Are you coming?”


    Sadie’s anger boiled over. “Don’t you dare! You stay here and help me!”


    Adrian scrambled to his feet and flew out the door.


    Sadie continued to shout. “You bastard! No, Dog! Stop licking me! My pocket’s empty now!”


    Adrian fell in behind Angela.


    Stanley stared at the filthy bunker in concern. He finally followed them.


    More Eagles came up the road.


    Adrian waved them off in Eagle code and was obeyed, mostly because they could all see Angela. The feeling still sent Adrian’s mood through the clouds. He straightened into a semblance of his former self. For a brief moment, he missed the action of being one of them, the connections and bonds, more than he wanted Angela as his mate.


    “I have a challenge for you.” Angela paused out of sight of the beach and the bunker.


    Adrian nodded. “I’m your guy.”


    Angela snorted. “I want you to stay with us.”


    Adrian rolled his eyes. “That’s not a challenge.”


    “Without being seen.”


    Adrian’s mouth dropped open. “What?”


    “I need to know if you’re still good enough to train my army.”


    Adrian’s face tightened. He snapped his mouth shut.


    Angela resumed her walk, certain that Stanley wouldn’t give them away. He was already bringing up a strong mental wall. “Just think of other things. Walls make us curious about what’s behind them.”


    Stanley adjusted his strategy.


    Adrian recovered. “Infiltration or evading?”


    “My guard.” Angela let gravity pull her down the hill to give her legs a break. “If you lose me or you’re spotted, you leave the ship.”


    There wasn’t an answer.


    Angela hit the bottom of the road and turned around. Only Stanley was in sight. She could feel Adrian watching her, but she had no idea where he was. “Excellent.”


    Stanley had seen Adrian duck into the tree line, but he doubted the man was still right there. It was spooky and fascinating. I want to be able to do that.


    Angela agreed. “We’ll work on it. For now, let’s talk about the tunnel bunker. What issues did you find while you did your shift?”


    Adrian kept pace and planned his invasion. Getting on the ship wouldn’t be easy, but Angela’s open challenge to his skills had to be answered. I’ll get on there even if I have to drain myself to a husk.


     


     


    2


    Chad saw Angela and Stanley emerge from the jungle. “Boss is coming back.”


    Just finishing a round of the ship, Conner frowned. “She’s not alone.”


    Chad shrugged. “Stanley probably volunteered. He’s trying to prove he’s a real Eagle now.”


    Conner didn’t point out what the alcohol-smelling guard had missed. A wave of depression hit. He quickly got out of sight.


    Chad met Angela at the top of the ladder. “Your office is ready. You have a short line waiting.” He was about to go on duty on that hall.


    “I know.” Angela smiled at Ray in the bridge and went down the ramp with Stanley on her heels.


    Stanley fought the urge to hunt for Adrian. He switched his thoughts to Wade’s meeting later.


    Sweet, fishy smells wafted up the steps to greet them.


    Angela’s stomach roiled. She curled her thumbs into her fists and hoped that would settle it. She needed to eat, but food held no attraction.


    Evening mess was only an hour away. The halls were full of people trying to get chores finished so they could enjoy the coming show with their meal. The feeling of something about to happen was everywhere.


    Angela wasn’t looking forward to it, but some of their people thrived on drama. She doubted that would ever change. Human nature required something to alleviate the boredom of everyday life.


    Angela jogged down the steps.


    She felt Adrian’s disapproval even though she didn’t know where he was or how he’d made it onto the ship without being noticed. Good job.


    Angela went by the waiting people who smiled or went quiet upon spotting her. She entered her office while Stanley took a post near her door. She didn’t give Adrian time to slip in before calling the first person, but she felt him walk right by her and take a spot in the corner. “Who’s first?”


    Jeff came in. “Me.” He’d come here to wait right after handling Kimmie.


    Angela waved at the chair across from her.


    Jeff glared at the corner as he came in and sat down.


    “Two out of about 10 that we walked by. Interesting.” Angela drew out a sheet of paper and added Jeff’s name to the list of people who’d noticed Adrian. “I’d like you to work with Tobias for a while.” She slid the sheet over so he could read it.


    My Lie Detectors.


    Jeff was intrigued. “If it’s true, then he has a skill the rest of us need.”


    “Exactly.” Angela put the paper away. “I can copy almost anything we do. I’m hoping some of you can, as well. Start working on that during your downtime.”


    “You think it’s a learned skill.”


    “I think every gift we have is a learned skill.” She lifted a brow. “How can I help you?”


    Jeff got right to the point. “I don’t know what to do about her.”


    Angela studied the healthy man. He’d bulked up a bit over the last few weeks. “What do you want me to do?”


    Jeff sighed deeply. “Nothing, honestly. Is there a chance of that?”


    Angela chuckled. “Yes. You and Wade tied my hands even if I wanted to punish her, which I don’t. They were finished with their required shifts. They got in trouble again on purpose, hoping we’d keep assigning them to guard duty. Both girls are officially in the Junior Eagles as of an hour ago. Neil will cover the lessons. You and Wade will help with their classes. Self-control is the main theme. Once they get that down, we’ll bump them into some light, regular action. Use that carrot and apply the stick when you have to.”


    Jeff was relieved, but he didn’t relax. “I know I covered her, but giving Kimmie what she wants will only encourage her to repeat the bad behavior.”


    “That’s why she’s becoming an Eagle.”


    Jeff raked her brutally. “Hasn’t stopped you from being reckless.”


    Angela flushed.


    Jeff braced for ugliness.


    So did Adrian. Her temper was flaring all over the place today.


    “But I haven’t blown up on anyone and I won’t. Being emotional doesn’t mean being out of control. You’ll both be happier when you figure that out.” Angela opened her big folder to the green tab. “You think having a mother will fix Kimmie. I’m here to tell you it won’t. She’s always going to be wild. Let life beat that out of her.”


    Jeff scowled. “I’m trying to stop that from happening.”


    “Why?”


    “What do you mean, why? So it doesn’t crush her like it has the rest of us.”


    Angela sympathized. She also respected him for wanting to protect the girl. “We’re so hardheaded. You can’t change the core of who people are unless you abuse them in some way. It’s ugly, horrible, and we always feel worse after it’s done, even when it works. You don’t want to send her down that path. Letting life crush us is better than doing it to each other.”


    Put like that, he couldn’t argue. “So we don’t get super strict with her. I still think the mom idea has merit.”


    Angela scanned her breeding tree. “I have about 15 possible matches for you to pick from.”


    Jeff stiffened as he understood. “It’s for her, not me.”


    “It doesn’t work that way. For her to have a mom, you have to take a wife. Or girlfriend. Those terms are up to you.”


    “I meant like a foster mother.”


    Angela studied him again. “You’re giving up custody? Kimmie won’t like that.”


    He nodded curtly. “It’s the right thing to do. I never meant for this to go so far anyway.”


    They all heard his pain and the lie. It was clear that Jeff wanted things to stay exactly like they were.


    “Separating our underage people hasn’t been easy and mostly, it hasn’t worked. The older partners are all dead or always being sent out on runs. You understand I’ve done that intentionally to remove those issues from the future?”


    Jeff frowned. “If I back off, I’ll stick to it. You’ll have to cover the kid. Her foster mommy needs to be a hardass.”


    May I?


    Angela nodded. Quietly.


    Adrian connected to Jeff. Do you know how many child molesters I’ve removed?


    Jeff snarled at them both. “I’ve never been that!”


    Adrian nodded. Exactly. You wouldn’t be here. Why do you carry the shame of something you aren’t?


    Jeff couldn’t lie. “I want the life she sees in her mind when she looks at our future. She loves me for who I am, not who she can make me into. She might be able to take away Crista’s ghost.”


    Adrian broke the connection and let Angela finish the moment.


    “I talked to Kimmie not long after we set sail.” Angela pulled up that conversation so Jeff could share it with her. “I had to be sure she was safe with you and that you were safe with her. Two killers aren’t usually a good partnership.” Angela smiled as Jeff’s eyes watered. “I cried when she told me you’ll be everything to her that the rest of the world can’t be. Then she said she was sorry for using you to make herself feel better about all the killing. You two were meant for each other in odd, powerful ways that I see no need to tear apart.”


    Jeff wiped his eyes. “I love that kid. She’s so much like me it’s terrifying.”


    Angela chuckled, nodding. “I think the same thing about Cate. I didn’t need to birth her for that. Sometimes life just matches things up and you get to play an amazing hand. The rest of the game might suck, but that one hand is perfect and you never forget that feeling.”


    Angela thought of inheriting Safe Haven. That was my perfect hand. It will never be as good as that for me again. I accept it and mourn it a little, but that perfect hand was a crowning achievement that can’t be topped.


    Angela waited when Jeff lingered.


    “I’m sorry I didn’t go with them, to watch over Marc.” He assumed she already knew why he hadn’t volunteered.


    “I need you here. Marc and I bartered people for this run.”


    Jeff heard the tremor of anger she was trying hard to hide. He didn’t bring it up or thank her for the lie to spare his mood. Instead, he glared at the corner of the room.


    Angela kept things moving. “Anything else?”


    Jeff rose, grunting as his ankles popped. “We’re behind on getting things set up.”


    “Yes. Being short a dozen hard bodies has slowed my progress.” She flashed a bright smile. “I’ll cover it. Enjoy this rest while you can. Theo’s almost fried.”


    Jeff was both eager and dreading her call on that one. An engineer’s life in this camp would stay busy for decades. “I’ll do my best.”


    “That’s all I ask.” Angela made another note while she waited for Jeff to leave.


    Adrian caught brief flashes through her mental shield. His heart clenched. You’re not doing it for him.


    Angela sighed. Sadness filled the room. No. I’m doing it for her.


    The final battle?


    Angela nodded. It will see many relationships settled. There’s no reason for me to deny them a few years of peace and happiness together. She opened her folder to the medical tab. I don’t understand why fate puts soulmates together at the wrong times.


    I don’t have an answer. Adrian knew that question was over his head. Keep me posted.


    Angela snickered, better mood returning. I will. “Next?”


    Tonya came in and took the warm seat. “I have a few updates. Only Timmy is a priority.”


    Angela read the paper Tonya gave her.


    We need another cat pair if you want to avoid inbreeding. Or we can try to spay/neuter. That should be fun to learn. We have about five months before it becomes an issue, but we’ll have a dozen cats/kittens by then.


    Angela copied that into her book, then went on.


    Adrian’s blood is twice as powerful as Conner’s. Even the frozen is testing stronger.


    Tonya waited patiently while Angela read her updates and made notes. They were back to paper copies of almost everything now. Tonya was glad. It was too easy to forget things when she only kept track of them in her mind. She was looking forward to Kenn connecting their computers so they could have digital copies, too.


    Timmy got his ultimatum. He’ll need a follow-up conversation with the boss.


    Angela had known it was coming. “I’ll add in some good words. I’ve heard he’s doing well in the lab.”


    “He is. And Mike has settled into training with Jonny and the Eagles. Eric’s the only one left in that terrible trio.”


    “Eric’s a special case right now. He’s enjoying being fully healed. I hope he’ll copy his brothers and settle in. If not, I have plans.”


    Tonya rolled her eyes. “I hope it’s not a talk with Tim. He’s not good at his new job. No one feels comforted after they talk to him.”


    Angela shrugged. “I don’t care about their comfort. Is it working?”


    “It didn’t with Tracy.”


    Angela didn’t blink, but she felt the unexpected blow.


    Tonya looked at the floor. “I’m sorry.”


    Angela refused to be drawn into more hatred or sadness. “Answer my question.”


    Tonya gave in reluctantly. “Yes, in ways. I understand why Kenn had to go. I’m still pissed about it–just not as much.”


    “Good. Thank you for going.”


    Tonya played nice. “It was half an hour of my life. No big deal.”


    Angela was proud of Tonya, but she also worried the redhead might be losing too much of her fire. “Have you been training?”


    Tonya made a face. “Doesn’t matter since we’re all about to die of boredom here for the next three years.”


    Angela hated that answer, but she understood why people felt that way. “I’d like you to draw up some plans for a run.”


    Tonya was floored. “Are you sure? I’m just a medic.”


    “Who has the brains and ambition to be more.”


    Tonya let that soak in. She nodded slowly. “I used to help Kenn, back when Adrian was in charge.”


    “I know. He told me to pick your brain when I’m short on strategic plans.”


    “He said that?” Tonya melted. “He has a special mouth hug coming.”


    Angela laughed while trying not to gag.


    Adrian dug into Tonya’s thoughts while the boss had her distracted. He didn’t like what he found.


    Tonya was glad to be herself for a minute. Around the camp and staff, she was very careful to project a good image that she was trying very hard to maintain. “Where are we going?”


    Angela caught all of that, along with the guilty sparks in the background. “I’ve heard America has a lot of cats. But you’ll have to train up if you think I’ll let you go along.”


    Tonya stared. “Me? Really?”


    Angela smiled. “I want you in training this week.”


    Tonya smiled wider and stood. “I’ll go over it tonight. Thank you!”


    “It’s my honor.” Angela waited for her to be gone. Then she paused. She could feel Adrian staring in shock and concern. Forget that one. Please do it right now.


    Adrian understood Angela was protecting Tonya. His surprise increased. Are you sure? Letting a demon kill the first time out is a dangerous sign.


    “I’m encouraging that in several people.”


    And building up debts to be called in later?


    Angela lifted her chin. I don’t need to do that. I’m not you. “Next?”


    Ralph came in, but he didn’t sit. He stood by the entrance with his arms crossed over his chest.


    Angela tried to skip the tension. “Yes, I’ll add it to the top of the list for the next council meeting. No, I won’t schedule that meeting yet. I have one more trick up my sleeve and I’d like the chance to use it.”


    Ralph’s anger partially faded, returning him to the kind den mother they all adored. “Thank you. It’s just not right.”


    “It’s hard to change a mindset when you’ve been hunted so hard and lost so many good lives. It hasn’t been that long since someone grabbed Marc’s twins. Jennifer’s child was the hostage in a recent gunfight. They have a right to feel that way.”


    “I don’t agree!” Ralph’s arms swung out as his anger returned. “You’re blaming innocent people for actions that haven’t happened yet.”


    “Yet, Ralph. Yet. Even you think it will happen again. My decision stands.”


    Ralph had to keep trying. “And your last trick?”


    “When it’s time, you’ll be in on it like you have been most of the others.”


    He lifted a brow. “Is it another memory twist?”


    “There’s no magic involved.”


    Relief flooded his aging face. “Good.”


    Angela sipped her canteen while waiting for him to be gone. Her stomach rumbled painfully.


    Displeasure flowed through the room and made it worse.


    Adrian fought to keep his mouth shut. His annoyance grew as he realized she hadn’t eaten since breakfast, if then. She’d been on the beach when he came out at 10 a.m. and it was now almost evening mess. That’s not going to happen again.


    Angela flipped the tab in her folder. “Next.”


    Grant came in, still wrinkled, sweaty, and stinking. He and Trent had come aboard just a minute after she had and gotten the message from top deck guards. He’d jogged all the way here, using the employee hall. “I was told you want to see me.” He refused to think about his part in the Eagle plan.


    Angela took a patch from the folder pocket and held it out. “Rookie team leader. Congrats.”


    Grant took the round, handsewn patch as a wide grin broke over his lips. “I’ll work hard.”


    “I believe that. The Eagles usually celebrate these things. Be ready when they call you.”


    Grant understood that meant getting drunk with the senior men. “Nice.”


    Grant tossed a hard look toward the corner and sniffed. “I’ll smell them coming.”


    Angela laughed as he left.


    Adrian realized his scent was overpowering Angela’s odors. Grant had smelled him. That one doesn’t even need a gift.


    Angela added his name to her short list. Grant was a wonderful addition to her army, mostly because he wanted to be a part of it so he was giving it his all. Some of her senior men couldn’t say the same anymore, but the breaks they all needed were in progress. Her people were already looking and feeling better and that included Adrian. “Next.”


    “That’s it, Boss.” Chad peered at her through the doorway. “Do you need another guard?”


    Angela gathered her folder and rose. “Stanley has it covered.”


    Chad didn’t think Stanley was good enough even though he’d saved her life. “You can take me if you want and leave the klutz here.”


    “Shut up, you…drunk!” Stanley spun around and swung, hard.


    Chad smacked into the wall and tripped. He fell at Stanley’s boots and stayed there, groaning.


    Angela stepped over him as she came out of the office.


    Adrian glared through his shield. Food, Angela.


    Angela stored her folder in her largest jacket pocket. “I have no intentions of missing mess.”


    Stanley followed her down the hallway while rubbing his hand. Chad had a hard jaw. “Good to hear. The den mothers passed the word on you a few days ago. If you don’t start eating at all the meals, they’re going to do an intervention.”


    Angela groaned, both at the news and at Adrian hearing it.


    Adrian fought not to reveal himself through his anger. It’s almost like you don’t want the baby.


    He caught a blast of rage and then it was gone.


    Adrian’s sharp mind began working on that puzzle. When a woman had a secret, he could sniff it out through any layer of shielding.


    Angela kept walking and refused to think about it.


    Eagles began falling in with them as they approached the mess. Senior men surrounded her with hard bodies and attitudes, forcing Adrian to linger in the rear or give himself away. They were sharper than the other men and women in these halls. He kept his mind on his job and his shield on high strength.


    Angela entered the mess and paused to see how many of them were here. She spotted Tobias in the corner and Marc’s tired twins at the center table.


    The other kids were at the three tables closest to the counter. All of them turned. They felt the tension arrive with her.


    Half of the children glared over Angela’s shoulder. The others stared in longing, remembering better times for themselves in this camp.


    Brittani’s parents also felt the tension. They kept their volunteers behind the counter, out of the possible crossfire.


    Conner tugged on Candy’s arm and directed her to an empty table away from everyone else.


    “What are you doing?” Candy had gotten used to sitting with Debra and Laura’s nieces.


    “Just sit here tonight? For me?”


    Candy shrugged, rubbing her huge stomach. “Okay.”


    Conner also glared over Angela’s shoulder. I don’t know what you’re doing here, but you need to go.


    Descendants in the crowded mess began searching for what they’d missed.


    Charlie got up and left his barely touched tray on the counter. He didn’t look back.


    Debra and Laura’s nieces put their books down, not sure what was happening.


    At the table next to them, Jeff added his glares to the others.


    Jonny glanced around, confused. “What’s happening?”


    Jeff sneered. “Just a rat in the corn. It’ll be gone soon.”


    Jonny went back to his barley and fish soup, enjoying the food. He’d spent all day working the radio and the DJ booth, and training Mike how to do the same. He was too tired to care about someone else’s drama.


    Ray stood up. He started to call for security.


    Angela shook her head.


    Ray realized the boss knew Adrian was here. He sat by Grant and crossed his arms over his chest.


    Grant smiled at him. “Good job.”


    Ray patted the patch on the table by Grant’s tray. “For what? You got the promotion.”


    Grant didn’t answer so he didn’t give it away to the few people who hadn’t caught the feel of Adrian being here. “We should take a walk after dinner.”


    Ray’s mood lightened. “Sounds great.”


    Jennifer came into the mess through the opposite entrance.


    Dog came in behind her. He wasn’t missing mess either, not even to have fun with Sadie.


    He stopped near Angela and sniffed. His fur lifted.


    Angela used the first words that came to mind. “Down, boy.”


    Dog glanced up at her in scorn. Really?


    Angela flushed. I’m sorry.


    You should be. Dog stalked from the mess with his tail bushed up.


    All three cats hurried after him, rubbing and meowing in comfort.


    Wade and Neil observed all the byzan. They knew Adrian was here now, but the repelling issue was a much bigger threat.


    Morgan and Kyle appeared in the doorway Angela had come through. Kyle pointed toward their table like he’d done every night.


    Morgan went to the food line, chin up against the hostile glances.


    Jennifer went to their table, letting Morgan get their trays. She had three more days of wearing the sling and she’d promised the medics she would stick to that. They hadn’t been willing to clear her for duty without a promise. She nodded to Allison and Zack as she went by their table.


    Allison felt Zack stiffen. “What is it?”


    Zack shoved a bite into his mouth so he didn’t have to answer. He concentrated on the dull ache in his ribs that said he wasn’t completely healed from his ordeal. He winced at a flash of the death rattle that had taken his teammate while they’d hung on that gritty warehouse wall.


    Allison felt his pain. She rubbed his wrist and forgot her question.


    Angela went to the far corner, waving the others along. They congregated around Tobias and his wives without speaking. Everyone knew what they were testing now and what could happen if it went badly.


    Tensions rose as they all stared at each other and prepared to defend themselves if necessary.


    When nothing happened, Kyle waved toward Neil. “Maybe he’s right. It’s a myth.”


    “It’s real.” Angela remembered the feeling of revulsion Joel had produced, but it wasn’t present now. “What if it’s a sign?”


    Jennifer nodded. “I’m leaning toward that theory. Byzan only repel if they’re corrupt. That’s how we’ll know.”


    It was a relief for all of them, but especially Tobias. He smiled at his wives.


    Angela motioned the twins back toward their trays. “Finish your rehydrated vegetables.”


    “Yes, mom,” they echoed while grinning.


    Chuckles went around the mess.


    Tobias stiffened suddenly. “You son of a bitch.” He rose and stomped toward Angela.


    Angela sighed. “I asked him to be here.”


    “Doesn’t change my reaction.” Tobias stomped by her and swung through Adrian’s shield.


    Adrian hit the ground, shield vanishing.


    People gasped and shouted at his sudden appearance.


    Eagle descendants who’d missed him immediately cursed themselves. Those who’d known laughed at those who hadn’t.


    Adrian rubbed his jaw and glared at Tobias. “I said I was sorry 15 years ago. That’s your last free hit.”


    “Don’t speak to me–ever!” Tobias went back to his wives, who weren’t surprised by his reaction.


    Kyle offered Adrian a hand up. “You sleep with one of his wives?”


    Adrian studied the two women, causing them to blush. “No. I think.”


    Kyle snorted. “Then why’d he clock you?”


    “I stopped him from killing someone, a long time ago.”


    “Who?”


    “Joel Livingston.” Adrian headed for the exit now that his cover was blown. “Thank you for the training session, Boss.”


    “It’s my honor. Get some ration packs on your way out.”


    “Will do.” Adrian got out of sight.


    Angela joined the twins at the center table and opened her folder.


    Adrian growled in her mind. Food, Angela!


    She reluctantly got up and got in line for a tray that she needed but didn’t want.


    Adrian tried to drive it in. Starving yourself won’t bring Marc home any faster.


    Angela pointed at Conner. “Escort him off the ship.”


    Conner blanched.


    Eagles scowled when he started to refuse.


    Conner snapped his mouth shut and marched after his dad.


    Angela smiled at Candy. “Sit with us?”


    Candy waddled over gratefully. She didn’t like being isolated anymore. She’d made friends now and she wanted to continue those relationships.


    Angela waved at a few more people who were sitting by themselves. They all joined her in line or went to the center table.


    Morgan put the trays in front of Jennifer, then followed Conner without being asked or told. Tobias’s punch was minor compared to what the top deck guards might do upon seeing them come up the ramp together. Rookies were apt to fire first and think after.


    Adrian slowed to let them both catch up. He assumed Angela was doing this to give him a few minutes with his son; he was grateful.


    “You owe her a lot.”


    Adrian nodded at Conner’s declaration. “I’ll repay it and then some.” He scanned the teenager deeply.


    Conner didn’t mind. Now that they were out of public view, it was okay. “You seem better.”


    “So do you.”


    Conner smiled. “I’m a real Eagle now. I’ve been on runs and I work directly for leadership. Morgan’s worrying over nothing.”


    Adrian wasn’t sure of that until they reached the top deck.


    All the guards glared at him, but they didn’t draw guns or call an alarm. They scanned Conner, then resumed studying the ocean and the island.


    Morgan detoured toward the bridge. “Hang on for two minutes. I have something for you.”


    Adrian hadn’t forgotten the ration packs. He just didn’t want to take anything away from Safe Haven.


    Conner snorted. “No one eats those ration packs. They’re nasty. You can have them all.”


    Adrian chuckled. “Do you need anything?”


    Conner understood it was okay for him to be around his dad now. He took the opportunity. “Just some of your time.”


    Adrian smiled warmly. “You pick it and I’ll be there.”


    “How about after the group meal on land?”


    “Sounds perfect.” Adrian examined the boy’s gold engagement band. “You sure about getting married?”


    Conner didn’t need to lie. “No, but I love her and she loves me. We’re doing what’s expected so we can be together.”


    Adrian didn’t like that, but he was impressed by the adult choice. “When it gets rough, come talk to me. I’ll give you tips to get through it without destroying your relationship.”


    “I will.” His dad knew more about women than anyone Conner had ever known. “Just not the stuff that screwed you up, okay? I don’t need to be tempted.”


    “No worries.” Adrian put a hand on the boy’s healthy shoulder. “I saw something a few nights ago.”


    Conner stopped him. “Don’t. Let her have this time.”


    Adrian understood Conner already knew there wasn’t going to be an easy birth for Candy. “I’ll help if I can.”


    “As long as they all live, I’m good.”


    Adrian didn’t make a promise he couldn’t keep.


    Terror entered Conner’s heart. “I thought it was just a close call. I didn’t dig deeper. The time stream is…unsteadier than it used to be.”


    “Yes.” Adrian let go as Morgan rejoined them.


    Morgan held out a kit that wasn’t full. “When you’re on duty over the boss, you wear this gear and it doesn’t come off until your shift is over. Are we clear?!”


    Adrian kept a straight face while Conner flinched. “Yes, sir.”


    Morgan laughed and left.


    Adrian slung it over his shoulder and headed for the ladder. “There might be some shouting when I get home. Don’t panic. She’s not dying and neither am I.”


    “Why are you with her?” Conner didn’t like Sadie. “She’s young, loud, sloppy, and rebellious–all the things you used to hate.”


    “Sounds like all the rookies I’ve trained.”


    “So you’re just training her?”


    Adrian stopped at the ladder. “I know you don’t want to hear this, son, so I’ll make it quick. Be nice to Sadie. She hasn’t done you a wrong. Beyond that, my love life is none of your business.”


    Conner laughed. “I didn’t really want to know anyway.”


    Adrian began the descent, proud of his strength as he practiced the arms-only move that Marc had started and Angela was encouraging. “She’s honest, kind when she’s happy, and she makes me laugh. I’m not bored…or chasing what I can’t have. It’s a good deal.”


    Conner was able to accept that. “Be careful.”


    “And if I can’t?”


    “Then be what you are–a Mitchel.”


    Adrian reached the pontoon bridge and looked up with glowing blue eyes. “What we are, Conner. Never forget where you came from, even if it’s better where you are now. Your beginnings mean everything.”
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    “So how’s the family?” Tobias looked toward the door.


    Samantha came into the mess a second later.


    Wade went to help her. “I’ve got it.”


    Neil scowled at Tobias as everyone settled down to eat and discuss what they’d seen. “They’re good. What’s with the violence?”


    “That wasn’t violent. It was a payment on an old installment plan.” Tobias swept Neil. “Have you been practicing?”


    Neil let it go. He didn’t care why Adrian had been hit, just as long as he was. “It’s not working. The boss will switch me out soon.”


    “Understandable.” Tobias was glad he wouldn’t have to do that part. He’d enjoyed working with the sharp trooper. Firing him because he couldn’t copy a gift seemed mean and would be detrimental to his end goal of being fully accepted here. “You want to join us for dinner?”


    Neil was happy to get the invite. “I would, but I need to go see a woman about a car in a few minutes. I’ll catch you later.”


    Tobias wasn’t offended, though he did wonder which woman Neil was tracking.


    Tobias felt Angela’s stare and looked over.


    Angela had been listening and reading the evening reports. Despite Neil’s ability to lie, it was only for self-defense or protection of his new life. He wasn’t picking up Tobias’s skills at all. You’ll have a new student tomorrow. This one isn’t as friendly.


    Tobias wasn’t worried. He had nothing to hide and he was holding nothing back whenever they asked him for information or help. He’d even been willing to help Neil, but he didn’t know how to make someone evolve without death or trauma. I’ve spent a decade trying to keep my wives from evolving. Neil would have to seek those answers from someone else, but Tobias hoped the man would still spend time with them. It had been good for his wives to have the camp accept them because the senior Eagles were.


    “I’ll cover it.” Angela pushed away the tray she hadn’t eaten much of. “I’ll be on ship rounds for a little while and then I’ll be in my office if anyone needs me.” She headed for the door.


    As she went by Jeff’s table, his conversation with Jonny floated through the mess that had quieted to hear her.


    “I’m surprised you didn’t go with Marc.”


    Jeff grunted. “So was he, but I like being alive.”


    Jonny hadn’t noticed the quiet. His loud voice carried. “What does that mean?”


    Jeff spoke the truth before he thought about it. “I didn’t trust Marc to get me through it alive. That’s rule number one on any run, you know?”


    The mess went silent.


    Jeff saw her standing there.


    Angela’s eyes blazed. She stormed from the room, leaving tense people in her wake.


    Angela wasn’t angry that Jeff had spoken carelessly and it would now travel the camp and stir up people who had a loved one on Marc’s team. She actually needed that to happen. I’m angry because I can’t disprove his words.


    There was no guarantee that all of Marc’s team would survive. The deaths and injuries will be blamed on him, but it’s really my fault and I’ll carry it forever, like I do with all the others. Hell isn’t enough to punish me. Fate will come up with something else.


    Her hand went to her stomach and stayed there.


     


    In the mess, Samantha looked at Wade.


    Wade nodded. “I’ve got it covered. Go on.”


    Samantha tucked the blanket tighter around the sleeping infants in the stroller and hurried after Angela. She would grab something to eat later.


    Wade settled in by the babies, thrilled with her public show of confidence in him.


    Neil joined Wade at the table, but his attention stayed on Samantha as she went after the boss.


    Wade knew what Neil needed. “You should go steal that personal time you mentioned earlier. They’re sleeping. I’ve got it covered.”


    Neil smiled. “Thanks. That last set of kai levels yesterday was harder than it needed to be. I want to run another set before bed.”


    Wade was sore from it. “We’re still out of shape.”


    “Yep.” Neil left, content that things were as calm as they got in this camp.


    Wade let out a breath and kept his mind from exploring the many plans he had running. I know a little of how Angela feels now. It’s amazing.


    He dropped his head as his alpha power flowed out in thick waves that tried to draw people to his side. And dangerous. All of us are walking time bombs of one kind or another now. It’s just who we are.
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    “He didn’t mean anything by it.” Samantha hurried after Angela. “It’s just who he is.”


    Angela slowed to let Samantha catch up. “I’m fine. It was a good excuse to get you out of there.”


    Samantha grinned. She’d missed sneaking around to accomplish Eagle goals. “Cargo area? It’s empty until Wade’s class later.”


    Angela waved at Tonya as the redhead appeared in the window of the employee door they were passing. “This won’t stay a secret much longer.”


    Tonya fell in with them. “Will it be a problem?”


    Angela denied that. “I just didn’t want everyone else trying this before I knew what to expect from it.”


    The women were satisfied with her answer.


    Angela didn’t tell them she was protecting the camp, like usual. If it was possible to do what they were trying, she might have to forbid it. So far, it wasn’t possible, so it was okay to let her army try.


    Angela frowned as they went by the infirmary. Amy and Kimmie were still on duty and openly stopping normals from getting near Brittani. A line was forming at the other end of the hall. Terry was handling normal patients away from that room.


    They saw Daryl’s shadow through the exam room window. He was tense, pacing.


    “They have a hard choice to make.” Tonya had delivered the results of her assessment a short while ago. “They sent her parents back to work so they could discuss it and make the one that’s best for them.”


    Samantha frowned. “I haven’t heard yet. What’s the problem?”


    “Too many at once.” Angela scanned for observers, then quickly opened the entrance to the cargo steps. “She’s carrying triplets and we have no idea how to care for her or the babies.”


    Samantha cursed the war yet again. Many hospitals could have handled this back then. “But you’re going to try, right?”


    “Once they make their choice, we’ll all jump in and help. Until then, we’re leaving them alone.”


    “You mean abortion.” Samantha let the door slam to show her displeasure.


    Angela flipped on the cargo lights. “She might die carrying them. She’s already having trouble. Since she’s taking all the risk, she gets to make the choice.”


    Samantha was torn now. “If they’re aborting, why is her husband upset?”


    Tonya clarified the situation. “He wants her to abort, for her safety. She wants to carry them, for their lives.”


    Samantha groaned. “That’s awful. Which way do you think it will go?”


    Angela grunted. “I don’t think, I know. Brittani will try her hardest to birth them and maybe die in the process.”


    “But we need her! This camp needs her.” Samantha stopped, hands going to her hips. “Can’t you talk to her?”


    Angela caught the complete flip. She wondered if Sam would when she replayed this conversation later. It was a good thing, despite the bad situation. At least one of my chosen leaders can change their mind when presented with more information. “Like I said, we’re leaving her alone until she needs us.”


    Samantha followed them. “We?”


    “Tobias wants to help us and I’m going to insist they let him. He’s delivered more descendant babies than the rest of us put together.”


    Tonya locked the door behind them. “He’d make a good medic. Then I wouldn’t have to go get him every time something like this happens.”


    Angela was glad to find the entire cargo hold empty. “He’s cleared now.”


    Tonya shut the other doors and locked them. “So I can bring him in?”


    “Yes.” Angela sighed. “Just don’t bring him in too far, Tonya. Kenn will be very unhappy with the competition.”


    Tonya laughed. “Not a chance.”


    Angela didn’t argue. Tonya was lonely. Tobias was kind, persistent, and he knew how to please a woman.


    A deep frown creased Tonya’s clear skin. She didn’t like it that Angela thought she would cheat. “I’m not interested.”


    “Good. If Kenn kills this one, I will remove him.” Angela slid into one of the chairs that Wade had already put out for his meeting. “Clear your minds now, ladies. Reaching a new level without killing seems impossible after 10 failed attempts, but I’m sure we can do this. We just have to keep trying.”
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    “I can do this.” Britani slowly sat up in the sheet-covered medical recliner. “I’m going to do this.”


    Daryl had heard that tone before. He knew she meant it. “I want the babies, too.” He sighed miserably. “I just want you more.”


    Brittani let him hug her again, relieved. The last thing she needed was him hounding her to get rid of them.


    Daryl winced. “I won’t, unless I have to.”


    She liked it that he wanted to protect her. “I’d be the first Safe Haven descendant to have triplets.”


    He frowned at her. “That goal isn’t worth your life.”


    She began sliding out of the recliner. “No, but we’d still be in the history books. That’s cool, right?”


    Daryl helped her stand. “Is the medicine working?”


    She smiled. “It’s great. My stomach’s calm and even a little hungry.”


    Daryl finally started relaxing. “Good. Mess?”


    She nodded. “My parents will come hunting for us if we don’t keep them updated.”


    Daryl chuckled. Dwight had shaken his hand twice and Thelma had kissed both his cheeks. Then they’d found out the bad news and frozen, torn. “I wonder if your dad wants to be an Eagle.”


    Brittani rotated toward him with bright red eyes.


    Daryl wasn’t intimidated. “It’s his choice, like this was yours.”


    “You mean ours.”


    Daryl told her the truth as he saw it. “No. My choice would take away the risk to your life. But it’s your life to give if that’s the way you want it. My job is to support you in those choices, like you will me when I go against something you want or believe in. We get to be true to ourselves first.”


    Brittani hugged him tightly.


    Daryl held onto her and shut his eyes. Please, God. Please don’t take her away from me. If she dies, so will I.


    Outside the infirmary, Amy and Kimmie heard footsteps. They slid in front of the entrance to block it.


    Rico came around the corner.


    Both girls glared at him.


    Rico stopped. “I’m on garbage duty.”


    Kimmie pointed. “Come back later.”


    Rico didn’t argue with the powerful kids. He went back the way he’d come.


    “I don’t like him.”


    “I don’t get anything bad from him.” Kimmie scowled as more steps echoed. “Here comes another one.”


    Amy paled. “It’s my Neil.”


    Neil joined the girls. His hard glance told them he wasn’t in the mood for cuteness or lies. “Where did Samantha go?”


    Kimmie shook her head. “We can’t tell you. The alpha won’t like it.”


    Amy didn’t have that bond with Angela, but she did with Neil. “Cargo room, I think, but she’ll hear you if you use the top door. It squeaks.”


    Neil ignored Kimmie’s anger and headed for the employee hall. “Your shift’s up in 10 minutes. Go to the training room. As Junior Eagles, you both have to put in two hours a day there, on top of everything else.”


    Happy squeals followed him through the hallway.


    Daryl came out to see what had happened.


    Kimmie beamed at him. “We’re Junior Eagles now!”


    Daryl smiled at them. “Great work.” His smile vanished. “Now pay attention on duty and celebrate later!”


    The kids immediately stood straighter and wiped their expressions.


    Daryl was impressed. “When your two hours are done in the training room, do not go to the adult showers. Use the kids’ dorm facilities. Then go to the mess for downtime with your team.”


    Happiness filled the hall and flowed into every room around them.


    Daryl enjoyed the mood boost for a minute longer. He trusted the kids out here more than he did most of their camp. “I may talk to the boss about using you two as regular guards. Are you okay with that?”


    Kimmie shook her head. “Eagles don’t pick their jobs. The boss does.”


    “Outstanding answer.” Daryl went back to his wife.


    The girls resumed scanning the deck for problems or people.


    Neil eased into the employee hall. He’d lingered to hear anything Daryl might say about the normals. He was glad to know Daryl wasn’t thinking badly about them. He was just concerned with the safety of his family. “On that one, we’re brothers in a common cause.”


    Neil eased down the steps and entered the employee hall that ran along the cargo area. He settled in to listen while keeping his mental shield as strong as he could get it without draining his energy. What are you up to, Samantha? Do I need to interfere?


    Angela pounded on the wall. “Get lost!”


    Neil flinched and tripped over a broken chair. He fell against a rusty cabinet and smacked his knee on the metal edge.


    Female laughter came through the wall.


    Neil hobbled off before things got ugly.
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    Adrian’s mood was good as he stepped onto the island. Evening was settling over the land, but this time, it didn’t make him feel anxious. “I guess I’m recovering from that horror.”


    Clearing this island hadn’t been a grand adventure. That nightmare had scarred senior men more than the entire trip here had done.


    Adrian cleared the first hill and saw the bright light of an outdoor fire. He hurried toward Cliff Road, anxiety flashing back up hot enough to burn. Are you okay?


    Sadie not answering sent adrenaline into his legs and pumped him up the dark road in record time. He slowed as he reached the top and his lungs reminded him they needed oxygen. He wheezed and burned, hands on his knees.


    Sadie saw him as she came out of the bunker with a large armful of garbage. “There you are! Get in here and help me.”


    Adrian sucked in air and watched her toss the trash onto the bonfire in front of the entrance. He didn’t find anything dangerous about the location, but he still didn’t trust her around fire. Things often got out of hand even when she was trying to be careful.


    “Come on!”


    Adrian forced his legs to move.


    Sadie went to the garbage pile in the center of the bunker and grabbed another load of the mess. “The wolf left a while ago. Do you think he’ll come back?”


    Adrian went to the rear of the bunker and retrieved the shovel they’d used to clear some of the rockslide after the last action on the island. He sucked in enough air to speak. “Probably. Sounds like you made friends.”


    Sadie snorted. “He kept pushing me and pulling me around until I got it all in this pile. Then he talked to me!”


    Adrian scooped a load and followed her out. “What did he say?”


    Sadie dropped her load and jumped back as the flames flared up brighter and smoke poured over the road. “He hates dirty places because it hurts his nose. He said I can play with the kitten when I get it clean.”


    “And?”


    “Well, I want to play with him, too.”


    Adrian laughed. “Those Brady males sure know how to catch a female.”


    Sadie snickered. “I don’t think Mitchels do too bad.”


    Adrian smirked at her.


    She studied him, smile fading. “You’re still not staying the night.”


    “No. But we’ll have a nice dinner together and if you ask me, I might even wash your back during a shower.”


    Sadie leered. Then she sobered. “Is something wrong with me?”


    Adrian’s heart dropped. “What do you mean?”


    “Don’t play that game! I’ve seen your looks.” Sadie grabbed the shovel from him. “I should have thought of doing it this way.”


    Adrian lingered in the doorway as she used the shovel to get another load. The bunker was a lot cleaner even though it still stank. Sadie looked tired and very unlike the playful girl he’d come to care for. “You might not be able to have children.”


    She paused, looking at him. “I’m on the Pill.”


    Adrian was stunned. “What?”


    She lifted the load of trash. “I’m not a skank. Trapping a man is wrong. I asked the preacher to get me a prescription.”


    “Excuse me?”


    Sadie went by him and dumped the load. “Were you trying to make it happen?”


    “Only through normal means.” He wiped away sweat from the hot fire. “Thank you for your honor.”


    She smiled brightly, sending a chill down his legs and into his groin. But his heart rhythm didn’t change. “Let’s finish this and get cleaned up. Then I’ll cook something, provide a service, and you can read comic books until you fall asleep.”


    “Cool!” Sadie hurried into the cooler bunker.


    Adrian stood there and mourned. He’d been hoping Sadie would try to trap him, because he would never ask her for a baby. Now, there wouldn’t be a child either way. That hope was gone.
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    The four rookies trailed Neil down the hallway along the Eagle training corridor.


    “I hope you know what we’re doing.”


    “Be quiet. He’ll hear you.”


    “Even if we sneak up on him, he’ll use his magic. We shouldn’t do this.”


    “He embarrassed us today. He deserves this.”


    “He’s one of them!”


    “He’s a washed-up old man with kids. Now shut up!”


    The rookies went by the guard desk without spotting Molly or Trent, who were doing a cleaning check for the work crews.


    Molly met Trent’s eye across the hallway as the rookies hurried after Neil. “You want to call it in or should I?”


    Trent reached for his radio… Then he stopped. A smile curved his lips. “No, wait. This could be good for them.”


    Molly caught on and snickered. “That’s mean.”


    “It’s what they deserve for trying to gang up on someone.”


    Molly frowned. “We’re going to miss it.”


    “Let’s go.”


    Trent and Molly stalked the rookies, using Eagle training. The employee hallways were too empty to get ahead of them, but the rookies were easy to follow. They were only observing the man 100 yards in front of them. No one was watching the rear.


    Aware of his tail, Neil went into the Eagle training room.


    The rookies slowed to see if anyone else was going in there.


    Molly and Trent stopped out of sight, both swallowing laughs at the thought of what might happen.


    The rookies hurried into the training room behind Neil.


    Light feet flew through the hallway. The sense of fury was staggering. Descendants on this deck instinctively turned toward it and waited for the call to arms.


    Trent jerked Molly out of the way as Amy flew by. The little girl ran into the training room and slammed the door shut.


    Molly heard the lock click. “Oh, shit.”


    The two Eagles rushed over and peered through the window as the little girl attacked.


    “Stop!”


    “What is she… Stop! Let go!”


    “Don’t hit me there!”


    “Quit it!”


    “She bit me! She bit me!”


    Thud! Crack!


    Trent and Molly eased back so they didn’t draw the girl’s attention away from her more deserving targets.


    Trent kept his voice low. “Do you think she’ll understand we knew Neil would win?”


    Molly paled. “Maybe we should be gone when she’s done.”


    Slap!


    “I’m bleeding!”


    “Come back here, you coward!”


    “Watch your flank, Amy.” Neil’s voice calmly directed the matchup.


    “I’m bleeding!”


    “She has my hair. Make her give it back!”


    “No! Help!”


    Molly turned around and walked away. “I’m out.”
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    “It was a good mental workout.”


    Tonya nodded at Sam. “I think I can sleep now.”


    Sam didn’t have trouble sleeping with both of her men in camp. She didn’t say that, however.


    Angela hid a frown. She didn’t sleep or eat very much. “Do your men know what we’ve been doing?”


    Samantha yawned and wiped the moisture from her eyes. “Neil is wrapped in a cocoon of regret for not going with Marc. He’s missing a lot.”


    “And Wade?”


    Sam sighed. “Wade catches it all. He knows every secret I have by now. He’s too much of a gentleman to bring it up unless it becomes a problem.”


    Tonya laughed. “How does that mesh with the sex class he’s about to give?”


    Samantha led them toward the mess. “It’s not just a sex class. He’s going to teach them what their fathers forgot–to have honor when dealing with women.”


    “We also need one for women when dealing with men.”


    Both tired mothers agreed with Angela’s mutter.


    Angela and Tonya escorted Samantha to the mess entrance. Tonya yawned. “I need to get my monster from the sitter and sleep. Thanks for the lesson. I’m sorry it didn’t work.”


    “Yep.” Angela walked toward the steps, now being drawn by the excitement on the deck below them. Tonya and Samantha were tired and focused on getting back to their infants. They weren’t picking up on it.


    Angela followed the buzz down the steps and toward the large training room. Muffled shouting came to her as she reached the bottom.


    “Make her stop now, Neil!”


    “Help!”


    “I’m still bleeding!”


    Angela followed the others who’d been drawn. The images she was getting from Neil put a grin on her lips.


    Trent wasn’t sure if he should intervene. The screams were slowly becoming serious.


    “She’ll get tired in a bit.” Angela leaned on the guard desk and swept the small crowd.


    Ed felt her regard. He didn’t speak in case she was mad at him for sending Adrian to guard her.


    Angela lifted her brow at Tim, who was next to Ed.


    Tim shook his head. He hadn’t figured out Ed’s problem. Their meeting had just ended when the screaming drew their attention.


    Angela wasn’t surprised. She locked eyes with Ed. “Have you made a choice?”


    Ed nodded quickly. “I’d like to float and not be assigned to anything.”


    Angela shrugged. “Fine. I need a guard right now.”


    Everyone around them frowned as they realized she didn’t have one. She’d ditched Stanley in the mess.


    Ed took the slot in relief. Following her around the ship for a few hours was easy duty.


    “No teeth! No teeth!”


    “Rush her! She can’t get all of us!”


    “No! Let go! I need that later!”


    “Rush her!”


    Thud! Thump.


    The sound of a body hitting the mat was clear.


    Tim winced and left.


    “Wade’s class should be starting soon. You can wait here to see what the rookies look like when Amy’s finished and be late for it…or you can be there early and score points with a senior Eagle.”


    Men exchanged glances at Angela’s comment. And then took off running toward the cargo area.


    Angela laughed.


    Ed realized he was going to miss it. There’s punishment number one.


    Angela didn’t say differently. She moved closer to Trent. “Another two-hour workout when they come through the door. Or put them in a lifeboat and get them out of our lives.”


    Trent assumed Angela knew the rookies were slacking off and planning violence. “I’ll make the choice clear.”


    Kyle came down the hall, glaring and barking. “This is a training hall! Where do you belong? Why are you here?!”


    The remaining Eagles and camp members got out of his sight.


    Kyle stopped by Angela and Trent. “Does that workout include the child who’s giggling while beating the shit out of four grown men?”


    Angela nodded. “Make them do it together. They won’t slack off with her there and she’ll enjoy being treated like an Eagle. Make them stay to clean after she leaves, so there’s no chance of retaliation tonight.”


    “We’ll cover it.” Kyle pushed her button, carefully. “Good choice. It’s exactly what Adrian would have done.”


    Angela stared at him.


    Kyle turned and headed for the steps. “I’ll finish rounds. Go eat something.”


    Angela’s upper lip thinned. “Tell your wife to find me as soon as she gets a minute.”


    “Yep.”


    Trent met Kyle’s eyes as he hurried by. Good one. She felt that.


    Kyle knew. He didn’t like manipulating her, but Marc had left them all no other choice. Things won’t be the same when you come home, Marc. I hope you can adjust.
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    Wade left the mess after pressing a soft kiss to Samantha’s cheek.


    Ralph joined him as he hit the hallway.


    Wade felt the sudden mood shift. “Are you okay?”


    Ralph ignored the question. “Does the boss know we’re trying to manipulate the normals through old brainwashing techniques?”


    Wade thought of the carefully chosen movies and books that had been put out and of the art their kids had taped to the walls. “It’s hard to say. She’s got her own stuff going on, you know?”


    Ralph didn’t care about her spending time with Adrian. “Do you think she’s really working on it?”


    Wade scowled. He slowed to avoid a small group of men who were going to the same destination. “Why are you losing faith in the boss?”


    Ralph also didn’t care about witnesses. “She isn’t stopping the segregation and discrimination! There are four normals being abused right now in a training room.”


    Wade understood why Ralph felt that way. He just didn’t agree. “You and I are working on the normals. The boss has a plan in action.”


    “You think that’s it?”


    “No. She doesn’t want the drama and violence either.” Wade caught a flash of Angela refusing to give in on something Ralph wanted. “If she turned you down, she had a good reason.”


    “The reason she gave is unfair.”


    Wade shrugged. “Maybe the council will cover it when they reconvene.”


    Ralph scowled. “That’s what she said and then she refused to schedule a meeting! Now I can’t protect my people!”


    Wade became worried over Ralph’s raised voice and pinched face. “What’s going on with you?”


    Ralph couldn’t lie. “The normals are waking up from the charm she used. Now that we’re on land again, our base nature is coming out. I’m trying to keep them alive.”


    Wade waited to let a group of giggling single women go by them. “I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “You have to help me, Wade.”


    “I will, and so will the boss. You just have to give her time.”


    Ralph stiffened. “And how many more will she kill off while I wait?!” He stomped away.


    Wade continued toward the cargo area, good mood now gone. Ralph sensed the choice Angela was making about taking control of everything and he didn’t like it. “But the descendants do, dude. You’re outnumbered.”
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    Jennifer tapped on Angela’s door and opened it. “Kyle said you want me?”


    Angela put Brittani’s file on her desk and stood up. “Would you like to sub for me in the office?”


    Jennifer smiled. “Yes.” She didn’t tell Angela she’d missed being useful. It was too obvious for the boss to miss.


    “I’d rather no one knew where I’m at for a few hours.” That obviously didn’t include the senior people.


    Jennifer came up with a good excuse to keep people away. “Your stomach’s upset. You’re resting.”


    “Perfect.” Angela slipped on her shoes while wishing Brittani’s file had been more helpful.


    “Nothing in it we can use?”


    “Not that I saw. Feel free to go over it yourself.” Now that the right to privacy had been removed, there was no need to ask Brittani first. It made Angela angrier than she already was.


    “Take a guard.”


    Angela snorted. “Ed’s in the hall, almost asleep. He needs a brisk walk.”


    Jennifer chuckled. She went to the desk to peruse Brittani’s file. Sometimes the smallest detail was the most important. She was learning that the hard way.


    Angela stopped near the door. “Are you staying?”


    Jennifer slowly nodded. “Yes. Please. I’m sorry.”


    “We all have weak moments. I’m not upset about that, but I do need to know why.”


    Jennifer’s hand went to her baby bump. “I can’t protect Autumn and Roy like this. It’s not fair to take them away. They’re safer here than anywhere else, even if it’s not really safe here. I was tired, scared…” Jennifer sat in Angela’s warm chair. “I know you pushed me into things, but I would have made those choices anyway.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    Jennifer sighed. “I’m sorry Charlie still doesn’t want the job.”


    Angela shrugged. “Actually, that’s about to change, but it’s too late. The woman he chose ran away from him. He can’t do the job now. He has no respect.” Angela opened the door, tone hardening. “He lied. He hid the rule-breaking. He pressured her and put her in awkward situations she wasn’t equipped to deal with. The camp won’t forget it.”


    Ed flushed. He’d been listening and knew she meant Charlie, but half of that applied to him as well.


    Angela waved at the guard on the hall. “When she comes out, stay with her like you would have with me. Ed has my back.”


    Chad frowned through his swollen lip and bruise. Humiliation covered him like a coat. Everyone knew Stanley had put him down and he hadn’t fought back. “He resigned. He doesn’t have any respect now either.”


    “Still, it’s what I want.”


    Chad shrugged and retreated before Ed could add another black eye to his face. “You’re the boss.”


    “Not for the next three hours. That’s Jennifer’s headache.” Angela felt relief slide onto her shoulders, replacing the weight of the world. She let a genuine smile crease her lips. I’m on downtime.


    In the office, Jennifer braced her feet to handle the new weight.


    The crumbled letter on the desk didn’t draw her attention yet even though it was in Kyle’s handwriting.
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    “We’re done for now. You can all go crash.”


    Groans of relief met Theo’s announcement. His crew was putting in 12-hour shifts and getting a lot done. They all enjoyed the few hours they had to themselves anyway, but a lot of them wanted to go to Wade’s class.


    Theo stored his tools in the kit around his waist as the others went down steps and through the halls. They’d finished rewiring a section of this deck so it could handle the bigger appliances they’d taken from the other ships.


    Monica handed him the last screwdriver she’d been using. “I’ll sweep up. You go on.”


    Theo smiled at her and left. Monica often cleaned the garbage from their jobs. He knew it was FND work for most people, but he hadn’t been able to figure out what Monica would need those credits for.


    Theo’s tired mind went to off time and who he might spend it with. He’d accepted that Debra had moved on. He wasn’t torn up, though he did miss her. He was more concerned with his own happiness now. The need to explore had been hitting him in sharp slaps that said he wasn’t going to be content much longer. I think I’ll go to Wade’s class and listen. It can’t hurt to know what I’m doing with the next one.


    Monica finished cleaning quickly and stored the equipment in the hall closet. Then she went into the small lounge at the end of the corridor.


    Charlie looked up.


    Monica checked the halls and found them empty. She entered the lounge and shut the door.


    Charlie put his flask on the table and glared with drunken, angry orbs.


    Monica lowered the shade on the window and began pulling off her shirt.


    Charlie watched her strip, body hardening even while his heart cried. When she neared him, he shut his eyes and held still. It was the second time today, but that didn’t matter. He could give her what she wanted and for a few minutes, he would pretend Tracy was in his arms.


    Monica smothered the guilt as she climbed onto his lap. She’d left duty earlier, unable to resist his mental misery. He needed the distraction and she wanted his body. It was perfect for them both.


    Monica took him hard and quick, the way they liked it.


     


    Theo came back down the hall with a wrench in his hand that he’d forgotten to put away. Moans immediately drew his attention. He recognized Monica’s rough voice. Then he heard the male now begging her to go faster, harder.


    Theo stored the tool and got out of the area before they finished. I didn’t actually see them. That could have been anyone.


    He didn’t care about Charlie, but Monica was a member of his team and he needed her. It’s just sex and that’s none of my business.
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    “Is someone in here?” Stanley started to close the sauna room door.


    “Justs mes.”


    Stanley stepped inside the private room, frowning at the drunken woman slouching in the corner chair. He was off-duty now, but Jennifer wanted a new round of the ship done and he liked being asked. “Are you okay?”


    Pam shook her head. “But there’s nofing I can do about it.”


    Stanley knew she was lonely. “Let me help you to your room. You can’t keep passing out in here. Someone will find you.”


    Pam knew he was right, but it didn’t matter to her. “I already lost it all. Nofings she can do to me now.”


    Stanley didn’t know what to say or how to handle it. He decided it was time to let someone know she was having trouble adjusting to being single. And hated, he added mentally. The camp had followed Missy’s lead. They were furious at her for leaving Angela and the Eagles alone, unconscious, with an assassin.


    Pam sucked in air; tears rolled over her cheeks.


    Stanley’s heart broke for her. He reversed direction and came to her side. When she didn’t move, he knelt to slide an arm under her. “Let’s get you on your feet.”


    Pam kissed him.


    Stanley held still. His nostrils flared. A vein popped out on his forehead.


    Pam pulled back to see how he was taking it.


    Stanley let go of her. She fell into the chair.


    “Never without permission!” He stomped from the room, letting the door slam.


    Pam burst into tears.


    Stanley heard her as he left. It swayed him again. Instead of going to report her, he wiped his sleeve over his lips and went toward the mess to enjoy an hour of downtime with the other low-level Eagles who’d been on duty over the ship today.


    When no one came in to confront her, Pam picked up the bottle of wine she’d brought from the bar and tilted it up. She didn’t stop until the bottle was empty.
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    “Hello.” Tonya greeted Theo as he passed her, but she didn’t linger to chat. The baby in her arms was sleeping, giving her time to handle a personal goal that had to be done when no one else was around. The men were gathering for Wade’s class. The women were also there, observing through cracks and lingering in the halls. This relief deck was deserted.


    Theo hurried down the steps so she didn’t have a chance to scan his thoughts.


    Tonya swept for other people, then stepped into the storage closet. She pulled the door shut, tugged the floor mat in front of the entrance to cover the crack, then flipped on the light.


    She put the baby into the pumpkin seat already sitting on the wide middle shelf and rubbed her arm. The baby was gaining weight now.


    Tonya took a dusty kit from the top shelf and opened it. She added a few ration bars, some pouches of water, and two baggies with baby formula that she’d taken from the infirmary. She took a magazine from her jacket pocket and added it, then zipped the kit and put it back on the shelf.


    She’d started collecting things long before Angela’s advice to be ready to go on a moment’s notice and it had nothing to do with what she’d done to Gabe. I need a safety net and this is one part of it. So were the other kits she was building. Hidden around the ship, she would have at least one of them no matter where she was the next time life flipped on her.


    Tonya gathered the baby into one arm, then turned off the light. She waited, listening, before she stepped out and continued down the hall. If we split, I may need to leave. If I’m accused of murder, I may need to run. If Kenn gets mean again, I’ll hide. Every private goal I’m working on right now is to cover me and my son in any of those moments.


    Tonya entered her cabin and smiled at Daisey, who was watching her orphans. The cats and kids were on the big bed, crashed in a variety of positions. Daisey was in the rocker by the bed, reading a romance novel. “Thanks.”


    Daisey put her bookmark in and stood, yawning. Her spine popped.


    Tonya groaned in sympathy, but she didn’t complain. Daisey was a lot older. If she could take it without whining, then so could Tonya.


    Tonya handed Daisey the baby and let her fuss over him for a minute. She and Ralph loved kids and it showed.


    Daisey enjoyed the time with the infant. As far as she knew, Tonya hadn’t let any other normal but her and Candy care for her children or spend time with her newborn.


    Tonya smiled again. “You’re not like the others. We trust you and Ralph.”


    Daisey wiped drool from the baby’s mouth, then gave him back to his mother. “Thank you. …I miss my grandbabies. These moments help me.”


    Tonya held the door with her free hand, and locked it behind Daisey. Her calm, happy smile faded into the scheming redhead Kenn had fallen for. “When we take over the world, I want her to have an easy life. She isn’t like the others. She won’t need to be retrained or removed for our peace of mind.”
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    “You’re all here for different reasons.” Wade’s words quieted the group of men in the cargo bay. “Some of you want peace of mind that you’re doing it right. Some of you want to make your relationship better or hotter. A couple of you want to maintain that relationship by making sure your partner is too happy to switch to someone else. Most of you just want to be a relief source, and again, your reasons for that are different. There’s the perpetual hard-on. Pride and boasting rights are in here. Record-breaking and soulmate searching are sitting next to you. Everyone has a different reason.”


    Wade took the beer from Theo and leaned back, making the chair tip. “That’s okay. I can help, but you have to remember one hard rule or you’ll crash and burn. Ready?”


    The two dozen men sitting and standing in front of him shifted closer to hear the rule that might govern this new part of their lives.


    “There are two possible endings to every moment. You must use the right responses to get the desired result.” He checked his watch. “We all have about an hour. We’ll cover some rules and then we’ll have a test on what we covered before.”


    Theo cleared his throat. “I missed your first class. Can I do a makeup lesson?”


    Wade chuckled. “Just observe when we get to that part tonight. I’ll test you guys next time.”


    Those who hadn’t been to the first meeting were thrilled. They opened bottles of beer or water and settled in.


    “The two end results are a commitment or no strings. If you use a strings line on a comet, you’re done.” Wade sipped his beer and continued. “I call them comets because no-strings moments are the hottest sex you’ll ever have, but they don’t come around often and many never repeat. You didn’t do anything wrong. They just didn’t like how it felt to go home alone. Those will eventually become stringers. So, we have stringers and comets.”


    The men were glad when Wade paused to let them catch up.


    Wade was amused by how many of them were taking notes. He was also filled with pride that he had a following.


    Wade immediately crushed that feeling. I’m just here to help them and do my part for the boss’s breeding tree. He went on. “Stringers and comets are just like you. They all have different reasons for the hookup. Being horny is usually where the comets come in. You’ll also get trappers and trackers who hunt your kind for the few who might make good husbands. Then they trap you by forcing you into a corner or making you too happy to service anyone else. Those are your choices to make. My advice is to avoid them. I’ve never had a good moment afterward with a trapper or a tracker.”


    Something thumped lightly against the wall across the room.


    The men exchanged glances and pretended they didn’t know a group of females had snuck down to listen through the employee hallway that ran along the cargo hold.


    “In later lessons, we’ll cover how to tell those apart. For now, you need to start working on the four Ss of sex. We’ll do the four Es next.”


    Terrance grinned. “And then the Xs?”


    “Exactly. That one will get graphic. Take a cold shower before the meeting.” Wade laughed with them. He also scanned to see who was here and who wasn’t. “Your words and actions tell the woman if you’re hoping for a relationship or a job. The four Ss will guide you. Sound, slow, soft, satisfied. You’ll apply the right sounds, while going slow. You’ll use a soft touch and make sure she’s satisfied. If you apply the four Ss every time, word will get around. After all, they came for the amazing orgasm. Never build them up and fail to deliver.”


    “Damn. He’s good.” The female voice echoed through the wall.


    Wade scowled. “One more noise from the mice and this meeting is over!”


    Men glared toward the hiding women.


    Silence fell around them.


    Terrance caught Wade’s eye. “What if we get interrupted?”


    “I’ve already told you to be careful about your choice of location so that doesn’t happen. But if it does, follow-up on your own within a day and finish the job with apologies, cum running down her thigh, and a smile. She’ll be forgiving.”


    Men laughed.


    “We’ll go over sounds first. Men grunt and groan. Women want words. What words you give them depends on if they’re stringers or comets. That’s good. You feel good. I like that. Comets love those. Stringers get turned off. You’re not giving them enough feedback to know how to respond. Stringers want a bond. You have to say how you feel. I love you still works, but go deeper. Start with how they make you feel physically and work your way up to emotions. Comets hate emotions and will turn to stone at the hint of that. You can use baby, honey, sweetheart in passionate moments and they’re fine. Stringers want you to use their name or the nicknames you’ve chosen. It shows the bond.”


    Wade waited again, but he suddenly found himself wishing Neil was here to verify that Samantha fit into these profiles. The thought of pleasing her made his stomach cramp. “Don’t use the exact words from these meetings. Women talk about their sex lives and it will travel the ship that none of us can come up with our own lines. Don’t ruin the job. Put your heart into it and get something amazing in return.”


    Listening from outside the main entrance, Jayda waited for Wade to call her in. He was a wonderful teacher. Jayda was only a little nervous at the thought of being his surprise guest for their test. All she had to do was act out the emotions on the cards he’d given her, but being surrounded by horny men examining her every expression would have rattled her before. Now, she was stronger–mentally and physically.


    She also knew Wade wouldn’t let anything bad happen to her. Samantha had snatched a great man. Their lessons had revealed Wade was full of light that wanted to spread. She had no doubt he would end up in a full leadership position as soon as his team retired.


    The rookies were often caught discussing that moment and pretending they would be able to cover it. The senior men sneered at them and refused to say if they planned to retire at all. Jayda had worried over that one for a while because it would be her future, too. She’d figured out the senior men didn’t expect to live through the final battle with Nature. They had some plans for that fight and everyone would keep training, but the Eagles had lost some of their faith after watching Nature kick Marc’s ass.


    Jayda stilled to listen as Wade continued.


    “Slow is the second S. Some of these women were abused and they’re trying to get over it. Fast movements scare them. Most women don’t want to be rushed, pushed, hurried, shoved, or pulled. Go slow. When the action starts, go even slower. Pick a song with steady, slow beats and use it as your mental guide.” Wade moved on. He didn’t want to run out of time for the testing he’d planned. “The soft-touch and satisfied come later. You’re not ready for that.”


    “Aw, man.”


    “Come on!”


    “Give us something!”


    Wade laughed. “Okay. Here’s a single example, and then we’re moving on. Ready?”


    Men nodded and grinned, expecting something good.


    “Kiss and rub her first. Don’t just rush in and eat the taco.”


    “O.M.G.”


    “What did he say?”


    “I don’t do that anyway. Gross.”


    Wade pinned the man with a knowing smirk. “And you’ve stayed single, huh? Imagine that.”


    The rookie flushed while everyone else laughed.


    “Never rush in. The woman will tolerate it if you’re a good eater, but she’ll still feel like you rushed. Don’t dive in to get it over with so you can have fun. They don’t like it.” Wade glanced toward the door. “You can come in now.”


    All the men rotated to see who it was.


    Jayda stopped in the doorway. Her heart pounded against her chest. Her palms became sweaty. Her stomach flipped over.


    Wade waved. “Tell me what’s wrong with her.”


    “She’s scared.”


    “She’s afraid.”


    “Shit. She’s terrified.”


    “So how do we handle that?”


    “The first two Ss?”


    “Exactly. Step back. Use the right sounds.” Wade locked eyes with Jayda. “You’re safe with me. You know that.”


    Jayda swallowed her fear. She walked to his chair and waited for instructions.


    The men in the room retreated to give her space.


    “Good. We’ll take turns now. If you can guess her emotion, you pass. If not, you’ll get another chance next time with a different special guest who’s trying to conquer a fear of men.”


    Everyone loved it that they could say these meetings were about more than just sex.


    Wade was honored to be helping. These public declarations of fear would help the women later when they interacted with these men.


    Jayda scanned quickly and found Terry’s face staring at her in light desire. She gave him a small smile.


    Wade caught it and stored that reaction. “First card. Let’s go.”


    Jayda had the first few memorized. She tapped her foot in mock impatience and tried not to stare at Terry. I don’t care that he’s short. He’s cute.


    Wade waited until Jayda looked away. Then he flashed a message in Eagle code.


    Terry blushed as the other Eagles caught it. He decided to take Wade’s advice. “How about a dance later, sweetheart?”


    Jayda’s scowl took up her entire face.


    Wade shook his head. “She’s not a comet, man. You just lost her.”
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    “Thank you.”


    Charlie kissed her sweet lips, then helped Monica onto her feet.


    Monica quickly righted her clothes and hair while Charlie zipped up and then leaned back like he was ready to pass out.


    “Are you okay?”


    Charlie forced a nod. “I’ll be able to sleep now. I’m good for another eight hours.”


    Monica wanted to stay and offer more comfort, but she was out of time. “I’m hitting the shower. Don’t forget to do the same.”


    “I will.” Charlie didn’t care if anyone smelled her perfume on him, but he did care enough about her to wash up. He just didn’t want to be around when this finally blew up. “Are you going to tell her tonight, like you said you would?”


    Monica nodded. Sadness came over her face. “Molly is a great girl. Anyone would be lucky to have her.”


    “But?”


    “But she isn’t enough for me. Or she isn’t right for me. Something like that.”


    “I’d find better words for that conversation.”


    “Yeah.” Monica headed for the door. “Call me when you get up. I’ll find a few minutes to stop by.”


    Charlie didn’t answer.


    Monica pulled the door shut behind her and strode through the hall as if she wasn’t having an affair with the boss’s son.


    Charlie slumped in the chair and let his eyes shut.


    The door opened. Conner came in wearing a deep scowl. “We need to talk.”


    Charlie yawned. “Later.”


    “Now.” Conner slammed the door. “This is the second time I’ve caught you guys! I can’t keep hiding it from your mom.”


    “Don’t care.”


    “It will cause trouble.”


    “So?”


    Conner glared. “What’s wrong with you? This isn’t about Tracy.”


    Charlie winced. “Don’t speak that name around me ever again.”


    Conner wasn’t scared. “Tracy isn’t worth all this. What’s your problem?”


    “You wouldn’t understand. Your father’s a piece of shit.”


    Conner got it all at once. “Then why didn’t you go with him?”


    Charlie held in a shout. “He told me to stay here and watch my mom bond with Adrian. I’m his spy.”


    “And yet, you’re here, avoiding them both.”


    Charlie tired of the game. “I’m pissed that she isn’t helping my dad.”


    “It’s only been three weeks.”


    “Twenty-one days is enough time for a nuclear submarine to circle the planet twice! Where is he? Is he alive? Does he need us?” Charlie’s anger faded into misery. “Did he go in hopes that he would die because Kendle’s gone?”


    Conner sat next to Charlie. He tried to be careful with his words. “He and your mom are bonded. If he was in trouble, she would know.”


    “But would she help him?”


    “Of course.”


    Conner’s faith eased some of Charlie’s pain. “I’m sorry.”


    “It’s okay. You’re right. Your dad is good. It has to be hard to know he’s in danger and you can’t help.”


    “I could…if I left.”


    Conner stilled, concern increasing. “Don’t do that. You’ll screw their plans. You know they’ve made plans. It’s what they do.”


    “It’s what my mom does.”


    “Still. She won’t let him die. You know that even if you’re doubting everything else.”


    Charlie’s anger rushed out again in a low mutter. “But how much will she let him be hurt before she steps in?”


    Conner couldn’t answer that in any other way. “As much as she thinks he needs.”


    “No one should have total power over everyone else’s life.”


    “She’s the alpha. It’s the way things are.”


    “It’s the way things were.” Charlie slid further into the chair. “I need to sleep. Go back to your Eagles and keep playing war.”


    Conner left, but he wasn’t angry. Charlie was lashing out because he was miserable. His affair with Monica was a symptom of that. “I hope your mom steps in with you soon.”


    Charlie tried not to cry. I hope so, too. I’m about to make an ugly choice and only she can stop me from following through.
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    “I can’t believe they made Grant the leader of all three rookie teams.” Jack let his training manual shut, worrying over his own position. If Grant moved up just one level, he might take Jack’s job. I’ll always have to stay a level ahead of him now. So much for coasting my way through.


    Erin wasn’t worried about Grant. Second in command on a level one team wasn’t a sought-after slot. “That’s easier to believe than we’ve been on this island a month now.” She’d joined when the cruise ship came through the Cayman Islands, like Piper had. Both females were still a little stunned by their rescue and quick placements into the Eagles.


    Level two Eagles picked up the conversation. Training manuals shut across the room. Multiple teams were supposed to be studying to make their next promotion.


    “It feels emptier with so many senior men gone.” Dace had been one of the last few pitiful refugees Safe Haven had allowed into the mountain. He’d watched the mostly peaceful camp almost get destroyed while he recovered from starvation. He hadn’t been sure any of them would make it out of there alive, but Angela’s Eagles had saved everyone with their magic and their training. He’d joined at their next open call for new rookies. “I’ll feel better when they’re home.”


    Stuart was also from the last group allowed in, but he wasn’t as grateful for the rescue. He hated being normal. “There’s still no word. They’re probably dead.”


    Dace scowled. “Marc just went quiet to gain the element of surprise.”


    Stuart ignored the scolding tone and glare from his descendant team leader. “I can’t believe he left her.”


    Piper agreed. “What does she see in him?”


    Dace had a spark for Piper. He backed down reluctantly. “I don’t know. Let’s talk about something else.”


    Stuart joined back in eagerly. “Why? If she isn’t happy with Marc–”


    “She is.” Kyle’s firm voice ended the conversation. He inspected the lower-level men and women from the classroom door. He disapproved of them and their attitudes. “You’re supposed to be studying the training manual right now. I’ll make sure the boss knows you were slacking off to gossip about her.”


    Kyle left before the whining started. He remembered being new, but he didn’t think he’d been so lazy. “A lot more was on the line then, I guess. If we slacked, we died. These newer people have it easy.”


    “I agree.”


    Kyle stiffened as Rico came from an employee door carrying see-through bags of trash.


    Rico sped up and got ahead so he wasn’t forcing Kyle to spend time with him. He was fresh out of the quarantine zone and doing all the right stuff to become one of them.


    Kyle disapproved of that, too.


    He took the steps up to the next deck and went to Angela’s office. The halls were quiet and waves of calm were flowing steadily, but Kyle could tell the difference. Angela’s fake mood charms fooled most of the other Eagles, but not the senior men who’d trained her. They knew her feel. She’s not here.


    Kyle recognized the vibes an instant later. Jennifer manning the boss’s post was a pleasant surprise.


    He tapped on the door.


    “Come in.”


    Kyle saw their kids sleeping on the blanket-covered couch next to the desk. He scanned Jennifer and found her shining, like she used to do when she’d had Angela’s full trust. “Who’s with the boss?”


    Jennifer finished the inventory sheet and slid it into the thick folder. “She took Ed.”


    Kyle tried not to celebrate being able to push Angela into something. “And her lip curled a little, right?”


    Jennifer snickered. “She’ll ditch him the first time he turns to scan their six.”


    “She couldn’t care less about who he sent as a guard. She’s pissed that he gave up after she gifted him with that job. He won’t enjoy this shift.” Kyle assumed Ed would spend it slogging through the jungle in the dark. “How long are you covering her post?”


    “It could be a while.” Jennifer looked at him with glowing brown eyes. “I’m not just manning her office. I’m the boss right now.”


    Kyle beamed at her. “Terrific.” It was the first time Angela had left Jennifer in charge since the drama. “Is everything okay between you two now?”


    Jennifer nodded. “I think so. She asked if I’m staying.”


    Kyle stilled. “What did you say?”


    Jennifer resumed sorting through the stack of papers that Angela hadn’t gotten to yet. “Yes. Then she grilled me on why and left me in charge.”


    “Because of the kids, right? Safety.”


    “She accepted that reason.”


    Kyle caught the vague wording. “But that’s not all of it, right?”


    Jennifer didn’t answer.


    “I see.” Kyle refused to push her on anything. He wanted Jennifer to do whatever made her happy.


    Jennifer checked her watch and sighed. “I’m sorry. I know you’ve put in a lot of hours today.”


    Kyle grew serious. “What do you need, Boss?”


    “Will you make sure she got where she was going? I don’t have her on my grid anymore and I can’t relax.”


    “No worries.” Kyle went willingly, smothering a yawn. He was glad for a moment to hide his pleasure that the plan was working. They’d guessed Angela’s reaction to being around Adrian all day. Now it was up to Adrian to prove he was good for her. If she came home in a bad mood, they would scrap this plan and work on something else.


    Jennifer sucked in a lungful of air and got back to work. She hated not telling Kyle how she really felt, but it was still better than lying. “And I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss this.” Being in charge was the same thrill ride it had always been, but the break had made her appreciate it more. “Angela’s right. It’s addictive, even when it’s bad for you.”


    Jennifer picked up the next evening report.


    Kyle’s letter was near the bottom of the stack.
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    Angela walked up the path toward the dark town, breathing deeply of the crisp night air.


    Behind her, Ed stomped through the vines and muttered under his breath.


    Angela slowed, sensing the right moment about to happen.


    A loud crash echoed from Cliff Road.


    Ed rotated to do a scan of that area.


    Angela slid into the dark trees and froze.


    Ed turned back around and scowled. She’d passed him in infiltration months ago. If she didn’t want to be found, she wouldn’t be. “She ditched me.” This was another punishment for resigning.


    The guard unenthusiastically began to try tracking her in the shadows of the jungle.


    Angela observed without moving. Ed was good. If she made a noise, he would hear it.


    A few seconds later, Ed went out of her sight, following the decoy she’d imprinted in the dirt right before the distraction.


    Angela swept the faint path she was about to take. She followed it up and found a red, white, and blue neon line waving at her. Adrian had created a flag out of glow necklaces from the ship’s gift shop.


    Angela quietly took the narrow path that wound down and around Cliff Road. She wasn’t scared. She was excited to be breaking her normal routine.


    Adrian looked up from his small fire with a smile of welcome that lit up her nerves.


    Adrian had put a small table and two chairs near the fire. His shack was a dark shape 20 feet behind them. He hadn’t thought she would be comfortable inside that small space. He’d also hung a small target and filched a sports pack with an airsoft pistol and pellets in case they needed something to break the tension.


    Angela paused, suddenly not sure if she should be here. It didn’t look good… But I need this.


    “You’re here for a gun lesson. There’s no reason to feel guilty.”


    She blew out a breath. “Then I won’t.”


    “Good. Start with your left hand, from 10 feet.”


    She rolled her eyes. “I could make that distance blindfolded.”


    “Then do it with both hands and we’ll move on.”


    She frowned.


    Adrian knew. “Stay at 10 feet until you bring the right back up to that level.”


    She gave him the excuse she’d been using on Marc and the Eagles for months. “I don’t have the strength to pull the trigger with the right. I can’t even make a full fist anymore.”


    “Are you using the tennis ball, like John told you to?”


    Angela winced. “No. The reminder hurts me.”


    “It’s supposed to. If we were happy all the time, we’d die out. Anger, fear, rebellion, sadness, hatred–they all keep us striving for the next goal, which keeps us alive.”


    Angela began shooting, but she didn’t pop off rounds. She concentrated on being perfect while he watched.


    Adrian studied her stance and movements for a few minutes. When she reloaded the 22 pellets, he began offering corrections. She hadn’t missed any of the left-handed shots, but it wasn’t smooth for her either. “You’re slouching on the right leg. And keep that wrist straighter.”


    Angela obeyed and enjoyed only having one thing to concentrate on.


    “Arm up.”


    Angela adjusted and found it easier to hit the center of the target.


    “Empty the mag now. Faster!”


    Angela missed two of the shots completely. The pellets flew into the darkness.


    The V popped out on her chin as she reloaded.


    Adrian didn’t need to see her face to know it was there. She was a receptive student who was easy to predict until she mastered a goal or level. Then she outpaces us on it. She’s amazing.


    Angela switched to her right hand with bitter longing. She missed being a steady gunner. In action moments, it slowed her because she couldn’t depend on that skill anymore.


    “I need to see it to help you.”


    Angela stopped stalling. She lifted the gun and fired. Her hand refused to clench tight enough. The gun slid, almost falling. The pellet flew into the air and came down somewhere in the trees.


    Angela used her other hand to grab the gun and shove it back into place.


    “That’s not a strength issue, Angie. It’s nerve damage. You need to use the tennis ball all day long for a month and hope it helps. Now keep trying, even if you have to use both hands.”


    “One-handed gun control is sloppy anyway.”


    “Agreed, but it is needed in this new world. You won’t always have two free hands.”


    She thought of several moments where that had already been true. “I’ll start working on it.”


    “Now.”


    Angela lifted the gun.


    Adrian observed in silence this time, letting her push herself. That hand wasn’t obeying anything she tried, however. He’d seen soldiers lose a slot over injuries like hers. A guard wasn’t dependable if they couldn’t pull a trigger when it mattered.


    “I have magic.”


    He frowned. “You won’t always, though. The drugs stop you. An enforcer might be able to slow you. Spells and charms still take effect. You need that gun hand.”


    Angela let that sink into her accomplishment-minded mind.


    She worked on it for the next 20 minutes without stopping. Her left hand stayed steady. Her right hand refused to control the gun.


    She finally put it down near the target, arm aching.


    Angela scanned her mentor openly, seeing the dangerous body and ruthless attention to detail that had always drawn her. Even lounging in a folding chair, Adrian was someone to be wary of.


    His gear caught her eye next. Adrian was wearing a radio that was tuned to the emergency Eagle channel, a belt with extra mags for her gun as well as his own, and several other items they’d decided on right after he was shot and she assumed command. It made the Eagles feel better to know her guards could call for help in multiple ways if things went crazy.


    When Adrian waved at the empty chair to his right, she went to it.


    Adrian pointed to a mug on the table. “Finish that or I won’t agree to anything you’re about to ask for.”


    Angela reluctantly opened the mug and sniffed the soup.


    “I used to make it for Conner’s mom. Her stomach was always upset.”


    Angela took a sip and frowned. Then she got the flavor burst and swallowed it. “That’s good.”


    “I’ll make sure your cooks get the recipe.”


    Angela kept sipping, finally feeling hungry.


    Adrian was thrilled when she finished all of it without any protests or tricks.


    Angela swept the darkness that led to an ocean illuminated by bright moonlight. With her stomach settling nicely, her mind went to Marc. He’s out there somewhere, without me. I hate this.


    “Have you heard anything yet?”


    Angela shook her head. “We can’t risk the UN hearing.”


    Adrian frowned again. “It’s been weeks.”


    “Tell me something I don’t know!”


    “Have you tried a dream walk?”


    “No.”


    “Good.” Adrian quickly continued. “I can help again, if you’d like to look ahead.”


    “Not yet.” Angela wanted to, but it was too soon.


    “Okay.”


    Angela stared at the flames, mind threatening to ruin her mood.


    “What can I do for you?”


    “I need a distraction.” She’d been using the kids, the new people, training sessions, building plans, and future schemes, but none of those were holding her now. “Give me something my brain can dig into.”


    Adrian reached under his chair and brought out a thick notebook. He tossed it to her.


    Angela smiled as she read the title on the front. Eagle Training. “Did you add what I asked for?”


    “Yes. There are plans for all-kid teams, all-female or male teams, and even one where Dog takes part. By the time we go home, you’ll have an army that can work alone or together in any situation.”


    “I want you to start covering our training sessions on the beach. Others will see it and join.”


    He swallowed his joy. “I thought you’d given up on getting camp members to become Eagles.”


    She sighed. “I want the new people to do better. They’re leery, and with good reason, but they need that sense of honor we carry or they aren’t going to make it here much longer.”


    “Do you have a group of rookies ready for an evaluation?”


    Angela rolled her eyes. “I have 20 restless souls who need the works, from minds to feet. That may drop to 15, depending on their current shifts.”


    Adrian understood she wanted some of them cut right away. Feet meant walk them out. He was good at that. Small demonstrations of what they were in for was usually enough to discourage weaker people from showing up for another lesson. “Whatever you need.”


    She changed topics abruptly. “I need to know what went wrong with the founding documents. Did we change it too much over the years? Did we forget to change it enough? Did we overlook the papers and focus too much on the Constitution? What went wrong?”


    Adrian settled back with his beer and enjoyed being needed. “I think it was the growth rate. In the 1700s, the population of England was only something like 13 million. I don’t think they imagined that just 200 years would produce a boom of our magnitude.”


    “That doesn’t cover all of it.”


    “No. I also believe they were shortsighted about how determined our enemies really are.”


    “We had a republic, and we couldn’t keep it.”


    Adrian didn’t completely agree. “Franklin was right, but we haven’t lost it yet. Safe Haven is proof of that.”


    Angela didn’t answer.


    Adrian knew that was a warning sign. He waited, hoping she would volunteer her thoughts instead of making him dig for it or play a game to earn the knowledge.


    Angela made a face. “You’re ruining all the fun for me.”


    “No, I’m avoiding the bush beating you’re doing because you know I won’t like a change you’re about to make to my master plan.”


    Angela stared at him. Adrian is so smart. It’s cruel of fate to put us together and never let us fully connect.


    Adrian dropped his eyes to the ground. He wanted to be humble, but he wasn’t capable of it. He rubbed it in instead. “You spent the day testing the theory that the island is safe so you can leave. You’re letting Kyle and Jennifer handle plans they think they came up with to give them practice for real leadership. You’re not bonding with the pregnancy out of terror that it won’t survive. And you’re going to change America from a republic to…?”


    “A hybrid.” She stared. He was everything Marc wasn’t and vice versa. The men were truly two sides of an incredibly valuable coin.


    His brow furrowed. “How will that work?”


    “You’re a smart guy. You tell me.”


    He smiled arrogantly. “Because you don’t know or because it arouses you to be around a man who can keep up with you most of the time?”


    “Both, and more. Please?” Angela didn’t tell him that anyone who could keep up with her mind might be able to excite her. Her byzan brain was still learning, planning, expanding. Now that most of the fighting was done, it had kicked into overdrive as a buffer against boredom.


    Adrian dug into that vision of the future. “The leaders can’t be rich, elites, foreigners, religious, political, or anything else that would come before the welfare of the entire country. We can’t be divided anymore.”


    “Yes. And it must be based on freedom. No forcing anyone to do anything, and I don’t care if that’s paying taxes or jury duty. I want true freedom.” Angela leaned forward, voice becoming intense. “How do I give us that?”


    Adrian’s eyes turned a smoky, roiling blue that stared through her. “Mix them all. Democracy, monarchy, socialism, capitalism, authoritarian, republic, dictatorship–mix it all. Pull the parts that work best for the citizens and ban the rest so it can never restart the misery we’ve all survived.”


    Angela waited for him to come out of the daze. Having another answer verified let her move on to the next issue. “Kyle gave me a letter.”


    Adrian yawned. “Last Will?”


    “How did you know? And shouldn’t you be upset?”


    “All senior Eagles write one at some point. They deliver it to the boss if they think the end is near.”


    “I haven’t seen anything in the few peeks I’ve taken of the future.”


    “Like with Darren?”


    “Yes.” Angela shuddered. “But not in a violent way.  There wasn’t any anger, only bitterness, like if he had a medical issue…” Angela’s stomach dropped. “Maybe he’s sick.”


    Adrian pulled the text from her mind. “It sounds more like regret, Angie. He’s not stable.”


    “He’s cracking?”


    They both stared.


    Adrian recovered first. “Is Kyle byzan?”


    “I’ll find out, but I’d say yes. He’s taken out hundreds of bad souls.” She slapped the chair. “He’s not sick or suicidal. He’s about to leave so his cracks don’t endanger his family.”


    Adrian nodded. “That sounds right. Has he put any plans into motion that you know of?”


    “He’s pushing Morgan and Jennifer together.”


    “So she’ll be covered when he leaves.”


    “He’s not leaving. We’ll help him.”


    “Doesn’t he already know the kids can use a spell to keep him from cracking?”


    Angela’s mind snapped pieces into place faster than his did this time. “Yes, but this makes more sense. He considers himself evil because of his purpose in life. Now he can leave her with a good man and a valid excuse; he’ll go kill more bad souls without restraint. He misses it.”


    “We all do.” Adrian didn’t offer her his bottle. He did study her over it, seeing what Kenn had told him about before he left. “I thought the glowy thing was the baby.”


    Angela froze.


    Adrian grunted. “What are you hiding?”


    “You don’t have time for that list.”


    Adrian chuckled. “Fair enough. Tell me about the glowy thing.”


    Angela let go of her mental lock. “I didn’t lie earlier.”


    Adrian stared in surprise as she began to glow for real. Her skin was translucent. He could actually see the blood rushing through her veins. “You stayed up there too long.”


    Angela locked it down again so the guard tracking her didn’t see it. Ed had figured out she tricked him with the decoy print and was coming back this way. “Yes. It’s part of me now.”


    “So when we keep evolving, we gain more power and then we can go to the Weigh Station and become like them. Interesting.”


    “Interesting? It’s awful. I don’t know what I am now!”


    Adrian clucked at her. “You know exactly what it is. You just don’t want to admit it because you still hate being different.”


    “I hate it because it isn’t true! I’m not an angel. If anything, I’m the exact opposite.”


    “Kronus and the others weren’t good. Angels aren’t like we read about in Sunday school, Angie. None of them were good.”


    Angela tried not to cry. She stared at the fire. “I think I want to be a normal again, without having my demon ripped out or being locked away.”


    Adrian scowled. “No. I won’t ever allow that.”


    Angela smiled in triumph, eyes glittering as she looked up. “Thank you.”


    Adrian’s stomach bottomed out. “You scheming little bitch.”


    Angela smiled wider.


    Adrian glowered. “That’s what this entire day was about. You didn’t need my help with anything. You aren’t breaking from being alone. You were pushing me, for proof.”


    Angela settled back against the chair. “Now that you’ve confirmed it’s possible, tell me how it’s done.”


    “Not on your life.” Adrian got up and headed to his shack. “Do another half hour of practice before you go back.”


    Angela stayed in the chair, mind flying with plans she hadn’t explored before because they weren’t possible. “This might change everything.”
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    Adrian saw Ed as he stepped onto the rock platform that housed his shack. He whistled lowly. “Follow the light from my fire.”


    Ed went by him, grateful.


    Adrian kept going, furious. He entered his bunker and closed it up, trying to figure out how to stop her next plan. If she gives it up, we’re all doomed.


    “She won’t do that until we’ve won the war.”


    Adrian shouted, hand going to his gun.


    “Easy.” Morgan was sitting in Adrian’s chair. He’d been listening to their conversation through the bugs that Marc had insisted they keep active throughout the island. “We need to talk.”


    Adrian took deep breaths and held his bladder. “About what?!”


    “Your future in this camp.”


    “I’m not in your camp!”


    Morgan sipped the drink he’d poured from Adrian’s stash. Thick fumes hit the air as he spoke. “I’m not Marc or Kyle. I have little loyalty to you and we’ve never really been friends.”


    Adrian’s eyes narrowed. “Are you telling me to leave?”


    Morgan drained the glass. “The opposite, actually. The Eagles want you back, in most of the duties you performed before.”


    “But?” Adrian knew there was one.


    “As soon as Marc comes home, you have to drop out of sight again.”


    Adrian frowned at the medic instead of telling him Angela had asked for almost the same thing. “What’s the catch?”


    “Why does there have to be a catch?”


    Adrian glared. “I’m not in the mood for games, Morgan. Spit it out or get out.”


    Morgan sat the cup on the little table. “When we go home, you have to lead us.”


    Adrian was surprised again. “That’s Marc’s job.”


    “Not anymore.” Morgan stood up. He slid by Adrian to reach the hatch and open it. “We don’t trust him. He’ll never guard us the way you did. Get him to give you the job or none of us are going back.”


    Adrian stood there, mind a mess, as Morgan left. I can’t do that… Can I?


     


    Morgan joined Kyle as he came around the side of the shack. Coming here and delivering that ultimatum hadn’t been easy. No one wanted the duty, so the senior men had accepted the job. At some point, Angela would hear about it and change her plans accordingly. “But, what if she doesn’t?”


    Kyle wasn’t worried over that. “She’ll always do what’s best for the camp. Marc’s the one we have to worry about.”


    The two men slid into the rocky shadows and watched over Angela as she began shooting at the target again. When she kept working on her bad hand, excitement and dread mixed in their stomachs. To them, it meant more trouble was coming.


    Ed realized Angela was double covered. He wasn’t needed. He headed for the ship, trying not to be hurt. This is how I wanted it. I made the choice. Now I have to live with it.


    A familiar wave of tension flooded Kyle. He tried not to get annoyed. She’s fine, Jenny. Doing some target practice and enjoying half an hour alone.


    Jennifer’s stunned pain slapped him in thick waves. Why am I reading your Will?!


    Morgan swung toward Kyle in the same breathless terror. “What did she say?”


    Kyle was trapped. The lie he’d rehearsed fell to ashes in his mind. “I’m covering the future…and my own happiness. Being an Eagle isn’t enough for me now that I’ve evolved.”


    Morgan sucked in air. “You’re byzan.”


    Jennifer’s misery swarmed both men as Kyle nodded. His mind opened to let them see his fear.


    Angela was forgotten as the trio mentally connected and began sorting through Kyle’s mental state. Jennifer and Morgan spotted the first crack and flinched together.


    Adrian came to the entrance of his shack and resumed duty over Angela as she continued to work on her own improvement. He made another connection while she ignored the newest drama. She did that on purpose. Why?


    Angela switched hands and kept working. Adrian was right. In this new world, firearms were still the law of any land. She refused to think of the answer to his mental query. She was curious how long it would take him to figure it out on his own.


    Adrian scanned the quiet jungle and the peaceful ship in the bay. He could almost see the boredom rising from every soul. She really is setting things up so she can leave. And some of these people are going with her. That’s why she’s winding them up.


    Angela turned to look at him. I’m also teaching them to solve their own problems so they won’t need me as much anymore.


    Adrian’s face darkened. “For Marc.”


    “For my own happiness. Being just Safe Haven’s leader isn’t enough for me anymore, either. Your army wasn’t created to sit on this island and let the rest of the world rot while we get fat and lazy. We’re all making our choices on the future now.”


    “That’s dangerous considering that we still need to go back and fight.”


    “Says who? The Messenger? Some ancient guide that no longer has control over us?” Angela sat the gun on top of the kit and marched onto the dark path. “I’m the boss down here. I’ll do as I please. If someone has an issue with that, they’ll have to get over it or start another war, with me.”


    Adrian was suddenly scared that he knew what she was planning for all of them.


    Drawn by the new tension, Kyle and Morgan also stared, but not with dismay like Adrian was doing. What Angela was suggesting had crossed their minds many times and been shoved out so they weren’t tempted to go against her. Knowing she wanted them in control of the normals was a relief.


    The men followed her toward the ship and kept track of their audience. They needed Adrian’s help for a peaceful transfer of power to the descendants.


    Adrian trailed the group to make sure they got back to the ship. He also ran scenarios in his mind to determine where this might lead if he just stayed out of her way.


    Adrian saw the outcome and felt a chunk of his reluctance break off and fall to the ground. “I expected worse.”


    Angela had also been keeping track of his reaction and opinions. “So did I. Now you know why I’m exploring that possible future.”


    “It’s still wrong.”


    “Yes, but what is it you were always telling us?”


    Adrian sighed. “Right and wrong no longer matter. Only survival does and there are no rules to that.”


    “Exactly.”


    Adrian rubbed his marked arm unconsciously. “I’m not saying yes.”


    “Think it through. There’s still time for that.”


    “But?”


    Angela increased her pace down the steep road to give her body another short workout. “Don’t take too much time or we’ll do it without you. We’ve all pretty much made up our minds. We’re not dying for them. We’re going to rule them. That’s how it should have been all along.”


    Adrian stopped on the beach, mind a mess as right and wrong fought for space.


    Angela kept walking.


    Kyle stayed next to Angela as she went across the pontoon bridge. “Should I tell Jennifer you’re back in charge?” He was ready to help get the kids to their cabin and crash. He was exhausted.


    “No.”


    Kyle frowned. “You don’t need to do rounds again. Jennifer covered it.”


    “I’m not. I’m heading to the safest place on the ship. I’ll stay there until the next shift change.”


    Kyle followed her up the ladder and then down the ramp, studying her mood and thoughts.


    Angela yawned widely. She went straight to her office and tapped lightly.


    Jennifer glanced up with a smile. “I’d be honored if you slept here.”


    Angela went to the empty couch across from the kids and stretched out. She was sleeping hard a few minutes later.


    Jennifer stared at Kyle, waiting for him to tell her what was going through his mind.


    Morgan waited in the hall, also waiting while providing guard duty over both women.


    Kyle didn’t want to do this right now. “I’m sorry.”


    Jennifer melted. “It’s okay. We’ll figure it out.”


    Kyle shook his head as he left. “No, we won’t. I’m not sealing my cracks, Jenny. I’m keeping them.”


    “Why?”


    “Because my happiness matters, too. When I leave, Morgan will keep you safe.”


    All of the good feelings Jennifer had been developing for Morgan turned to ashes. A dangerous coldness took their place.
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    “Good morning, Safe Haven! Shift change is coming up fast and breakfast is almost ready. It’s time to rise and shine. Good morning, all you wonderful people. Now get your asses out of bed!”


    Molly groaned at the loud radio call. “I thought I switched that off.”


    Monica leered. “No worries. You were busy turning me on.”


    Molly giggled. “Last night was hot.”


    “So are you.” Monica wrapped her arms around Molly’s naked body. “Good morning, beautiful.”


    The women kissed briefly.


    Molly remembered the last thought she’d had before falling asleep. “I haven’t seen much of you recently.” She smiled hesitantly. “We’re okay, right?”


    Monica nodded and pulled away. “Just busy earning points.”


    “Is it working?”


    “I think so. I have duty over the boss today.”


    “That’s great!” Molly admired Monica’s bare bottom as she rose from the bed.


    Monica was careful not to touch any of the canvases or easels so she didn’t get paint on her clothes. The warm cabin was crammed with art projects that Molly worked on during downtime. Monica had quickly learned most of them were still in progress. I hate the smell of paint.


    “You know, I’ve been thinking a lot about us.”


    “Yeah?” Monica retrieved her clothes from the chair.


    Molly caught the lack of enthusiasm, but she pushed ahead anyway. “We’re really good together…and maybe we should talk about the future.”


    “That makes sense.” Monica hurried toward the bathroom. “But hold that thought, huh? I can’t be late.”


    Molly smiled again. “Of course. Have a great day.”


    “Same to you, babe.” Monica shut the door.


    Molly shut her eyes and let the after-sex soreness carry her back into slumber.


    Monica breathed a quiet sigh of relief as she dressed and fixed her hair. The bathroom was cluttered with items that belonged to both of them. Monica knew she should help out and clean it, but she was tired of working. She wanted to play.


    Monica slipped out of the cabin a few minutes later. She pulled the door shut gently, mind already moving on to the next fun moment. Charlie was just waking up. She wanted to give him a mood boost before he had to start his own day of labor.


    “Don’t you feel guilty at all?”


    Monica jumped and spun, hand going to her gun belt.


    Conner’s eyes narrowed. “How much longer do you think people will cover for you?”


    Monica was glad the temporary guards on this hall, Ian and Allison, weren’t close enough to hear him. The passages weren’t empty, but traffic was light with groggy people minding their own business. The smell of meat cooking was just starting to pull people from their beds. Great food was always a draw now.


    “Well?”


    Monica scowled at the cute young man wearing his workout clothes. “Don’t be a prude.” She wanted a few minutes with her new boyfriend and she was going to take it.


    “Have it your way, then.” Conner knocked on Molly’s cabin.


    Monica paled. “What are you doing?”


    Conner admired Monica’s pretty face, but her attitude would have come between them even if he wasn’t hooked on Candy. “Telling her, of course.”


    Monica shoved him. “Don’t do that!”


    The door opened. Molly peered between them sleepily. “What’s up?”


    “Nothing. Conner tripped.”


    Conner went around Monica. “Boss wants to know if you can cover sentry duty over Jennifer during the evening meal?”


    Molly nodded. Her brow creased. “Why didn’t you want him to tell me that?”


    Monica delivered a caring tone. “You need your sleep. You work hard.”


    “I’m fine. I’ll be there.” Molly shut the door and crawled happily back into the musky bed.


    Monica glowered at Conner. “Not funny!”


    Conner shrugged as he went down the hall. “I thought it was. And don’t ever touch me again or I’ll put you on the floor. I don’t care that you’re a woman and an Eagle. Keep your hands to yourself.” He raked her in contempt over his shoulder. “Though I doubt you’ll be an Eagle much longer. As soon as Angela figures this out, you’re gone.”


    Monica opened her mouth to argue.


    Conner jogged up the steps, leaving her with the option of shouting or following.


    She chose to let it go. “I’m a grown woman. I’ll do what I want.”


    Monica strolled to the steps. She had no doubt it would all blow apart at some point. “And I don’t care. This is the apocalypse. There are no rules.”


     


    Conner didn’t send a nasty thought in response, but he wanted to. If not for Charlie being his best friend, Conner would have already told both Molly and Angela what was going on.


    “Are you okay?” Jonny was also going to the workout zone to do his morning routine. He fell in with the teen. “You seem pissed.”


    Conner shrugged. “Some people are still stupid. The war couldn’t change it.”


    “Very true.” Jonny thought of his obsession with Grant. Now that their captain had begun proving himself as an Eagle, Jonny wanted him even more. “I’d like to help, but I think I’m infected, too.”


    Conner got serious. “Do you think it’s catching? We might have another outbreak.”


    “Could be.” Jonny laughed as they entered the main training area.


    Conner didn’t ask again, but it lingered in his mind. We know you can inherit low and high-IQ genes. Maybe you can spread them, too.


    Jonny and Conner joined the higher-level men and women on the treadmills.


    Everyone in the training room was wearing workout sweats except Kyle and the rookies. They were in full Eagle gear to prep for their coming training and duty shifts. Conner felt odd not being on that side of the room, but he was happy not to be with the new people or the lower-level Eagles. He’d been taken into Daryl’s team and was thrilled to be there.


    Jonny smirked at the bruised rookies gathering for a final lecture before being sent out with the boss today. It was their last chance to prove they could learn to do the job; no one thought they would succeed. Out of all the new people, only Rico seemed to care, but he was still mistrusted as much as the others. New people weren’t welcome in Safe Haven. Jonny was glad he’d gotten in before things had become ugly.


    The bruised rookies glared back, but they didn’t pick a fight. Being beaten by a child was humiliating. They had no defense.


    “Pay attention!” Kyle was fed up with the new people, like everyone else. “If you screw this up, you’re out of here!”


    The rookies stared at him with glassy glares and closed ears.


    Kyle sighed. “Get to the beach and do what your new trainer says. If you get switched, you’ll be out of here before dawn.” Kyle stomped from the room.


    The rookies took the other exit.


    Conner and Jonny exchanged looks and hoped the expulsion didn’t get violent. They didn’t want to shoot the new people down in cold blood.


    Kyle marched up the steps, shaking his head. Guns won’t be used. They make too much noise.
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    “Good morning. Nice day.” Adrian greeted everyone as he came down the hill to the beach, even those who glared at him. “Isn’t nature a lovely sound?”


    He also stayed ready to duck any fists. He wasn’t in the mood to take another hit.


    Adrian went toward Neil, who had a clipboard and point over the beach. The trooper was overseeing multiple projects while also protecting the boss until she left this zone.


    Adrian scanned Angela, aware of her stiff shoulders and lightly tapping foot. She’d felt him before he got here.


    Their bond lit up, but Adrian refused to be distracted. He lifted his sunglasses and began evaluating the 15 bored, overconfident men and women scattered around a corner of the beach.


    The rookies tossed rocks at each other or kicked the sand, chattering and joking while ignoring everything else. Adrian wasn’t impressed with any of them on sight. He also welcomed the challenge of turning some of them into Eagles. “Willing, rehabs, or tests of loyalty?”


    Neil examined his sheet instead of throwing an insult like he wanted to. “A mix of all three, along with people who need to be distracted, people who hope to be distracted, and rage control. I stuck number tags on them because I can’t remember their names yet.” Neil didn’t see the need for it considering they weren’t going to stay.


    Adrian picked out a few who had the feel of rookies. “Numbers 8, 6, and 12 go last. We’ll start with the worst and work our way up.”


    Neil blew his whistle.


    The group joined him near the edge of the water. The bruised rookies in the rear stared at the ground so they didn’t draw Neil’s attention. They all assumed he’d taught Amy to be vicious. If they couldn’t beat her, there was no way they could handle him.


    Neil hoped they did try again. I can use the outlet. “This is Adrian Mitchel. Do what he says and you might be one of us someday.”


    Neil didn’t say many of them would be permanently removed if they failed, but he was eager for that call to come down. The new people weren’t even trying to fit in. They reminded him of the mountain hell.


    Neil glanced over to verify the boss was okay.


    Angela signed the daily schedule sheet and slid it into her thick binder under the correct tab. She was looking forward to having a computer to keep track of everything she wanted. Kenn would be assigned to build it after the mission team returned.


    Misery shoved against her chest. Desperate to keep it locked, she allowed herself to glance at Adrian.


    Adrian felt her regard. He smiled at the cute brunette rookie in front of him.


    The woman flushed and pushed her large chest out in an open invitation. She hadn’t been here long, but she knew who he was. “I’m Hannah. I’m free later.”


    Adrian chuckled and subtly glanced toward the desk.


    Angela was gone. He spotted her walking toward the jungle path.


    The female in front of Adrian decided he hadn’t taken the hint. She slid into his personal space and locked their lips.


    “Hussy!” Sadie flew across the beach toward them.


    Angela stopped to enjoy the show, smirking.


    Sadie grabbed Adrian by his hair and began dragging him toward the hill. She didn’t even look at the surprised brunette recoiling to get out of the way. “No flirting!”


    Neil tried to speak, but he was laughing too hard.


    Hannah sighed. “The best ones are always taken.”


    Neil’s anger returned. He refused to take pity on her because of the name curse. They also had another Megan. Neil found it cruel to know both females were doomed to die, but that didn’t change how he treated them. “Adrian isn’t the best. He’s a dangerous traitor.”


    “If you say so.” Hannah sniggered with everyone else as Adrian slipped free and ran toward the Eagles for help.


    Sadie resumed gathering fallen wood, content that she’d made her point.


    Sadie was in clean clothes, with clean hair and a nasty expression on her sunburnt face. Adrian had insisted she clean up before coming down here. She’d consented because she liked shower sex. Adrian didn’t. It was uncomfortable on his older body, but there was no way he would admit that.


    Angela walked into the jungle. A smile curved her lips. The tension line faded from her forehead. Warm wind rattled leaves from the trees that were starting to change color. Angela swiped them tolerantly from her hair. She hadn’t known they only went to green. She’d assumed all plants followed the same color patterns, but it was clear that tropical climates didn’t go barren for months like in their homeland.


    Adrian rejoined Neil, not hiding his satisfaction.


    Neil stared at him.


    “What?”


    “I know what you did.”


    Adrian tried to deflect. “You’ll have to be more specific.”


    Neil snickered against his will. Adrian had spotted Angela’s need to be distracted and covered it at his own expense. “Keep up the good work.”


    Adrian flashed a charming smile as Morgan joined them. “That is the plan.”


    Neil refused to allow the bond Adrian was trying to rebuild. “I don’t trust you.”


    Adrian met his eyes. “What’s the worst that could happen? He left her. There’s nothing I can do to match that.”


    Morgan and Neil wanted to defend Marc, but they didn’t. When he returned, even if his mission was a success, things wouldn’t be good here for the wolfman.


    Adrian went toward the trainees, flashing a hard glare. “Who’s my new sniper? That slot will eventually be on duty over the boss.”


    Hands went up. Eagles turned toward him in longing for the job.


    Morgan sighed. “It’s too bad we can’t put them togeth–”


    Neil walked away. He understood, and even concurred for the most part, but he refused to discuss replacing Marc in any way. Yet. He surprised me with this one. I assume it felt as bad to him when he found out I’m not really a boy scout either.


    Morgan hadn’t expected Neil to accept the idea right away. He was Marc’s closest ally, despite their physical altercations. He’ll be pissed when he finds out Kyle and I officially put that into motion last night.


    Adrian stopped, scowling deeply. “No guard on the boss?”


    Morgan kept walking. “She insisted. I can take the rookies back to the ship if you want to cover it.”


    Adrian felt the lie, but Angela had vanished and the group of rookies were now watching him like hawks. He did what no one expected. “Follow me.”


    Adrian marched after Angela, glaring at every senior man and woman around them as he went by.


    Those Eagles lifted chins or made rude gestures at his annoyance.


    Camp members observed in confusion, not sure what was happening.


    Morgan paused by the pontoon bridge. He didn’t glance back. He examined Wade’s face instead. The lessons from the sex class were already settling in. Wade had told them not to be caught studying the women for homework this time and Morgan was doing it automatically.


    Wade stared in surprise from the top front deck.  Guards all over the ship and beach were doing the same. We didn’t count on that.


    Morgan nodded, swallowing his surprised dismay. He slowly came out of the disappointment. She sent the rookies back yesterday. It won’t matter that they have a group of people around.


    Zack walked by Morgan to reach the bridge. It might even help. We know they both thrive under pressure. That many people monitoring their every move and expression is definitely pressure.


    Morgan followed Zack. “I didn’t know you were helping us.”


    ​Zack didn’t stop to chat. “I keep my loyalties locked away so it doesn’t interfere with my job.”


    Morgan knew that was true. “So why speak out now?”


    Zack jerked a hand toward the ocean. “He fuckin’ left her!”


    Morgan decided it was a good moment to play devil’s advocate in case he was wrong–in case they were all wrong. “Stopping the reset is a big deal.”


    Zack had already told himself that and gotten the answer that flew out of his mouth. “Yeah. Is he gonna leave her every time to handle that himself? ‘Cause people are always going to have kids. If that’s all someone needs, we’ll spend forever trying to stop it.”


    Morgan wasn’t sure. “We all have a different image of what that will be like. Until it happens, we should try to fight back.”


    “Those people weren’t like us.” Zack stopped at the ladder. “Did you hear the shit they’ve done to their own country? They didn’t deserve our help.”


    Morgan relied on the excuse the Eagles were giving camp members who were unhappy about that. “We did it for the future, so we don’t have to fight the UN when we go home.”


    Zack snorted. “I’ve already heard the threat you used on Adrian. I’m not one of the herd. I know we’re not going back.”


    Morgan did look toward the island now. Adrian and the rookies were out of sight. “I have faith that Adrian will get through to her.”


    Zack nodded. He started climbing the ladder. “So do I. That’s why I helped you.”


    Morgan waited for Zack to get ahead. Then he used just his arms to pull himself up the ladder. It was much harder than Marc made it seem.


    Wade retreated from the deck rail to let the men through. “Stanley’s searching for you.”


    Morgan swung his upper body onto the deck and rolled, stopping in a perfect training crouch.


    Zack laughed. “Showoff.”


    Morgan nodded, standing. “I try.”


    Footsteps hurried toward them.


    Morgan saw Stanley’s face and knew what he wanted.


    Zack kept going. “Good luck.”


    Morgan sighed. “Tell the boss this time, Stanley. Pam needs help that I can’t give her.”


    Stanley sucked in air. He’d run all the way here. “She’s in critical condition. She might not make it.”


    Morgan stopped. “What?”


    Stanley gasped in more oxygen. “She drank too much. Terry brought her back.”


    Morgan let Stanley pull him toward the ramp as shame washed over him.


    Then he stopped, pulling free from Stanley’s sweaty grip. “No.”


    Stanley frowned. “You have to talk to her!”


    “I’ve talked to her a lot. She only wants one thing and I can’t do it. She has to get through this on her own, and then move on.”


    “That’s not right.”


    “It’s harsh, but if she wakes and sees me there, she’ll fight for another chance when there isn’t one. She needs to fight for herself.” Morgan went toward the minibar on the rear deck, following Zack.


    Stanley was torn. He looked between the rear deck and the ramp. The rear deck was set up for any off-duty Eagle to have private entertainment under the sun. It was invitation-only for everyone else.


    Zack whistled. “Here, boy!”


    Stanley burst out laughing as he realized Zack meant him. He hurried after them, barking loudly like any other rookie who’d been picked for special time with senior Eagles.
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    Adrian barked at the rookies the entire trek through the jungle.


    “Get ahead of her, damn it! She’s not even running and she’s pregnant! Catch up!”


    The rookies didn’t want to be here doing this. All of them had been forced into the UN fighting force and they felt like the same thing was happening here.


    It was, but only because they’d been brainwashed into bad morals and ethics while with the UN. Without change, they weren’t able to have peace–they could only have survivors. Adrian believed in that, but he did dislike having to treat them this way. He just didn’t know what else would work.


    Angela enjoyed the sunlight beaming down on her skin. Tanks tops and jeans were her favorite clothes anyway, but they were also perfect for most of her manual labor. She let the sweat roll down her arms and spine and kept going. By the time she reached the town, she was soaked and so was everyone in her escort. They emerged from the jungle and drew immediate attention from those in town.


    Camp members scanned her and began bracing for trouble.


    Eagles moved closer to help if she needed it.


    People stocking the restaurant came to the door or windows to find out what was happening.


    Angela grinned, but she didn’t have the air to talk. She gave an exaggerated gasp and a wider grin.


    Camp members relaxed as they understood she was getting a workout.


    Eagles glared. She wasn’t supposed to be working out so hard that she was pale except for bright red cheeks. They glowered at Adrian next for allowing it.


    Adrian didn’t notice. He was still barking at the rookies to get them in place around her.


    Angela winced at a stomach cramp. Then she pushed herself forward.


    Adrian also missed that. There was only so much he could see while wrangling ducks who refused to maintain a row. He knew he’d missed something, though. He felt it.


    “Enough!” Adrian followed her with angry steps. “Get rid of them all.”


    The rookies protested, but Adrian ignored them. “They’ve had the basic training. They know what to do, but they won’t because they’re too damn lazy!”


    “Screw you, old man!”


    “Yeah! You can’t do it, either. Listen to you wheeze!”


    “We’re safe here now. Why does she need a guard at all?”


    Adrian looked at Angela.


    Angela shrugged. “I believe I said don’t hold back.”


    “Thank you.” Adrian spun and tossed out fast pain spells that staggered the rookies and sent quiet stillness through their witnesses.


    Adrian didn’t prolong it. “You have no respect for her or for yourselves. This isn’t the UN. We do things differently here and you can’t hang.”


    “We can hang in anything you do!”


    “Challenge accepted.” Adrian advanced. “Kai, level one!”


    Most of the rookies lined up and got in their stances. Sloppy and angry, they were destined to bleed.


    Angela leaned against the shaded side of the restaurant to observe and get her breath back. This matchup would be exactly like these UN refugees were used to–short and vicious. She knew who would be standing when it was over, but she doubted this would help him earn respect from the new people. They wanted the fame and glory without the work or the scars. They weren’t going to become members of Safe Haven. Letting Adrian try whatever he wanted was a desperate attempt to change their fates.


    Angela studied Adrian as he ducked and punched, took an ugly hit to the ribs and fell to the dirt. His fast roll and lunge brought down three rookies and then he was back on his feet, sweeping and swinging like a demon. Humans are wired for violence. Everything we do can turn violent in an instant. Is that a survival defense? Is it so we can evolve into peaceful beings in the future? What drives the violence? If I knew, then maybe I could change the reason it’s needed.


    Monica came from the jungle in a fast jog. Her time with Charlie had gone well, but she was running late. She came over to stand by Angela, scanning the area intently. “Sorry, Boss. Those runs are still hitting me.”


    Angela was distracted by the smell coming from Monica’s skin. She rotated toward the woman with bright red eyes.


    Monica froze. She refused to think about anything but how scared she was. Now I feel alive!


    Angela pulled in the rage. “Switch!”


    Trent tugged Monica from her frozen stance and took her place. “Go cover the other side of the restaurant.”


    Monica went quickly, but she didn’t run. Never run from a wild animal.


    Angela’s rage simmered.


    Trent wasn’t sure what Monica had done, but he knew what came next. “Punishment or removal?”


    Angela focused on the woman until she was out of sight. When she finally spoke, it was low and full of sly glee. “Neither. She needs a truth drop.”


    “What did she do?”


    “It’s more like who did she do. Ask around. Find out who all knows and didn’t tell me.”


    Trent added it to his notebook. “Soon, I assume?”


    “During the meal would be interesting. It might trigger a truth wave.”


    “Well, we always need that, don’t we, Boss?”


    “Yes.” Angela calmed. “Jennifer could use another guard, but wait until this lesson’s over.”


    Trent nodded. Adrian had already subdued most of the rookies and was about to finish two more who were falling for his wounded act.


    Thud-thud!


    Angela shook her head at a bleeding rookie near her feet. “Eagles don’t cheat unless it’s needed to complete a run.”


    Rico nodded, lowering his foot. He’d been about to trip Adrian while his back was turned. “Honor?”


    “Yes. It allows us to accomplish amazing things that don’t leave a dirty taste in your mouth or a stain on your soul.”


    Trent turned away to prevent the rookies from seeing his expression. Angela’s lie was one they’d heard from Adrian during their own training, but it wasn’t true in any way. This job always leaves a stain or a scar. If it doesn’t, we’re not doing it right.


    Tension flooded Angela’s nerve endings. Static electricity went over her sweaty skin and lifted the damp hair. Her stomach churned.


    Leaves and debris fell from the trees and the roofs of the building around them. Animals went still and silent. The ground rattled, stopping the fight.


    Angela lifted her shield and stepped toward the camp people so they could take shelter with her. “Stay close!”


    Many of them ran toward her in relief. A few fled into the restaurant rather than have contact with magic.


    The rookies scrambled to their feet.


    Adrian pointed at the closest building. “Into the barn!” Theo’s rebuild was sturdy.


    Angela sucked in air as time slowed. The sky above them darkened. The ground stilled in tiny increments as dirt shifted all around the island.


    The hive lit up with terrified alerts.


    It’s happening!


    Time just slowed!


    Fight it! Angela powered over the panic. Get those shields up! Push back!


    Adrian was aroused and annoyed as he watched her try to stop time. Why does she want to give this up?!


    Angela strained, strength going down as the time stream shoved against her in thick ripples that kept getting stronger.


    Adrian directed the camp people into the barn or restaurant with slowed motions and steps, but his eyes stayed on Angela.


    Lightning flashed. It struck a tree by the old post office. Wooden slivers blasted across the town in slow motion.


    Half the rookies took off running for the ship.


    Rico stripped his jacket and tossed it toward Adrian. “Cover her!”


    The jacket seemed to float into Adrian’s hand. Rain and hail fell from the sky in real-time, slamming into the ground and people.


    Eagles grabbed the slowed camp members and dragged them into the restaurant. A few of the camp members helped, ducking and dodging the hail and flying debris to assist their fellowman.


    Adrian checked for holes opening in the ground, thrown back to the beginning of their journey. Nature had swallowed parts of his camp then and taken the life of two of his female friends. A shudder went over his spine.


    Angela clasped his wrist. “Easy.”


    Adrian was grateful for her comfort. He was also ashamed of his weaknesses.


    “We’re all damaged. There’s no shame in that.” Angela strained, shield flickering as she pushed it outward. Her mind expanded. A new door blinked to life in her brain.


    Angela didn’t explore the new gift. She was no longer eager to play with power. It’s too easy to be tempted.


    Angela’s shield failed. It shrank around her and vanished. Hail struck her, knocking her to the ground.


    Adrian fell over her an instant later. He padded her stomach with Rico’s jacket as he brought up his own shield. He pushed it out like she’d been doing.


    Angela recovered and added her strength to his.


    Time slowly inched forward… It slammed back against them in brutal power. Both of them cried out. Their shields collapsed and refused to come back up.


    Adrian held onto Angela and waited for the horror of a reset.


    Boom!


    The ground vibrated from the recoil as time snapped back into normal motion. The weather settled quickly, but the ground rumbled unhappily for a long minute.


     


    On the ship, guards called a shocked warning.


    “Look!”


    The wave thundering by their island was taller than the cruise ship. Huge ripples spread out on either side of it, forming two smaller swells that would eventually be consumed by the middle monster.


    Water sprayed as it zoomed by, soaking the side of the cliff and barely missing the bay. There was nothing they could do but hope it broke apart by the time it reached land.


     


    In the town, Adrian pressed a kiss to Angela’s cheek, then slowly let go of her. “If you were normal, you might have missed this.”


    Angela took his hand up. “It wasn’t us, though, right?”


    Adrian stayed close and scanned to see if anyone needed help. “No. It felt like the power level went to zero in one hit.”


    Angela let him wipe dirt from her arm and hip. “What would cause that? Our energy levels don’t drop that fast.”


    “They do if we die.”


    Angela’s relief was crushed. “It’s killing them.”


    Adrian nodded as he retreated. “They’ve sacrificed hundreds of pushers in these attempts.”


    “These?” Angela tried to concentrate through the newest alarm bell ringing in the back of her mind. She got it all at once. “It’s been real each time. We thought it was the Messenger, but it’s happened since we handled him!”


    “Yes. We’ve all affected time throughout this trip. Surely you know it’s been us?”


    “I didn’t.” Angela was stunned. “We don’t need any of the other trappings?”


    “It requires all of it, plus other stuff to make it work. It also requires an energy level only byzan have.”


    “And we know there are other byzan. How could there not be?” She gestured angrily. “We were released on the world during a time when killing is as necessary as breathing.”


    Adrian nodded. “But we’ve never tried to do this. Our moments were accidental. Theirs are intentional and they don’t care if a pusher dies. They have an entire lab of rats that have to be fed. One less mouth buys them more time before their supplies run out.”


    Angela made a horrible plan, but it had a major flaw. We can kill the pusher, too, if I can figure out how to move while it’s happening.


    Angela’s energy bank registered a change. She could bring up her shield again now if she needed to. She motioned the Eagles to let the camp out of the restaurant and barn. She didn’t tell anyone to go after the running rookies. When they got to the ship, someone would remove them from her army for cowardice. “I wasn’t able to save them.”


    “Did you try as hard as you should have?”


    She slowly admitted the truth. “No. I held a grudge.”


    Adrian wasn’t surprised. “Maybe rightly so. I’ll go through them and give you a list of names to keep.”


    “No need.” She held in a shudder. “I’m sorry. I hate most of them.”


    “You’re not perfect, Angie. You’re going to have weak places. That’s okay as long as you keep trying to fix them.”


    It helped to hear that. She smiled at him.


    Adrian soaked it in. He loved making her happy.


    “I feel the same.” Angela led the way. “Let’s do it again for some other issue I haven’t conquered yet.” Like how we’re supposed to move fast enough during a time slow to accomplish anything.


    Adrian signaled their remaining rookies to stay with the camp. “Help them if they need it. And keep your ears open. More stragglers could have been shaken loose in that quake.”


    “It was an earthquake!” A nearby camp member turned to his partner and confirmed that’s what had happened.


    Angela didn’t force it on them. They didn’t have to accept magic. As long as they didn’t fight it, things could work out in the end. But if they do fight me, they’ll die. I’m not allowing survivors anymore. It always bites us in the ass. I’ve had enough of being nice.
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    Angela let Adrian stay close as she went back toward the beach, but she kept a strong barrier over her thoughts. Adrian was falling for every kind word she tossed his way. Marc had separated them because of his jealousy. Angela had planned around it. She’d even left her hair down and made sure it was clean for today. She could feel Adrian’s hot gaze going over her and stopping on the long curls every time. It wasn’t hard to get him in the mood to screw himself. He was so starved for her company that she could lead him into almost anything she wanted. He was letting out secrets with every conversation.


    She pulled one of those now. “That’s how I do it, right? A reset lets me go back to the moment I accepted who I am.” She glanced at him, catching his stagger and mouth dropping open. “I have to say no.”


    Adrian quickly nodded. “Yep.”


    Angela knew it had to be something else or something more. “I could change my bloodline.”


    He snorted. “Others could. You can’t.”


    “I’d have to go all the way back to the origin point.”


    Adrian stopped talking.


    Angela kept track of his face as she spoke, to know when she hit the target. “Eve wasn’t a natural descendant. She had to make that choice.”


    Adrian swore under his breath. “Too fucking smart for your own good.”


    Angela snapped it into place. “The angels came down and tempted the garden residents. All of them caved. But I can change her choice.”


    Adrian tried to discourage that line of thought. “There would just be two lines of power instead of three, and the angels would still exist. It wouldn’t change anything we went through.”


    “Oh, I won’t stop at Eve and her stalkers.” Angela’s eyes blazed. “I’ll spin it back to the very beginning of our existence.”


    “Why?” Adrian was horrified.


    “You know why.”


    Adrian did. She wants to take over from the first moment so we never have to fight anyone for control. It’s awful and brilliant.


    Don’t be absurd. I want to remove magic from the world. And then take over so we don’t have to fight anyone for control.


    Once again, Adrian couldn’t find fault with her logic. Only the methods were a stopping point with him. He assumed the same was true of her. You won’t sacrifice kids to achieve that goal.


    Would I give up the few to save the many? Angela put a calm smile on her face as the sound of people coming echoed through the trees. I’ve been doing that all along. I’m surprised you missed it.


    Adrian didn’t know what to say.


    Angela spotted a hatch opening nearby. She stopped and waited as the tunnel guard came up.


    Panaji spotted her and gave a thumbs up. “We all good down here, Boss. Half didn’t even wake up.”


    “What about damage?”


    “A few debris fell and we had dust. Guards are handling it.”


    Angela added it to her mental notes about safety on the island. The people in town had no injuries even though the flying shrapnel should have hurt someone. Not a drop of Safe Haven blood had been spilled on this island since Marc’s truce.


    Adrian stayed next to Angela as she met the coming Eagles and kept them all moving back toward the ship. Stressing men and women surrounded her as they walked, all eager for comfort and instructions.


    “The quake missed our main setups. No repairs are needed other than a blown sensor light on one of the cargo bay doors. Theo and Grant are checking the ship.” Kyle had run straight here, but he wasn’t out of breath and everyone noticed it. “The rookies were sent to the gym to wait. We’ll handle it during the land meal. Speaking of which, are we still doing that?”


    “Yes.”


    Kyle wasn’t eager for it. “Then you’ll need to make an announcement. They’re all upset.”


    Angela keyed her radio. “I need a volunteer repair crew to come to town. The tremor knocked over our beer pit and the ice is melting. I need at least 50 men and women to drink it before it goes warm.”


    Adrian grinned as the airwaves blared with willing voices.


    Angela wiped sweat from her neck. “Keep using that strategy, but don’t draw them with chocolate. We don’t have much of it left.”


    “Will that be enough?” Kyle was linked to the hive. No one was happy.


    She nodded. “The camp doesn’t want to think about magic. They’ll accept the quake story. The descendants know we have to get the herd calmed before we can discuss what happened.”


    Ed had come with Kyle. He wasn’t convinced. “Won’t that draw attention?”


    “I doubt any of the normals will even notice. As long as we keep them fed and calm, we can do whatever we want.” Angela went toward the beach, where more people were gathering.


    Trent had followed her and Adrian as their guard. He scowled at Kyle. “I thought Marc was supposed to stop this from happening!”


    Kyle shrugged. “It stopped, didn’t it?”


    Trent hadn’t considered that. “The reset has started, then.”


    Kyle nodded. “We’ll fight it, too, but there’s not much we can accomplish from here. The future, and the past, are in Marc’s hands now.”


    Trent made a face. “God help us.”


    Adrian glanced at Angela. “Even if He won’t, she will.”


    Trent allowed Adrian’s faith to calm his nerves. “It’s good that you’re here for her.”


    Adrian nodded. “An extra hand in a bad moment is a blessing.”


    Trent realized Adrian had misunderstood. “No, I mean for her. If she loses the baby, we’ll be without a leader.”


    Adrian had expected this. “I know you’re all doing it for that reason. No need to give me the lecture. Morgan covered it.”


    “Not true. He forgot to tell you the catch.” Kyle used words that couldn’t be mistaken. “If it goes sour, you will not be given leadership in her place. You’ll be hanged for failure to protect the boss.”


    Adrian didn’t blink. “Agreed. Now step aside so I can see that angle. You’re blocking my light.”


    Kyle understood the double meaning. He slid aside and let the former leader go to the boss’s side. “Don’t let us down, Adrian. We’re just starting to like you again.”
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    “Marc isn’t going to like that.” Chad waited for Jennifer to agree instead of scanning the top deck again like he was supposed to.


    Jennifer ignored the bruised man and went to the bridge. “Has everyone checked in for this shift?”


    Standing on the bridge steps, Ray nodded. “I’m your right hand when you’re ready.”


    “Who has the bridge?”


    Ray gestured. “A very hungover captain who enjoyed his celebration with the Eagles a bit too much last night.”


    Chad sniggered, forgetting himself for an instant. “Our captain got Applejacked.”


    Grant glared at Chad through the glass window. His shadow-lined eyes and green pallor told them how he was feeling. His sentry in the shadows nodded politely and returned to scanning for trouble.


    In contrast, Ray was chipper and perfectly dressed. His neat hair blew softly in the gentle wind; a vibrant presence emanated from him in friendly dependability. Jennifer wondered who else had that impression of Ray. He was one of the few Eagles who hadn’t been involved in a huge scandal.


    Ray’s good mood deflated. “Dale.”


    Jennifer was instantly sorry. “Damn. I’m sorry.”


    Ray wasn’t mad at her. He smiled at Grant. “It’s a beautiful day. No worries.”


    Grant belched, letting out a cloud of revolting odors.


    Ray recoiled. “I take it back! It’s an ugly day! Ugly!”


    Jennifer laughed with him.


    Grant tried not to puke as stomach acid burned its way up his esophagus. He wasn’t in any shape to work, but his pride had insisted.


    Jennifer didn’t care because they didn’t need to move the ship today. Calm blue and green waves rolled by the island and created tiny ripples that bumped into the anchored cruise ship. Jennifer didn’t mind the gentle rocking. It was soothing. It was also dangerous because it was making everyone drowsy. The excitement from the quake was gone now. “I’ll want to do continuous rounds until someone relieves me.”


    “You’re not being relieved.” Ray grinned. “She’s got you on duty all day and into the evening.”


    Jennifer sent out happiness that hit everyone on the deck around them. Guards rotated toward her in longing.


    Morgan growled, waking them from their daze. He joined Jennifer at the steps, glaring and pointing people back to their jobs.


    Jennifer lifted her chin. I didn’t mean to distract them. I didn’t do anything wrong.


    “Neither did they.” Ray came down the steps. He gave Morgan a cool glare. “Get it under control or we’ll have issues.”


    Morgan swallowed a nasty remark.


    Jennifer looked at Chad. “I have enough security. You can go now.” Chad’s black and purple eye was a reminder that gentle Stanley had put him on the floor. Chad had been found passed out in a closet since then. He was great with his gun and he’d aced Wade’s explosives class, but he was a failure at nearly everything else. Jennifer had wondered if he might have military experience when he’d first joined. Stanley flooring him without any payback had finally shoved that notion out of her mind.


    Chad walked away, frowning.


    Trent came over and took his place. “Boss wants me with you today.” He’d just come up the ladder.


    Jennifer immediately felt better.


    Morgan and Ray both made mental notes. Jennifer and Angela didn’t like Chad.


    Jennifer sighed. “He hasn’t done anything wrong. Leave him alone.”


    Neither man promised.


    Jennifer didn’t push it. Chad gave her a bad feeling. There was probably a reason for it. She smiled at the baby in her arms. We’ll leave that for another day. Right now, we get to be the boss again!


    Autumn gurgled back, caught up in the good emotions. Love my mommy.


    Morgan scanned the deck and tried not to get distracted. Jennifer was interesting, but Autumn was fascinating. Having duty over them both was a challenge in many ways.


    Jennifer adjusted her arm sling and went to the ramp. “We’ll stop by the mess and ask Roy if he wants to come along. Then I’ll start at the bottom and work my way up.”


    The men stayed close and monitored for more trouble even though it appeared to be a bright sunshiny day. The feeling of something else not being right was all around them.


    Jennifer stopped as Cate and Cody came up the ramp. Dog walked behind them and discouraged chatter with hard stares and bushy fur. He’d also felt time slow and he didn’t like it.


    Ray studied the kids and found them in Junior Eagle gear. They were clearly about to work a shift. He hoped they didn’t need to use the knives or the bear spray on their belts.


    Jennifer hoped they didn’t need to use their gifts. Cate got carried away whenever she was scared and Cody went straight to kill them all mode to end any fight. The private lessons were helping them, but it was going slowly. Both children had been brainwashed and hurt for a long time. The effects of that weren’t going to go away. Jennifer smiled at the twins. “You guys okay?”


    Cody spoke for them both. “We want to help now. We’re tired of hiding.”


    “You were in training.” Jennifer ignored Ray’s curiosity and Morgan’s disapproval. “The boss needs a guard. Practice what we’ve been working on.”


    “Cool!”


    “Yes!”


    Morgan cleared his throat. “Is that a good idea? She isn’t alone right now.”


    Jennifer nodded. “Cate and Cody understand how important it is for the alpha to be happy, even if that means she spends time around people they don’t like.”


    Cody forced a nod.


    Cate snorted.


    Ray chuckled. “Doesn’t sound like it.”


    Jennifer pointed. “Be nice to Adrian.”


    Cody snorted this time.


    Cate leered. “I’ll treat him just like he deserves.”


    Morgan groaned. “This might get nasty.”


    “Today is all about building your endurance physically while using your new training in a real-world situation.” Jennifer wanted them to be serious and work hard. “It’s also possible that you’ll have to use it for real. If so, stay calm and remember your aim. No crossfire hits!”


    Both kids nodded. Their little faces looked up in powerful determination. “Nothing will happen to the alpha on our shift.”


    The double timbre was intimidating. Jennifer was pleased. “Have a pleasant day, Brady children.”


    “And you, Enforcer J.”


    Jennifer shifted the baby to her other arm as she resumed her walk. When Ray and Morgan fell in on either side of her and Trent took the rear, she began to relax from the hyper-tense mood she’d been shoved into when time started slowing. I panicked and only thought about my family. Cate and Cody will only worry about Angela. They’re the perfect guards for her right now.
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    “Where’s the beer, Boss?”


    “Your drinkers are here, ready to help.”


    Angela chortled with the line of men and women as they passed her on their way to town. The beer pit wasn’t supposed to be open yet, but it was a perfect distraction for at least half of their people. Whiskey and wine were still all over the ship. The beer had gone quickly. The only stock left was the kitchen’s share of the rations. Angela donating some of it for tonight had been a pleasant treat to anticipate. Getting it early was even better.


    Angela saw the twins coming across the pontoon bridge. Both kids were zeroed in on her and Adrian.


    She handed her folder to Adrian. “Right hand for this shift.”


    Adrian wanted to. “But I can’t guard you and do this at the same time. I’m sorry, no.”


    Adrian felt dual scans of opposite sides as the kids approached. They rotated those scans every five feet and also the direction each time. They were covering a large circle around themselves and then around Angela as they got in range.


    Angela opened her arms to the twins and gathered them close for a hug.


    Dog licked his muzzle clean as he padded toward them. His claws stuck in the matted vines and retracted with every step. Need to chew those off again.


    Adrian stared. “They aren’t here for a visit.”


    Angela sent a surge of love over the kids. “They’re our protection while we work.”


    Cate and Cody glared over her shoulder. Their eyes lit up bright red.


    Adrian tucked the folder under his arm. “This doesn’t scare me.”


    Cate grinned. “It should.”


    Angela retreated and let go. “Take your posts. You’ll get your first break in an hour, if you can make it that long.”


    The twins began circling them with slow steps and alert eyes that saw everything.


    Adrian recognized the formation immediately. “You’re teaching them the old forms.”


    Angela went to the path she hadn’t taken yesterday. “No. My enforcer is teaching them the old forms. I’m their training tool for the day.” She tried not to grin. “So are you.”


    Adrian felt the first strong mental tug from a powerful descendant trying to dig into his mind. “Is that all you’ve got?”


    The twins attacked together, ripping away wall after wall faster than he could bring them up. Adrian was unable to defend against them unless he brought up his shield.


    Everyone on the ship and beach observing them expected Adrian to do that so his secrets wouldn’t be exposed.


    Adrian relaxed and let the kids explore. I don’t have anything left to hide.


    The kids withdrew after a minute and followed Angela, disappointed that they weren’t going to get to blow Adrian out of the water. They were also relieved that he didn’t have any schemes going to hurt Marc while he was gone.


    Adrian felt the hostility level drop. He caught up to Angela with a lighter step. Maybe the day isn’t going to be that hard after all.


    Cate tapped on his arm.


    Adrian looked down at her.


    Cody stuck a leg out and tripped him.


    Adrian fell face-first into the vines along the path, grunting in pain.


    The twins continued on their rotation, sniggering.


    Angela turned and saw him on the ground. “Are you okay?”


    Adrian stayed down for a minute, sucking in air against his throbbing knee. “All good. Why do you ask?”


    “Because you’re on the ground.”


    Adrian blinked dirt off his lashes. “So?”


    “So, you’re bending my book.”


    Cody scooped it up and handed it to Angela.


    Angela wiped it off, crooning. “Are you okay? Did the clumsy man hurt you?”


    The twins sniggered again.


    Adrian’s eyes narrowed. “If you guys want to play rough, I can, too.”


    Cate kicked the dirt as she came around, sending a fresh cloud into Adrian’s face. “You’ve already lost. You just can’t see it yet.”


    Adrian coughed and blinked away tears as the grit scratched and burned. “That’s because there’s something in my eye. I think it’s a tree. Or a spear. Maybe the sharp end of a dinosaur.”


    Dog hurried after the kids. He walked up Adrian’s body, big paws pushing the man deeper into the vines.


    Adrian tried to roll over.


    Dog’s big paw smacked into his head, burying his face.


    Adrian groaned. “Yep. Definitely a dinosaur.”


    Angela’s laughter rang through the trees and Adrian’s heart. He slowly sat up and began wiping off his face. I love it when she laughs. I wish I could spend the rest of the day causing that.


    Dog paused, tail lifting. You want it, you got it!


    Adrian froze as the wolf farted in his face. “This can’t be happening.”


    Dog let another one rip.


    Angela’s amusement sent tears over her cheeks. “I can’t breathe!”


    Adrian tried not to gag. “I can.” His stomach rolled over. “I don’t recommend it.”


    He got to his feet and inhaled clean air. “What the hell did you eat?!”


    Dog went to Angela so she could rub his ears. A dead fish I found on the beach.


    Adrian scowled. “Why would you do that?”


    I wanted to smell nice for you.


    Angela’s laughter lasted all the way to her next stop.
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    Daryl stopped outside the gymnasium exit, waiting for people to go by. The corridors were emptying as camp members and off-duty Eagles went to the island to join Angela’s beer challenge.


    Jeff came around the corner and joined Daryl. Neither man spoke. They knew why they were here.


    Jeff kept an eye out for Kimmie and Amy. The girls were doing short patrols of the ship right now. He didn’t want Kimmie to know about this even though she’d been through worse.


    The hall emptied. Video game noises came from the gym, telling them the rookies inside had no idea what was coming.


    “They think we grounded them.”


    Jeff huffed. “In a way…”


    Daryl shrugged. “We all get grounded at some point, I guess.”


    “Yep. No stopping that one.”


    Daryl reached for the knob.


    “Wait!”


    Both men flinched at the loud call.


    Ralph hurried toward them. “Wait. Don’t do it.”


    Daryl frowned at the man. “Don’t interfere with Eagle choices, Ralph. It won’t go well.”


    Ralph wasn’t intimidated, yet. He didn’t see any tools in their hands, though they were both armed. He doubted Angela would have ordered them to shoot. It would alert everyone.


    Daryl refused to tell Ralph they were using poison these days. New people wanted to drink with senior men. It was an easier situation to set up. “What do you want?”


    “You made me the den mother. I have to protect them.”


    Jeff snorted. “They won’t protect you or anyone else. They ran.”


    “I saw them flee onto the ship. I also saw the look you two exchanged. That’s why I’m here.” Ralph eased between the two bulky men and blocked the door. “They haven’t been given a fair chance. Let me try something else.”


    Daryl wasn’t in a hurry to remove anyone. He was wrapped up in his own worries about Brittani. She had switched into sleep mode. Neil and the medics said it was normal. Candy had verified that she’d felt exhausted in the beginning and only extra sleep helped. Daryl was letting Brittani rest and making sure she woke for meals. He didn’t know what else to do for her.


    Jeff understood he would have to be the voice of reason. But I don’t want to be. “Go talk to the boss.”


    Daryl stared in surprise.


    Jeff shrugged. “Safe Haven has a lot of cowards. We didn’t remove them for it.”


    Ralph smiled in relief. “Thank you! I’ll go find Angela.”


    Jeff’s tone hardened. “Jennifer’s the boss right now. She’s on the medical deck.”


    Ralph paled. “I can wait for Angela.”


    Jeff didn’t hide the contempt in his voice. “You can, but she left Jennifer in charge and she won’t like it if you go over Jenny’s head.”


    Ralph realized that was right.


    Daryl helped things along. “It also won’t help your case in the normals argument if you’re seen avoiding the descendants.”


    Ralph scowled. “Did you just call me a coward?!”


    Daryl and Jeff both walked away without answering.


    Ralph marched toward the steps. “I’m not afraid of any of you!”


    Daryl snickered.


    Jeff yawned. “Have a cocktail while we wait for her answer?”


    “Sure.” It was okay to take a little free time while Brittani rested. Daryl led the way to the top deck. “How long do you think it will take?”


    “About 10 seconds.” Jeff was positive. “She’ll cull them faster than Adrian or Angela. That’s really why he doesn’t want to talk to Jennifer.”


    Daryl didn’t know people saw the teen as ruthless. “Should Kyle be worried?”


    “I doubt it. In fact, he should keep encouraging it. We can use it to keep people in line.” Jeff grinned. “No one wants to face someone meaner than Angela.”


    “She isn’t, though. Jennifer just makes the choices faster because she’s young and doesn’t think it through.”


    “Yeah, you keep believing that.” Jeff went around him and broke into a jog. “It’s margarita time!”


    Daryl wasn’t offended, but he was concerned. People believed Jennifer was worse than Angela. He followed Jeff and tried to figure out why. What did I miss?
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    “How is she?”


    “Lucky to be alive.” Terry handed Jennifer the clipboard so she could read his notes.


    The med bay was busy again. All the patients and staff tried to listen in as they went through their check-ins and checkouts. The scent of sanitizer mixed well with their curiosity.


    Morgan held Autumn and tried to keep little Roy happy while Ray stood watch in the hall. His shift as her right hand was over, but he’d volunteered to help a while longer. Morgan was glad. Ray was dependable and the kids were keeping him distracted from dwelling on Jennifer’s sudden coldness.


    Jennifer wasn’t surprised that the medic had deemed Pam’s overdose a suicide attempt.


    Terry wanted to be sure Jennifer understood. “Just because it was alcohol, that doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”


    “I don’t think you’re wrong.” Jennifer scrawled a quick note. “That came from the boss.”


    Terry read it.


    No visitors.


    Terry was relieved. “I’ll tell her the boss said Morgan can’t come.”


    “No.” Jennifer had already thought this one through. “She’ll keep hoping for him to show up later. Crush that dream with the truth and help her move on.”


    Terry glanced at Morgan. “How? All she wants is him.”


    Jennifer ignored the accusing tone while her followers winced or frowned at the medic. “Start with a talk with Tim when she’s stronger and work your way up to the boss.”


    “That isn’t going to work. Tim hasn’t helped anyone.”


    Terry’s white coat was flecked in various colors and stains that said he’d been working hard. Despite his rumpled state and annoyed tone, he was smiling at the patients and the volunteer staff as they went by. Jennifer was sorry to ruin his mood with something as ugly as the truth. “I know. At some point, he’ll figure out he’s wasting his time as a preacher and return to the Eagles. Make sure you tell him I said that.”


    “I will, but that doesn’t help Pam, now does it?”


    Jennifer returned the clipboard. “Pam is the only one who can help Pam. She has to accept their choices. If she can’t do that, she might be better off dead.”


    Terry gawked at Jennifer as she walked away.


    In the shadows, Ralph had stopped to listen. Now, he gaped along with Terry, horrified. “Why would the boss put her in charge? She doesn’t care about any of us.”


    “That’s not true.”


    Ralph jumped and turned.


    Trent caught up to Jennifer and her escorts. He’d stopped to scan the corridor. “She cares deeply, but she doesn’t let her emotions get in the way of logic. It’s actually nice to have that for a change.”


    Ralph drew in a breath and advanced toward Jennifer without calling Trent a liar. Trent didn’t know the secrets happening all over this ship.


    Jennifer turned to meet him. “How do you know those secrets, Ralph?”


    Ralph didn’t lie. “I’m a spy for the normals and for the boss. People tell me things because they know I can be trusted.”


    Jennifer smiled at the graying man. “I like you, Ralph. I always have, for exactly that reason–you can be trusted.”


    Ralph was tired of being pulled by both sides. “Why can’t we all just be the same?!”


    Jennifer only had one answer. “If we knew that, we probably wouldn’t have destroyed the world.”


    Ralph’s anger faded a notch. “I need to talk to you about the rookies.”


    “I know. But that choice was made by Angela and I can’t overrule it.” Jennifer smiled coldly this time. “I will let her know you’ve challenged her choice, openly, and are demanding an answer.”


    Ralph blanched. “Don’t put it like that.”


    “Why not? It’s the truth.”


    Ralph didn’t know what to do. “I had to act fast. They were going to remove them right then!”


    “Why do you want to save them, Ralph? Is it so the normals survive or so your side will have enough fighters in that inevitable battle against us?”


    Ralph froze.


    So did everyone else but Jennifer.


    She tried to get Ralph to understand. “You can’t win that fight, so there’s no reason for it to happen. Protect the good normals and let us remove the ones who will disturb the peace. You remember how it was in the mountain?”


    Ralph paled, heart sinking. “They might not be that bad.”


    Jennifer shrugged. “It started exactly like this. We let it go then because we hoped it wouldn’t be that bad. It almost cost all our lives, and it did take some of us. Please accept Angela’s choice. She isn’t doing it to hurt you or them. She’s building a better future for the rest of us.”


    Ralph didn’t follow as Jennifer and her escorts went to the next deck. He wanted to go warn the rookies in the gym. Their lives were being forfeited. He also wanted the peaceful future that the descendants clearly saw in their scans of the time stream. I don’t know what to do!


    Terry felt Ralph’s unease and confusion. He patted the older man on the arm. “Angela loves them, too. If she decided they need to go, it’s for a good reason.”


    “I want to believe you.”


    “You can. Every life lost is a failure on her long list. She only adds to it when there’s no other choice.”


    Ralph slowly went toward the normals deck, trying to accept the choice that everyone was okay with but him.


    Terry watched him go, hiding his own concerns about what the descendants were planning. He wasn’t going to cross them on it. I still want to be like them. If that means a few other normals don’t get to stay, then it’s a small price to pay.
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    “Hello, Safe Haven. This is the 5:45 p.m. update. We have a small list this time. Get comfortable and take it all in.” Jonny’s eager voice rolled through the mostly empty ship. Only a skeleton crew was still onboard.


    “The quake damage was minimal to our ships and island. An hour of cleanup will get it all put back to rights. However, we have heard a few radio calls talking about a rogue wave that hit parts of the west coast. We will collect details and pass them along. Isn’t it great that we have a radio connection to our homeland? Thanks, Boss!”


    Sitting next to Angela, Adrian made a face at the obvious tone Jonny had used.


    Angela switched off her radio. The rest of the announcement was just as fake and probably unnecessary. Most of the camp was already eating, drinking, and enjoying time with their friends and family in town. “He’s no Mitch.”


    Adrian wiped dirt from his arm. “I’ll try to find you a better mouthpiece.”


    “I already have one. He’s on a run right now.”


    Adrian understood Jonny was a temp. “What will you do with him after Kenn takes back over?”


    “He’ll do relief shifts and run the music.” Angela motioned. “This is a perfect spot for a sentry post.”


    This cave wasn’t being used yet. Most people didn’t like it because the wind blew straight inside and kept them coated in dust. Angela loved it because of the view. She was able to see their cruise ship and part of the cove where their other boats were anchored.


    The cove dock was going easier because they were able to pull previous posts from that location and just move them 50 feet. The small bay holding their cruise ship was a different engineering nightmare.


    Adrian held out the paper he’d been working on during their stops. “Give that to your enforcer.”


    Angela scanned it and added it to her folder. “She’ll hate you for pointing out her flaws. I’m telling her I spotted these issues.”


    Adrian didn’t argue, but he was sure Jennifer would find out and make him pay. She would also implement his corrections and then the rotation the twins were practicing would get smoother and reach more ground. “She’s done well with them.” Adrian meant that. Upon first meeting Marc’s daughter, I didn’t think she could be tamed.


    Two kids, a wolf, and the alpha all turned toward him in condemnation.


    Adrian pointed at Dog. “No more! You can’t gas me every time I say or think something you don’t like.”


    Dog lowered his tail and resumed sniffing through the cave. It held traces of Marc.


    Dog whined. I miss him.


    Adrian felt sadness swarm the cave. It wasn’t hard to guess the reason. He stood up. “Break’s over. Let’s walk the tunnel system and pop up on the camp. The kids can practice drilling in close quarters.”


    Angela knew what he was trying to do. She rose, dusting dirt from her clothes. “Let’s go eat. I think I can now.”


    Adrian liked that idea. He led the way through the glaring twins and the emotional wolf. “It’s not good for the baby. When she gets upset, distract her any way you can. That’s an order.”


    “You’re not the boss!”


    “Don’t tell us what to do!”


    Dog growled lowly to add his feelings on the matter.


    Adrian didn’t care. He also didn’t drive it in. Like with Jennifer, they would do it even though it came from him because it would help Angela. That’s all any of us want. When she’s happy, everyone feels safer.


    The twins couldn’t argue with that. They glanced at Angela and found sadness filling her mind again.


    Cody distracted her. “What are you going to do to Monica?”


    Anger sizzled through the air. Hot dust blew over them and flew down the tunnel.


    Adrian whistled, head shaking. “You’re a brave little man, you know?”


    Cody nodded solemnly. “I get it from my father.”


    “Along with that sharp mind.” Adrian glanced at Cate, trying to get through her hard outer shell. “What did you get from him, sweetheart?”


    Cate smiled innocently. “An eternal hatred of you and your family. Stop trying to reach me. I don’t want to be your friend.”


    Adrian immediately called her on that. “Yes, you do. You think it’s a betrayal of your dad, so you’re keeping up the act even though you both want me to train you.”


    Cody and Cate regarded each other in surprise, not sure how he’d discovered their secret.


    “You missed an important fact.” Adrian gestured. “I am training you. I’ve been offering corrections to your formation all day and I’ve kept you both out of my thoughts since that first encounter. I’m evaluating, seeing where I can help, and passing that information to the alpha. You’re getting what you want. Stop fighting me. We’re not enemies.”


    Cate swallowed a blast of anger.


    Cody looked away, trying not to cry.


    Adrian took the golden opportunity. “We can do a quick mock battle when we get to the top of the cliff. The boss can hold a shield and absorb any bad hits.”


    Everyone perked up, including Angela, who’d begun stewing on making a law about cheating. Until they had one, she couldn’t punish Monica or Charlie.


    Adrian turned around so they didn’t see his smirk. He led them toward the airfield, swaggering a little.


    Angela saw the twins inch closer to the cocky man, flanked by the wolf. Adrian’s words hadn’t been as effective as he believed. Adrian didn’t understand how mad the twins were at Marc for leaving. They were taking it out in cruel ways. None of the Eagles wanted to get in the cage with them for training.


    Angela decided to help it along. “I know about the deal Morgan made with you last night.”


    Adrian stopped, half turning. “What?”


    Cate put a leg out this time.


    Cody shoved hard on Adrian’s hip.


    Dog leaned against Adrian’s knee, providing the rest of the force they needed.


    “Shit!” Adrian flailed as he went over the side of the cliff. His scream echoed as he dropped heavily and hit the water.


    Cate and Cody howled wildly.


    Dog chuffed, pawing the ground. Do it again! Do it again!


     


    On the top deck of the cruise ship, Chad paused. “Did you see that?”


    The guard rotating by him moved faster to get away. “No. What?”


    “I think something fell from the cave.”


    Dace stopped and squinted. He rolled his eyes. “It’s just Adrian. Keep working.”


     


    Angela rubbed Dog’s ears with one hand and held her stomach with the other. Her belly was sore from how much she’d laughed today. “Thanks, guys. I love you.”


    Cate and Cody wrapped arms around her as Adrian surfaced, still screaming.


    Dog nudged Angela’s leg to get her moving. Food. I smell it.


    Angela headed for the town, not waiting for Adrian to climb the cliff ladder. “Round two goes to the Brady kids. Stand by for round three.”
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    “…finishes our updates, folks. It is 5:50 p.m. and shift change starts in 10 minutes. Now, back to the music!”


    Neil switched the radio off as the tunes started to flow. The DJ booth on the entertainment floor had kept a variety of music pouring through their one station, but Neil didn’t care for most of it. I got used to the quiet of the apocalypse. And I like it more.


    “This was a great idea.” Samantha leaned against Neil’s arm as he rejoined her on the couch. “Thank you.”


    “Sure.”


    “Hey, have you seen those twin giraffe pajamas and matching yellow blankets?”


    “No. Why?”


    “I put them in the wash, but I can’t find them now.”


    “The washers probably gave them to one of the other parents.”


    “Yeah. Keep an eye out for them?”


    He nodded, but his mind wasn’t on her words. Neil studied the mood. He’d set up a date night for her with a family-friendly rom-com, snacks, and snuggling on the couch. Amy was on her blanket at their feet now, coloring and also enjoying the good atmosphere. They usually spent the evenings working on maps, training schedules, or the list of the entire population that Angela wanted. They were matching gifts to the people and trying to figure out who might be Invisible. Samantha often fell asleep while he and Wade were still working on that one. They’d split the chore into past and current people, but it was taking a long time. There hadn’t been many fun nights for them.


    Amy glanced up at Neil. “I want to spend the night with the other kids. Hawk and Caleb are waiting to play with me.”


    Neil looked to Samantha for the decision.


    Samantha shrugged. “Whatever you want. Now or after the movie?”


    Amy dropped the crayon and stood. “Kimmie is passing by. I can go wis her.”


    Both adults smiled tolerantly. When she got excited, her baby talk came through.


    “Do you want to take your dolls?”


    Amy shook her head. “You guys make sure they gets fed.”


    Samantha laughed. “They’re so lifelike, I might feed them instead of the twins.”


    Neil chuckled.


    Kimmie lifted her arms as soon as the door opened.


    Amy lunged, driving the girl backward. “Run, pony!”


    Kimmie took off down the hall, cackling wildly.


    Neil was proud of the girls. They were working a daily shift, spending time in classes, and finally making friends with some of the other kids. It gave him hope that they would keep recovering from the atrocities they’d experienced.


    Samantha watched them, also thrilled by how Amy had adjusted.


    Sam’s body glowed with good health. Her larger breasts drew Neil’s attention. Yummy.


    Sam ogled his hard body. “I may need you to release the pressure again if the boys sleep through like they did last night.”


    He leered. “Awesome.” Neil went to the door Amy had left open. He smiled at the man on duty in the hallway. “Ten minutes until shift change.”


    Wade nodded, throat dry. Samantha’s happiness was stunning. He couldn’t look away from her.


    He’s ready. Neil glanced at Samantha. Is she?


    Sam patted the couch. “Finish the movie with me? I like this one.”


    “Sure.” Neil cleared his throat. “Wade’s off-duty soon...”


    Samantha tensed for an instant. “Okay.”


    Neil frowned. “If it’s not right, or it’s too soon to do this, we’ll wait.”


    Samantha stopped his stressing. “It’s been eight weeks. I was just trying to remember if I’d shaved recently. It’s been busy.”


    Neil leered again. “Need a scrubber?”


    “And a warmer.”


    Neil grew serious. “You’re sure?”


    Samantha stretched out on the couch. “I think so. I almost want him as much as I did Jeremy the first time. It feels good.”


    Neil was relieved. He turned to invite Wade to their date night.


    Wade was staring at her in fear now.


    Neil didn’t know what to say. I didn’t expect that reaction.


    Wade was stricken with panic. What if she doesn’t like it?!


    Neil never would have guessed Wade could suffer from performance anxiety. You’ve serviced a dozen...


    Neil paused, seeing Wade’s lips twitch. Okay, a lot of women. What’s the difference here?


    Wade sighed. I love her. If I mess this up, she’ll drop me. I have to live up to Jeremy here, not some camp horn-dog. Those are big shoes to fill.


    Neil liked the respect. He shut the door and went to Samantha. “Maybe I should leave you two alone this first time.”


    Samantha didn’t want to start trouble. “Do you mind?”


    “Of course, but I trust him to be gentle. He wouldn’t have the rep if he was mean or rough. I’ll just go do a workout.”


    Samantha shivered at the image of Neil dripping sweat. “Stay, or he’ll feel weird.”


    “Are you sure?”


    Samantha kissed him.


    Neil let things go, warming her up while they waited for shift change.


    Outside the door, Daryl walked by with Jeff. Word had come down. They went to the training zone to finish off a final chore before going to the land meal.
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    “Thank you for coming.” Tim gently closed the Bible on the lectern. “Enjoy dinner. I heard it’s not fish!”


    The few people who’d shown up for his afternoon service chuckled. They lingered, happy to be with others who believed in the same way of living as they did.


    Tim didn’t rush them out, but he didn’t encourage conversations either. This wasn’t the place for gossip or meaningless words about the weather.


    The church was neat and sparse. Tim had removed everything he considered to be valuable. He refused to continue the tradition of saying don’t worship gold while being surrounded by things made from it or bought with it. He only allowed the bare basics–shades over the dusty windows, wooden pews, hymn books, Bibles, Christ on the wall, and the pulpit. He hadn’t even brought in a trashcan because a church was no place for garbage to be brought or tossed. Church was a place to learn about God and nothing else.


    Some people said he was too strict. They resented him changing anything. When they protested, he pointed out life was based on being able to change and adapt. That’s why they’d survived–because they were capable of change. That didn’t work with most people, but it did let them know he wasn’t going to give in. We have to give religion its second chance.


    Standing outside the open church door, Jennifer didn’t ask why, snidely, like she wanted to. Angela had chosen to allow it. As long as she was the boss, she got to make the rules. But it won’t be allowed under my reign unless someone convinces me why it’s needed.


    Jennifer nodded to the leaving congregation and waited for Tim to notice her.


    Tim began walking the pews to put away the books. He could hear shift change being called, but his mind stayed on the lesson he’d been trying to give. He doubted any of his tiny congregation had gotten it. But I’m not doing it all for them. It’s for me and the others here who know the darker side of this camp. “We need to be reminded that from darkness came the light.”


    “Indeed, it did.”


    Tim spun around. Bibles flew from his hand and slid across the floor.


    He scanned Jennifer, arm still in a sling, standing in the church doorway while three big Eagles lurked in the corridor behind her.


    “Good evening, Father.”


    Tim’s balls drew up at her mocking tone. His throat went dry.


    Jennifer walked into the church. “It might be one of those types of meetings. That depends on your answers.” She settled on the front bench to let her tired feet have a break. “I’ve added some people to your comfort meetings. Make sure the boss gets your results.”


    Tim retrieved the Bibles he’d dropped. He was glad when her escorts stopped at the threshold and didn’t come in. “What do you want?”


    Jennifer studied him, replaying his last thoughts carefully. Using her new gift could only be done in small moments away from the other descendants unless they were family or friends. Knowing she could make time go backward by a few seconds would terrify too many people. Even magic users were afraid of manipulating it. “Sit down. Tell me how your meetings are going.”


    Tim put the Bibles into the racks on the rear of the pews, then rotated to face her. “What do you want?”


    Jennifer shrugged at his repeated query. “No small talk. I can live with that. What I can’t live with is someone betraying the rules of camp and doing whatever they please.”


    Tim’s confusion laced his voice. “What did I do wrong?”


    “You took pills from our stock. You gave them to an unapproved refugee and there’s no record of it in the files.”


    “Sadie didn’t have a folder.” Tim motioned toward the rear, personal room. “I made her one. I added what she got, how much of it, when she’ll need more, and that we talked about the pros and cons as well as the side effects listed on the insert.”


    “I want it right now.”


    Tim got the folder quickly, glad he’d handled it that way. He came out to find Jennifer standing by the pulpit. He handed her the brown folder. “I was going to put it in the lab tonight while everyone’s on land.”


    Jennifer skimmed it quickly and found exactly what he’d said. She also saw an envelope in the file addressed to Angela. Jennifer concentrated, but she couldn’t tell what was in the letter. She’d been practicing that while handling updates, but she hadn’t had any success yet. She handed the folder back to him. “Give it to Terry directly.”


    “Okay.” Tim put the folder on the pulpit and waited.


    “Why did Angela let you live?”


    Tim froze. His mind went blank.


    Jennifer wasn’t in the mood to rip him apart. “Answer my question and I’ll tell you how to get the boss to say yes.”


    Tim realized she’d pulled the letter’s contents from his mind. “You’re not allowed to do that!”


    Jennifer lifted a brow. “You have 10 seconds and then I’ll walk and you can beg for it for the next two years.”


    Tim swallowed his bitterness. “I’m her spy now. I took Ian’s place when he quit.”


    Jennifer was relieved. “Good.”


    Tim scowled. “How is that good?”


    “It means I don’t have to remove you, Tim. It also means you’ll get the chance to atone. Do a good job and the boss will forgive you eventually.”


    Tim used a hard tone. “And my reward?”


    Jennifer chuckled coldly. “Tell her you want a public vote on it. She’ll consider all the possible outcomes and give you an answer. It will save you being stalled by each level as you go up the chain of command, in case you’ve considered doing it that way.”


    Tim wasn’t satisfied. “You said you’d tell me how to get her to say yes.”


    Jennifer liked his intelligence. “Tell her having a place to go on land will give us all a way to remove the guilt we carry in our hearts.”


    Morgan and Ray were a little surprised by how ruthless Jennifer was being. They were also impressed. Neither of them had realized she had that much strength inside even though they should have.


    Trent was just elated that they were going to get a church. He hadn’t been able to attend today’s service because he had to work.


    Tim stared. “You’re doing this for Kyle.”


    Jennifer didn’t confirm that. “I know he came by to talk to you.”


    Tim decided to rat Kyle out. “He didn’t, though. I think I offended him. He got snarky.”


    Jennifer wasn’t surprised. Kyle was a complicated man. “Maybe he’d try again, if there was a place where he felt connected to the Weigh Station.”


    Tim frowned. “Angela won’t like this.”


    “No, but she’ll do it because she’s also wearing a coat of stains. She wants to be clean again. Tell her having a church on the island will help.”


    “And when she says the one here on this ship is good enough?” Tim had already thought about what she would say.


    “You call her bluff. If it’s good enough, why isn’t anyone using it?”


    All the men were stunned by the truth in that.


    Tim recovered first. “She won’t let me use her that way.”


    Jennifer snorted. “Of course she will. Angela’s guilt will let her give in to things that she shouldn’t even consider.”


    Tim’s confusion returned. “Why is having a church a bad idea?”


    Jennifer didn’t hold back. “Because it will divide us even more, Tim, and I think you know that. At some point, you’ll have to make a choice between this life and the life after death that you hope exists.”


    “Why does it have to be one or the other?”


    “Because we can’t do the right thing all the time and still survive. If you don’t care about your life enough to do whatever it takes to keep it, then maybe the afterlife really is where you belong.”


    Pain flooded Tim’s face. “I can’t believe you said that.”


    Jennifer shrugged again. “I can’t believe you’re surprised. I’m a straight shooter, in every way. I tell the truth. It’s up to you to accept it.”


    “And if I won’t?”


    Jennifer walked toward the exit. “Then enjoy that afterlife, if it exists. You won’t have a life here if you screw up again. Second chances go to people who are in the boat and rowing, not those who are pulling against us.”


    Tim drew in a calming breath as she left, taking her muscle along. He knew she was being honest. She’d come to warn him more than to get an update on his medical mischief. “That means something’s about to happen and it concerns me. I need to get ahead of it or be ready to leave. There is no other option in this camp now. Once you make a choice, you don’t go back. You only go forward.”
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    It’s too late to back out now. Come on, courage. We’re about to have the best night of our lives, or the worst. No sense in stalling. Wade tapped on the door.


    “Enter!”


    Wade paused at the growl. Samantha sounded busy. He opened the door.


    Wade’s breath caught. He quickly shut the door and sucked in air. “I can come... I’ll go do some... This isn’t a…” Wade struggled to breathe.


    “That’s good.” Sam moaned.


    Wade swallowed. “I can come back later.”


    Neil lifted his head from between Samantha’s long legs. “Or you could come give me pointers. I’ve never gotten this quite right.”


    Samantha snorted. She arched as Neil suckled again. “So good...”


    Wade’s feet moved him close enough to see Neil’s tongue stroke her clit. Precum ran down the crack of her ass. “Holy shit.”


    Neil chuckled against Sam, making her twitch. “You ready, Eagle?”


    Wade groaned. “Ready? I just came.” Wade memorized the sight of her squirming, wanting more pleasure. “You’re awesome for this, Neil. I mean that.”


    “Come over here and help me make sure she has a good one. Then we’ll have some fun.”


    Wade joined them on the bed, sitting at the end. His big hand went out and lightly pinched her taut nipple.


    Samantha arched.


    Neil stopped, wanting to know which movement she was reacting to. When Wade repeated the action, she repeated the motion, but it wasn’t as sharp. On the third light squeeze, Neil timed his mouth.


    “Ohhh!”


    Bingo. Neil was relieved to find out it was still a combo for her. He enjoyed both ways, but he also preferred the combo now. If Wade could adjust, they would all be happy.


    Wade gazed into Samantha’s eyes as he rubbed her breast, harder, more possessively.


    Samantha smiled sexily. “Kiss me?”


    Wade grinned. “I may cum right then.”


    “Been a while?”


    Wade leaned down. “Because it’s you, Sam. I’ve wanted to be with you and Neil for a long time.”


    Samantha opened her arms.


    Wade kissed her gently, sweetly. He wanted to show her all the things he knew about sex, but it was all he could do not to cum in his pants as their tongues met.


    Neil slowed his movements when he felt her tense, not wanting it to be over for her yet. This first time needed to be special for all of them, but mostly for her.


    Neil felt Wade shudder. He knew that exact feeling. Wade wasn’t going to last long on this first round.


    Wade deepened the kiss, lost as Samantha pulled him down next to her, twisting her hips to allow Neil’s work.


    Wade shuddered again, trying not to embarrass himself. He froze at a hand on his belt buckle.


    Neil deftly flipped it loose and popped the button before Wade thought to react. “Let him out. No reason to ruin clothes and add to the laundry work.”


    Wade held still as Samantha reached down and slid a hand around him.


    Samantha grinned. “Get the tissues, Neil.”


    Neil snickered as he got the box they kept in the end table.


    Wade kissed Samantha, body tensed, trying to fight it as she rubbed his length and squirmed against him. He ripped his mouth free, gasping for air.


    Samantha let go of him. “I want three full minutes before you blow.” She spread her legs.


    Wade slid over her with expertise. He nudged her thigh with iron. “I love you, Sam. No matter what happens or what changes over time, that never will.” He kissed her as he pushed into her willing body.


    Neil watched Wade make love to Samantha as if she was his everything–exactly like Jeremy had always done. After a while, Jeremy had loosened up, but Neil knew that time wasn’t needed for Wade. He put the tissues by Samantha’s hip. Then he rubbed Wade’s big arm.


    Wade looked over, hips flexing, free hand roaming her body.


    Neil brushed Wade’s hair aside so he could see better.


    Wade shuddered at Neil’s touch. He thrust deeper.


    Samantha groaned, nearing the edge. Their sparks were lighting her up.


    Neil kissed Wade’s shoulder.


    Wade swelled inside her, male nipples hardening.


    “Ah!” Samantha shouted as she came, clenching down on him like a vise.


    Wade froze, mindful of her time limit. If he moved at all, he would blow. This was too hot.


    Neil studied her orgasm, comparing it to the last months of doing this alone with him. It was always good, but this was liquid fire rippling down her thighs and curling her toes. Neil finally relaxed. He kissed Wade’s shoulder again. “She came. Your time limit’s gone. Enjoy her while she’s twitching.”


    Wade sank down and gathered her shuddering body close. He locked their lips, groaning against her mouth.


    Samantha held him close as he thrust deeper and kissed her neck. “I love you, too, Wade. No matter what happens or what changes, that won’t.”


    Wade moaned. “Tissue!”


    Neil handed it to him.


    Wade slid out and exploded.


    Samantha enjoyed the chills and his sounds. She clasped hands with Neil, heart healing a little.


    Neil kissed her hand, but he didn’t take his eyes from Wade. Sexy.


    Wade sucked in air. He wiped down, breathing ragged. “Best...of my life!”


    Neil increased the volume on the movie to muffle any more noises that came from their cabin. Then he joined them.
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    “It’s dinner time, Safe Haven. In fact, you’re running late. Get over to the island and spend time with your neighbors. That’s an order.” Radios on the island echoed with Jonny’s rushed voice. He was clearly trying to hurry and get done so he could come over.


    People in town shut off their radios or lowered the volume to continue their conversations. Table centers were stuffed with bowls of rehydrated spaghetti, plates of garlic rolls, and tubs of powdered butter. There were baggies of freeze-dried parmesan cheese to complement it, along with red pepper flake shakers. Two tables near the barn also held plates and trays of flourless cookies, cupcakes, and dry milk chocolate pudding. It was a recreated smorgasbord of old-world delights.


    “Adrian’s coming.”


    “He brought Sadie.”


    Panaji blushed. “Good. She’s pretty!”


    The low-level Eagles at his table teased the shy man. They didn’t mind Adrian joining the dinner party. It had been boring, with a lot of drunken speeches that made everyone sad. Adrian’s arrival might change that.


    The people were calm and content, even those who hadn’t wanted to come to land. They were chatting with their neighbors and exchanging quips with people at the tables around them. It was a wonderful moment that Adrian didn’t want to ruin. He was only here because Angela told him to come.


    Sadie stiffened as 100 heads rotated toward them.


    Adrian kept an arm around her waist. He was glad she’d worn the clean jeans and t-shirt he’d swiped for her. “UN rule for situations like this?”


    Sadie forced herself to relax and act like she belonged here. “Never let your enemy know you’re nervous or scared.”


    “Excellent.” Adrian pulled out a bench near the end of the long row of tables that were three-deep and stretched the length of town.


    “Hey!” Trent whistled. He was off-duty and glad to be off his throbbing ankle. It had healed, but not fully. Overuse still proved that. “Boss wants you guys over here!”


    Even the jungle around them went quiet, as if to listen to the human drama.


    Adrian didn’t have a choice with everyone staring at them. He took Sadie to the main leadership tables and checked for an open spot.


    Angela patted the empty chair by her side. “Sadie goes right here.”


    Adrian approved. Sadie needed some attention, but he was too tired and sore to give any more.


    “You have a spot there.” Angela pointed with her free hand. The other one was in her pocket, squeezing a tennis ball.


    Cate and Cody patted the empty chair between them, both smiling politely.


    Adrian’s lip quivered. “Shit.”


    The twins burst out laughing.


    The sound drew attention to the trio. More people noticed Adrian and Sadie joining Angela and most of leadership. Samantha and her family had decided to stay on the ship, and Jennifer had duty over the ship. Everyone else was here, though half the camp was currently below them, exploring the tunnels, playing games, or sleeping off the beer.


    Adrian grinned at the twins to show them he wasn’t upset. He took a stale chip from Cate’s plate and crunched it while she giggled.


    Angela didn’t trust the fast bond that was developing there. She observed it like she’d been doing with other friendships and rivalries. I need to figure out why we have to be mean in order to bond. Are we trying to prove we’re good enough? Maybe we need to know the other person is good enough? But it isn’t always like that. Some partnerships never get mean or violent. What allows them to be peaceful and happy?


    Angela dug into the mystery and picked at the food left on her plate. She’d already eaten most of the spaghetti. It was the first time she’d had an appetite in a while. Is it because they have more things in common? Because that doesn’t make sense. Why do opposites attract if we’re meant to be with our own kind? I assume that’s a nature thing, to make sure the species doesn’t die out, but it doesn’t explain violence in couples who are well matched.


    Sadie took the plate she was handed, barely noticing what was on it. “It’s supposed to be this way.”


    Angela frowned slightly at being interrupted. She didn’t care that the girl had read her mind without permission. People did that to her every minute of the day. “What?”


    “You’re trying to make sense of a world that isn’t supposed to make sense.”


    Angela dove right in, confident that the girl could keep up. “That doesn’t make sense since everything else makes sense. It’s too perfect to be imperfect.”


    Sadie had followed her easily. “No, you’re applying sense to it. In reality, this world is harsh, nasty, cruel, and extremely violent. Every part of the food chain is the same. You’re applying sense and a desire for peace where it doesn’t belong.”


    Angela stared at the girl. “Say that’s true. Can it be changed?”


    Sadie nodded. “Sure. It just won’t be as good as the original. The perfection will no longer be too perfect to be imperfect.”


    Angela pushed the iced milk jug over so Sadie could reach it. “Have you heard about my breeding tree?”


    Adrian stilled to listen, now ignoring the kids who’d been telling him a story about the new people.


    Sadie sniggered. “The Breeding Tree. Sounds like bad porn.”


    Angela chuckled. “Guess I could have picked a better name.”


    Sadie shrugged. “I think it’s funny. What’s it about?”


    “Making sure the next generation is born.”


    Sadie began eating. Her wrinkled brow told everyone at the table she was thinking hard on Angela’s words.


    Angela didn’t rush the girl. She already knew Sadie was smart. She wanted everyone else to know it, too.


    Sadie swallowed. “There’s not a lot of babies anymore. And people will die sooner. This generation will only be represented by a few dozen kids because so many people can’t have them now. You’re getting people to breed in hopes that there will be enough kids to grow up and take your places.”


    Adrian gawked in surprise, suddenly turned on. I knew she was smart, but I didn’t think she was that smart.


    The rest of the table gawked as they realized Sadie was right.


    Sadie poured a cup of milk. “Are you special breeding or just throwing them together and hoping something sticks?”


    Even Angela was floored this time. She forced words out. “Both, depending on the desired outcome.”


    Sadie used her hands on the garlic roll, not caring that it got under her fingernails. She stuck a piece in her mouth and talked while she chewed. “You need the smart ones to keep breeding the most. Are you replacing them with dumb ones so they get a break? You can burn them out, you know.”


    Angela shook her head. “I don’t view them in terms of intelligence.”


    “You should. Three dumb workers can’t equal one who’s smart. The UN was right about that.”


    “Maybe, but I can’t force people together. I can only nudge them and hope something sticks.”


    “Fair enough.” Sadie liked it that Angela wasn’t a dictator. “If you don’t measure them in terms of intelligence, what are you using?”


    Angela popped the button on her jeans and groaned in relief. “Happiness, work ethic, and skills.”


    Sadie wiped her mouth on her hand. “How do you measure happiness?”


    “By their rate of production.”


    Sadie frowned at her. “People aren’t characters in a game.”


    “Well, we might be, but that’s a totally different conversation. When people are content, they produce steadily. When they’re happy, that rate of production increases. They give more.”


    “More of what?”


    Angela gestured at the listening people. “Everything–mood lifts, calm moments, quality of work, love for friends and family. Everything.”


    “Okay.” Sadie shoved in another bite and sucked her fingers clean. “Why’d you ask about the tree?”


    “I think you’d make an interesting branch.”


    Adrian opened his mouth.


    Cate and Cody kicked him in the shins with their heels, at the same time.


    “Damn it!” Adrian hunched over to rub his legs.


    Sadie gestured. “He doesn’t want a kid right now and I’m not interested in anyone else.”


    Angela handed her a small plate with cookies on it. “What if I told you that assumption is wrong?”


    Sadie met her eyes. “I’d say he wants your baby, not mine.”


    Angela smiled at the girl. “Thank you for your honesty.” Her tone lost all warmth. “Now tell me if that matters to you.”


    Sadie slowly gave the truth. “No. I only got on the Pill so I didn’t drive him away. I want any bond that I can get. I love him.”


    Angela patted the girl’s wrist. “I can’t promise you real happiness with him, but he’ll adore the child and treat you well. You’ll have that, at least.”


    Sadie had already thought about it. “I’ll have more. He doesn’t want anyone else and you’ll never be free. He’ll stay with me. We’ll be a happy family that you can experiment on for your tree…and the other programs you have going.”


    Angela recognized yet another sign of Sadie’s intelligence. She looked at Adrian.


    Adrian kept his head down and tried not to cry. She’s giving me what I almost want the most–a true, willing family of my own.


    Angela nodded. Treasure it and find the peace you’ve been denied since birth. Betray it and suffer all the hell you’ve put on hold since your change.


    Adrian lifted his cup. “To the alpha. May she live forever!”


    A matching echo from the camp rolled through the trees and faded into the sunset.


    Charlie shoved away from the table and stomped into the jungle. He marched down the path toward the ship, glaring at the ground.


    Angela caught Trent’s attention.


    Trent put his beer down next to the bright lantern. He caught Monica’s attention. “Aren’t you going after him?”


    Monica tensed. Then she gave a puzzled smile. “Why would I?”


    Trent shrugged. “I just thought since you two are a couple now, you might want to comfort him.”


    Monica’s face flushed bright red. Her mouth opened and shut.


    Conversations around them paused as everyone waited for her response.


    Monica stood up. She glowered at Trent, then Angela. “Mind your own business!”


    Angela laughed, long and loud. The sound followed the embarrassed woman into the jungle.


    Angela glanced around the suddenly tense people. “Does anyone else have something they’d like to get off their chest? I’m not digging in. This is voluntary.”


    Heads turned again as people searched for any takers.


    Debra stood up. She made fast motions with her hands that a quarter of the camp was now able to understand.


    Ian translated for those who hadn’t learned sign language yet. “We’re not staying. The three of us are leaving after the mission team comes home.” They’d still been doing guard shifts and helping with the cooking and waste chores, and that would continue until they left.


    Angela’s brow lifted. “The three of you?”


    Ed stood up, flushing at being the center of attention. “They asked me to come along. That’s why I resigned. I love it here…just not enough to stay.”


    Angela smiled at them even though she was disappointed that Debra was going. “Anyone is free to leave. I wish you nothing but happiness.”


    “We were going to come to you in the next few days. We’re all thinking about it to be sure.” Ian put his hand around Debra’s wrist. “We’ll still do that. It’s only fair that you get a chance to talk us out of it.”


    Angela chuckled with everyone else, but she had no plans to try. If they wanted to go, then they were allowed. I only want people here who want to be here.


    Theo smacked his beer on the table. “Now that you’ve ruined my team by exposing Monica, I guess I can tell you I’m not staying either. Once I get you guys up and running, I’m going home.”


    Ed immediately reached out. “We’ll let you know where we’re going. You can stop by on the way to wherever you end up.”


    “I might.” Theo didn’t care about the mutters. He knew his value to the future. But I’m fried. I can’t help them when I’m like this.


    “It’s your life to do with as you please. And you can all return to visit or stay. It’s not one or the other.” Angela glanced around again. “Anyone else?”


    No one spoke or stood.


    Angela allowed concern to enter her tone. “If anyone hears from the mission team, please make sure I’m told.”


    Dismay went through the camp.


    Angela headed for the barn. “I need some help getting the rest of the beer.”


    Five descendants followed her into the barn while the drinkers cheered.


    Angela went to the crate and listened for the camp to start gossiping about everything instead of watching them.


    It took half a minute. The low murmurs of chatter let the descendants hold a quick meeting.


    “Are we all here?” Zack stayed by the exit to warn of any coming interruptions.


    The barn was stacked with things the cooks needed, things the engineering team needed, and various other stuff Angela wanted stored here. There wasn’t much space to move around, but it was sturdy and that was what mattered.


    “Yes. The rest are linked into the hive through Jennifer.” Kyle hated being away from her. “She volunteered for point over the ship for the rest of the night.”


    No one spoke on that subject, but their thoughts were clear through the link.


    She’s doing FND.


    The boss will forgive her if she puts in the work.


    Good. I like it when she’s on duty. We hear things faster.


    Jennifer was relieved that the opinions weren’t bad.


    So was Kyle. “Watch the normals while we talk. Jennifer thinks one of them popped and is hiding it.”


    The other descendants began studying the camp people through the windows and open doors.


    Angela got them rolling. “Has anyone had contact with the mission team?”


    All of them shook their heads. No one linked in through the hive spoke up.


    Angela gave Kyle the pry bar to use on the crate lid. “The mission team felt it, too. Or maybe they were the cause of it stopping. I know we’d all like to think that.”


    “I would.” Jack was honored to be included. He was a low-level Eagle and fairly new to being a descendant. He helped them lift the lid off the crate. “But you don’t.”


    Angela lifted a case of beer and handed it to him. “No. Marc’s plan wasn’t a frontal assault. I think this afternoon’s attempt to slow time was already in the works.”


    Jack passed the case to Jayda, who was standing a few feet away. They’d automatically formed an assembly line. “Which means it failed. We’re in the clear now.”


    “I think it means they have a backup or they wouldn’t have tried.”


    Angela nodded at Zack’s comment. “More than one, I’d guess. They’ve collected what they need. Now, they’re experimenting. Very few trials go right on a first attempt. They have extras.”


    Jack didn’t like that. “What can we do about it?”


    Angela gave the answer none of them were happy with. “Exactly what we did. Bring up your shield and push back.”


    Jack paused in passing the beer. “If the mission team didn’t stop it, then one of us did. So why do you sound defeated?”


    Angela refused to lie. “We didn’t stop it. Adrian thinks their pusher died during the attempt.”


    Panic ran through the hive.


    Angela wanted to make promises, but she couldn’t. “Have the senior Eagles meet me in the pool room tomorrow afternoon, along with Tonya and Samantha. We’re going to explore what we learned today.”


    Jack frowned. “What did we learn?”


    “Maybe nothing, but it also might be a way to stop time.” Angela felt their disbelief. She didn’t feel like trying to convince them. “All we can do is try. It’s really up to Marc now.”


    “We could go help him.” Jack didn’t care for Angela’s attitude. “Or something, you know? We can’t just abandon them.”


    Zack frowned at the low-level man. “Sometimes, people have to learn hard lessons on their own.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    Angela went to the exit with the last case. “We’re not going after them. That’s my final word on the matter.”


    Jayda wished Neil and Wade were here to help convince Angela it was the wrong choice.


    Kyle snorted. “Those two are a little busy right now. Try them tomorrow. Maybe.”


    Jayda caught the images in Kyle’s mind and snickered. “We’ll have clouds again when we scan them.”


    “Yep.” Kyle was glad of the topic change. He gestured with his free hand. “Let’s go do a round of the ship.”


    Jayda recoiled. “I don’t want to spy on them!”


    “I meant for the other situation. Charlie and Monica returned to the ship. Molly’s already there...”


    Jayda understood now. “Molly’s about to be distracted.”


    “Exactly. Jennifer won’t have a guard during the drama. She isn’t safe.” Kyle led the way.


    Zack let the others go on. He frowned at Angela the entire time.


    Angela spoke as soon as they were out of hearing distance. “Don’t ask me why I’m stirring them up if we’re not leaving. Use your brain and answer it yourself.”


    Zack pouted as he left, not sure if she was helping him learn something or stalling.


    Angela let out a sound of relief. Both, of course. I love a good twofer.


    Angela put the beer into the pit, then returned to her table, but she stayed standing. While she waited, she checked for people slapping or itching from bug bites and found nothing. Even the mosquitos were leaving them alone. She could hear them and see a few around their lanterns and burning cans, but they weren’t attacking.


    The table next to her slowly quieted. It rippled down the eating rows until everyone was looking at her in wary tension.


    “In 10 minutes, the following people need to report to our new private room for a short talk. It’s above the restaurant. Tonya, Timmy, Candy, Jeff, Missy…”


    Murmurs went around as people tried to figure out what the names had in common.


    More mutters went through the camp as some of them realized it was a grief service and a therapy session. It was a blatant reminder that some Eagles didn’t return from their runs.


    Fear ran through everyone with a loved one on Marc’s team.


    “And Adrian.” Angela pointed at the cases of beer being dumped into the slushy beer pit. “Everyone else can have another round or go below for one of the entertainments. I believe the den mothers chose a sci-fi film festival, a reading area with tea and blankets, and a game center with challenges and prizes.” She glanced at Sadie. “The Duck Hunt champ gets an unofficial Eagle jacket and a guaranteed chance to try out for the next set of rookies.”


    Sadie longed for that title.


    Torn, Adrian didn’t push her in either direction. He wanted a baby and a family, but it could wait until she was trained. They’d all be safer.


    Angela went over to help Candy out of her chair. That enormous stomach protruded like a huge fist. She was seven months along and feeling rough. The medics were already on standby for the call. No one expected her to go to term. Twins rarely did.


    Conner kept a warm hand on Candy’s hip. “You shouldn’t be using the stairs.”


    “Walking is good for me. All the books say so.” Candy waddled toward the restaurant, surrounded by helpers. “I’ll move real slow. Let everyone else go first.”


    Angela put a hand in her pocket and resumed squeezing the tennis ball. “Take your time. The others are still trying to figure out what I know or what they did.”


    “But it’s not a bad meeting or I wouldn’t be going.”


    Candy’s words lightened the mood. She was right. Candy’s reputation was good again. She and Conner were full members of the camp and they were happy together. It was great to know Mitchels were capable of producing good things, too.


    Angela glanced at Adrian.


    Adrian knew what was happening. He hadn’t expected this many ears to fill, but it didn’t change how he would do it. Helping people through their problems was part of his old job. He’d been good at it, if not great at times.


    Sadie eyed the crowded beer pit. “Can I take one of those into the tunnels with me? A beer and a game sound fun.”


    “Of course.”


    Cody rose and came over to her. He held out his little arm. “I’d be happy to escort you.”


    Sadie giggled. “Sweet.”


    Adrian watched Cody take her to the hatch, mind spinning.


    Cate kicked him in the leg.


    “Ow! Why?”


    Cate grinned. “I’m bored.”


    Adrian felt her need. He sighed, rubbing his leg again. “Just ask. I find it hard to say no to a female. There’s no need to hurt me first.”


    The little girl made a face. “But I like it.”


    Adrian snorted. “Something else you get from your father.”


    Cate nodded. “He hates it that you know him so well.” Her confident tone faded into longing. “I don’t know him at all.”


    Adrian assumed the girl wasn’t ready for the comforting arm rub he wanted to deliver. He settled for giving her what she wanted. “This meeting needs a guard. You’re it.”


    Cate allowed another bond to form. “Cool.”


    Angela stopped to let Conner and the others go through. She glanced back in time to see Cate responding to Adrian. It’s odd. It’s almost like they’ve chosen a replacement and are putting him into place.


    Angela kept squeezing the tennis ball in her pocket. That can’t be true. If they wanted him to do anything, they’d treat him like they did earlier. They know he responds to abuse. This is something else…something dangerous.


    Cate looked over her shoulder.


    Angela glared at the girl. Stop it right now. You can’t use him against me. We are not going after your dad!


    Cate’s eyes lit up with fury.


    Adrian leaned out of her way.


    Cate barely stopped herself from firing. She got up and stormed off toward the jungle.


    Dog came from under the table and followed her.


    “Hey!”


    Everyone, including Cate and Dog, turned around at his alpha shout.


    “I gave you a job!”


    Cate really did want that duty. She came back and headed into the restaurant with her nose in the air and a bristling wolf on her heels.


    Adrian glanced at Angela. “Maybe you should change your mind.”


    “And maybe you should mind your own business!” Angela stomped into the restaurant.


    Adrian acted wounded as he followed her. Well played, Boss. Well played.


    Angela’s lips thinned. This isn’t a game. You know how hard it is to get a herd to accept anything as one mind.


    Nope. That’s the easy part. Getting them to follow through is what sucks. Gossip is cheap. Actions draw attention.


    Angela contemplated the coming night and held in a shudder. She hadn’t had a nightmare in weeks.


    Descendants began bracing for interrupted sleep and ugly retellings.


    Adrian distracted himself as he went up the steps. He concentrated on what to say to the angry, confused, hurting people instead of promising everyone that Angela would be the first to answer Marc’s call for help if it came. The downside to it was ego. If he didn’t call out to her, Angela wouldn’t go. One of them would have to swallow their pride and he doubted it would be the woman now stressing over leaving her heir on the ship with only a skeleton crew.
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    Jennifer saw Charlie come down the torch-lined path toward the beach. Monica was right behind him. The whore and the pecker head.


    Molly moved closer. “Are you okay?”


    Jennifer scanned the calm ocean and the mostly empty top deck. “I’ve been better. I’m sorry for what’s about to happen. I just found out.”


    Molly saw who was coming. She barely heard Jennifer’s words. “She seems stressed. Maybe she needs a back rub.”


    Jennifer moved toward the bridge so the sentry there could keep an eye on her. If Kyle came back and saw that she didn’t have protection, he would complain to the boss and the Eagles. Then they’d start smothering her again.


    Ray waved at Piper. “Step out and be obvious.”


    Piper took a spot at the top of the steps where she could see both Ray and Jennifer.


    Charlie climbed the ladder in short, sharp pulls that rattled the ladder and warned people he was coming.


    Monica came up right behind him, voice carrying. “I’m sorry!”


    “You said you were going to tell her!”


    “I was. I got distracted.”


    “Shut up!” Charlie reached the top deck and went to the ramp.


    “Wait! You have to help me do this.”


    Charlie snorted. “Keep dreaming.”


    Monica realized he was serious. “Wait. We’re a couple now. You can’t walk away from this.”


    Charlie saw Molly first, then Jennifer. It didn’t stop his answer. “We were never a couple, Monica. We fucked a few times. We aren’t even friends.”


    Monica stopped, stunned.


    Charlie went down the ramp into the ship.


    Molly stared in hurt surprise.


    Piper groaned from the bridge steps. “I’m not trained for this.”


    Ray snickered but stayed silent so he could hear whatever came next.


    Monica ignored them all. She went to Molly. “I’m sorry. I should have told you we weren’t exclusive.”


    Molly’s heart squeezed. “Not exclusive.”


    Monica faltered at the pain on Molly’s face. “I’m sorry… I just don’t want a commitment yet. We can keep seeing each other.”


    “We can.” Molly’s mind flipped into a new level of damage. “Of course we can.”


    Monica relaxed. “Good. I need to go cool him down. I’ll come by after your shift.”


    Molly slowly nodded, hands unclenching. “Let me help.” She grinned with teeth made of ice. “We’ll cool you off first.”


    Monica recoiled.


    Molly grabbed her arm and swung the shocked woman over her shoulder. She marched to the rail and hefted Monica overboard. She stayed there, watching, as Monica hit the dark water and went under.


    The splash brought guards from the shadows.


    Jennifer came over, too, enjoying Monica’s shouts when she surfaced. At night, the water was colder. “Will you do the same to Charlie?” Jennifer wanted to know if there was more excitement coming during her shift.


    “No. He wasn’t the one sleeping in my bed. I don’t care about him at all.” Molly rubbed her shoulder. “I may have pulled something.”


    “I wouldn’t be a bit surprised. Want to go see the medic?”


    “Nope. Gonna think about it the rest of the night and remember how good it felt.”


    Jennifer put her good hand on Molly’s arm. “Now bring it back in.”


    Molly realized she was putting off currents of rage. The sky above them was starting to react.


    “I’m like you!”


    Jennifer squeezed her arm and let go. “Yes. I’m sorry for your pain, but I’m also grateful. If she hadn’t flipped you, that lock might not have snapped.”


    Molly’s rage calmed to a low simmer. She saw Monica swim to the shore. “Do you think people like that can change?”


    Jennifer wasn’t sure. “Maybe, but you can’t be the one to do it. Leave it to the boss. She’s very good at it.”


    “I’ll try.” Molly gestured. “We can finish rounds or whatever you want. I’m okay.”


    “Good. I want to go help tuck the kids in. I feel the boss coming this way to take point for a while.”


    Monica made it onto the pontoon bridge. She considered climbing back up and having a fight. Molly’s glare was a clear challenge.


    Jennifer’s sneer said it wouldn’t be a fair fight.


    Monica stomped toward the town to stay in the tunnel bunker.


    Molly replayed Jennifer’s words. “Is the boss returning because I’m distracted?”


    “No. It’s because she wants to be.”


    “I don’t get it.”


    Jennifer didn’t want to tell the new descendant that Angela was missing Marc so badly she was considering staying the night with the kids. “It’s a long story. You’ll get caught up as soon as we connect you to the hive.”


    “What if I don’t want that?”


    Jennifer didn’t lie. “Then she’ll ask you to leave, Molly. All descendants have to be linked to the hive. We’re too dangerous to have mental freedom.”


    “That’s not right.”


    “It’s the only option for our kind. You’ll have to make a choice. I hope it’s the right one. Don’t throw it all away over a cheater. You’re worth more than that.”


    “Would you say the same if it was Kyle?”


    Jennifer suppressed the rage. “I’d fry them both where they stood. Don’t be me. You’re better than that, too.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Fourteen BK17


    Lock It Down


     


     


     


    1


    “Hold that door.”


    Charlie stopped and held the elevator he’d just come from. People weren’t supposed to use them unless they were ill or pregnant, but Charlie didn’t care about the rules right now.


    Daryl slid by him with a long, heavy bag over his shoulder. “Thanks.”


    Charlie caught the scent of blood. He narrowed in on the familiar shape of the bag.


    Daryl stopped him from making a scene. “Get in or go away.”


    Charlie understood it was an Eagle chore. He glanced around to see if anyone else had noticed.


    The passages were deserted. Faint sounds of island merriment came through some of the portholes.


    “Make up your mind.”


    Curious, Charlie got back into the elevator.


    “Incinerator deck.”


    Charlie hit the button. He studied the bag... “It’s a body.”


    The smell of smoke told him this wasn’t the first one Daryl had taken down. The incinerator had already been running.


    Daryl readjusted the weight. “It’s trash. Always say trash.”


    Charlie grimaced. “Human lives are not trash!”


    Daryl became annoyed. “Since when do you care about anyone but Tracy?”


    Charlie clamped his lips together.


    Daryl used his free hand to brace as the elevator began moving. Dead bodies weren’t like boxes. They shifted, hardened, and resisted going into the furnace. Even in death, we don’t want to be removed.


    “What did he do?” Charlie assumed the gender. Killing women was rare in Safe Haven.


    “It’s what they wouldn’t do.”


    Charlie’s eyes widened. “You killed the rookies!”


    Daryl was glad they were in the elevator. “Hush, child. Your mother has enough worries.”


    Charlie pouted. “All she cares about is giving up the job to Adrian. She’s with him now, making him think they’ll have a future together down the road.”


    Daryl tried not to breathe deeply of the rancid air. “Maybe they will. If anything happens to your dad…” Daryl stopped at the immediate rage from the boy.


    Charlie pulled it back in. His sharp mind suddenly offered another solution. “What benefits do I have as an Eagle?”


    “You’re not an Eagle.”


    “Then as the son of the leader here.”


    Daryl didn’t lie. “A little more than I do, but a lot less than Kyle does. Get it?”


    “Value scale.”


    Daryl nodded pointedly. “Leadership rewards those who can be counted on to do the right thing.”


    Charlie flushed. Anger opened his mouth. “Are moments like this the reason you’re not as high a level as Kyle?”


    Daryl ducked the wild blow easily. “Nope. I’m not as good with people and I know it. He deserves the higher slot.”


    Charlie hurried out as soon as the elevator opened, trying not to gag. The scent of shit had grown stronger every second they’d been closed in the elevator.


    “Death stinks–literally.”


    “Yeah.” Charlie followed Daryl and switched on the light when they reached the incinerator room. He saw the cool furnace and passed off the smoky smell as someone with a cigarette left. “I need the Eagles to support me on something, over my mom.”


    Despite carrying a body and the weight of murder, Daryl laughed out loud.


    Charlie froze. He hated to be made fun of.


    Daryl put the body on the metal table so it could be stripped. He left space for the body that Jeff would bring down next. “Whatever it is, kid, the answer will be no. You’re not an Eagle, not in leadership, and you aren’t her heir. You have zero influence here.”


    “I want her to go after my dad.”


    Daryl sighed. He felt bad for the teenager. “I’m sorry. I really am.”


    “But you won’t even consider it.”


    “No.” Daryl walked by him to go collect another body. “We roll when your mom makes the call, not a second before.”


     


     


    2


    “This was a good call. Everyone feels a little better now.” Conner walked Adrian to the exit of the restaurant.


    “Yes.” Adrian was happy with how it had gone. Three hours of talking about the people they missed and the mistakes they regretted had let out some of the poison. Adrian wasn’t sure why talking with the new preacher wasn’t working; he assumed Tim didn’t know what to say. People didn’t want to be told it was God’s will or some things were just destined to happen. They wanted to vent, and remember, and connect with others who were going through the same pain.


    Conner stepped out into the cooler night air and scanned the town. Garbage was overflowing from cans that hadn’t been lit. The wind was carrying it into the jungle. “No cleanup crew for this, I guess.”


    “You’re too light on people for it. She wanted everyone to have a good evening. Tomorrow will see crews scouring these grounds for litter.” Adrian had heard the senior guards discussing it.


    Shouts and sounds of encouragement came from the open tunnel hatch nearby. The people below were enjoying themselves. The next time Angela wanted to do something like this, more people would be willing.


    Adrian studied his son in the fading lantern light. “Why are you scared to get married?”


    Conner laughed sarcastically. “You know why. Mitchels are cursed.”


    “Only because we make the wrong choices. I have hopes we’ll break that awful tradition.”


    “So you’d consider marrying Sadie?”


    “Hell, no! Mitchels are cursed.”


    Conner chuckled. He also felt better now. Attending the meeting had eased some of his worries.


    “She knew you needed time with me.”


    Conner felt bad for avoiding his father. “But I made the only choice my heart would allow.”


    Adrian put an arm around Conner’s shoulders. “I’m not mad at you for it. I’ve often excluded friends and family in pursuit of love.”


    Conner’s snort echoed. “Love?”


    Adrian wasn’t upset. “I’ve loved them all, in one way or another.”


    Conner pulled away. “You loved their bodies.”


    Adrian denied that. “Most times it was for their minds. The bodies barely registered.”


    “And the others?”


    “I loved them as the future mothers of my children, the extensions of our family.”


    Conner couldn’t let it go. “That isn’t love and you know it.”


    Adrian sighed. “It’s what I called love for most of my life.”


    “And now?”


    Adrian scanned the dark jungle, looking toward the ship. “Now I understand the difference and it’s too late. She’ll never be with me. She’ll just use me to further her goals.”


    Conner almost felt sorry for his dad. Then he remembered what all Adrian had done. He didn’t tell his dad he deserved it, but it hung in the air between them.


    Adrian motioned. “You can go stay with Candy if you want. You’re off-duty now.”


    “She’s snoozing next to Cate. She’s fine. I am surprised Sadie decided to stay in the tunnels tonight without you, though. I guess winning the Eagle jacket gave her more confidence.”


    Adrian rolled his eyes. “She’s not afraid of being alone or surrounded by men drinking, shouting, and playing games.”


    “She likes it.”


    “Yes.” Adrian began the trek toward Cliff Road. “She knows the men here are okay. She fears the females and the kids.”


    Conner laughed. “So do I!” He kept pace with his father as they moved through the jungle. When the hill appeared in front of them, he didn’t hesitate to start the climb.


    Conner’s body was filling out. Adrian was thrilled with how the boy had settled into life here.


    “Greg made me promise to eat more and workout. It wasn’t my idea.”


    “It’s still good.” Adrian was curious about their relationship. “Are you and Greg close?”


    Conner nodded. “We almost died together. He’s a good man. I hope he comes back.”


    So did Adrian. He didn’t gossip about how Greg had gotten a demon, but he wanted to.


    Conner didn’t either, but he was certain of why. Angela wanted everyone to be a descendant, even those who weren’t supposed to be one.


    Adrian didn’t repeat his offer to let Conner skip this. He wanted the time with his son. He just wanted to make sure Conner was happy. If that meant missing this moment, he would.


    “Thank you for understanding. I’m good.”


    Adrian beamed. “Yes, you are.”


    Both males tensed as their link to the hive lit up with Jennifer’s voice. They listened intently even though it wasn’t the first mental call she’d made tonight.
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    I know you’re one of us. You have two days to adjust and prepare your friends and family. After that, I will hunt you down. All descendants must be linked into the hive. It’s how we monitor each other for cracks and corruption. Come talk to any of us within the next two days. We might even keep it quiet for a little longer if it’s going to cause problems. Jennifer let go of the descendant minds who understood why she was doing things this way. Molly wasn’t the only normal who’d popped.


    Morgan tucked the small blanket around Roy’s leg as they walked. The boy was sleeping heavily over his shoulder and had been since midnight. “How can they sleep like this? My spine would be screaming.”


    Jennifer didn’t have an answer. Autumn was sleeping in her good arm, slightly turned so one arm and one leg were dangling. Every time Jennifer had adjusted the child, Autumn immediately rolled back over.


    “It’s for moments like this.” Ray was still with them and now in the lead for rounds. Trent had been sent to the island. Ray had refused to go. He didn’t want to be away from Grant, who was in the bridge. “Parents need to work, or hunt, or gather. Beds are an unnecessary comfort.”


    Morgan huffed softly. “I’d like to disagree.”


    Jennifer sent out the mental notice again as they reached the mid-deck of the giant ship. I know you’re one of us. You have two days to adjust and prepare your friends and family. After that, I will hunt you down. All descendants must be linked into the hive. It’s how we monitor each other for cracks and corruption. Come talk to any of us within the next two days. We might even keep it quiet for a little longer if it’s going to cause problems.


    “Two in the same day seems strange.”


    Ray nodded at Morgan’s comment. He held the door for the tired adults. “That’s why we’re searching for the lurker now. She isn’t doing constant rounds for the exercise.”


    Jennifer snickered. “Actually, I was, but the mood shifted and I decided this was a good way to flush them out.”


    Morgan tensed. “A lurker, like we faced in the mountain?”


    “It could be.” Ray decided to be positive. “Maybe they’re just scared. It is a huge change, especially if you’ve spent the last year hating magic.”


    Jennifer went by the sentry post. “I don’t feel menace.”


    Morgan’s unease grew. “Do you feel anything at all from them?”


    Jennifer checked the guard mentally and didn’t find anything. She was doing it with everyone they passed, but there was no sign of anyone hiding anything that leadership didn’t already know about. “No, but I feel the new presence. I think I can track them down, but it will take a while.”


    Ray caught on to Morgan’s tension. “What if they were already lurking, as a normal?”


    Morgan nodded. “It’s possible.”


    Ray’s hand slid to his gun. “Start tracking them now. We’ll drop the kids with Brittani and Daryl on the way.”


    Jennifer wanted to. She connected to Angela for the choice.


    Now manning the bridge while Grant slept in the cot behind her and Piper stood on the steps, Angela also considered it. She reluctantly refused. You said two days. We’ll honor it.


    Jennifer cursed herself. “I’ll make it one day next time.”


    Morgan couldn’t help the concern. “Maybe half that would be better.”


    Jennifer finally felt his fear. She was disgusted with herself. Now we’ll have two days of tension while we wait for a possible time bomb to go off. Damn it! “I’m sorry.”


    Angela wasn’t upset. It takes time, and moments like this, to perfect the job. You’re doing fine. Carry on.


    Jennifer’s self-doubt eased a bit. Thank you.


    Morgan realized Jennifer’s confidence had taken the same hit as her shoulder–it was damaged, but healing.


    “Let’s go ask if the medics need help with anything.” Or if they’ve noticed anything in the new people. Jennifer hated not being able to identify the lurker with her gifts, but this required her mind. I know that I know them. They feel familiar…and I don’t think I like them because it makes my stomach churn.


    Ray and Morgan immediately assumed the person was evil. They reached for their radios at the same time.


    “You have no proof.” Jennifer glared at both men. “Don’t upset the good mood!”


    “We don’t need proof to take precautions. If we wait to have a suspicion confirmed, it could be too late.” Morgan keyed his radio and held it out to Ray.


    Ray frowned as he spoke. “Boss, I think we should lock it down for a quick security check. We want to make sure that quake didn’t shake a straggler loose from their hiding spot.”


    Because Angela had used that openly right after the quake, it was acceptable to use it now.


    A few seconds later, Angela’s calm voice came over the ship’s PA system and every active radio. “Prepare for a lockdown drill, Safe Haven. Sorry, but now’s a great time for me to improve security. Feel free to sleep through it if you’re not an Eagle. Just don’t leave the area you’re in until we call all clear.”


    Down in the ship, Jennifer took the steps to the medical bay. “Daryl made Brittani sleep in the overnight wing. We’ll drop the kids and start right there.”


    Ray got his book out and removed the newly printed checklist for their lockdown sweeps. He spoke into his radio as they walked. “All Eagles are now on call. Get up, find your gun and vest, and wait for orders. On duty Eagles will don their vests and begin constant rotations until otherwise notified.”


    They were slowly developing a routine for people to use. Back when Adrian had been in charge, Marc and Neil had created an evacuation plan that Kenn had fine-tuned for their mountain escape, but they hadn’t covered how to react to a crisis. Angela and Kyle were doing that now.


    Muttering camp members and Eagles staggered to their taped copies of the checklist and got started. Doors shut and locked throughout the ship. Guards appeared in the halls, searching for problems.


    On the island, hatches were shut and locked. Bullet-deflecting curtains were lowered. Eagles came from their beds to stand watch over the sleeping camp.


    Jennifer felt danger invade the air. She hurried toward the steps, not sure if they were taking the kids into a danger zone.


    Morgan shifted Roy to his other shoulder so the child was protected from jostling by the Eagles coming into the hall. “We’ll cover the action. You’ll cover the kids.”


    “Deal.” Jennifer went faster, now able to feel death sweeping through. She inhaled deeply, forehead wrinkling. “Wait.”


    Ray beat her to it. “I smell smoke.”
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    “I need to go make sure Candy’s okay.”


    Adrian kept walking even though he had a bad feeling and his legs were starting to ache. “You can get to the perimeter, but the Eagles have things sealed off by now. They won’t open doors or hatches until Angela calls off the lockdown.”


    Conner realized that was true. He forced himself to resume the trek up Cliff Road to Adrian’s shack. Since the problem seemed to be on the ship, he wasn’t as concerned. “Do you think I’ll be happy with Candy?”


    “Maybe. You just need to do things a little differently.”


    “Like what?”


    “Start with your words, son. Ask if you’ll be happy with Candy and your kids. She’s going to give birth in the next month and then you’re a stepdad. Most kids hate that authority figure. Start thinking of them as yours and it will all go easier. Make the kids happy and their mom automatically gets a boost from it.” Adrian took the path to his shack without hesitating. He had the number of steps memorized now. He could get there without sight if he needed to.


    “I don’t know how to be a father.”


    Adrian winced. “I’m sorry for that. But a lot of people don’t know how to parent. You’ll learn it as you go. The number one rule is no violence, in any form. Don’t even yell if you can help it. You see how Charlie hates Kenn. And how he ignores his mom on everything?”


    Conner thought about the affair and confessed. “I knew about that and didn’t tell anyone.”


    Adrian wasn’t surprised. “The Eagles kept it quiet, too. The boss will either accept that or make it clear that she wants to be informed. Either way, no one knew what to do this first time. You’re in the clear.”


    Adrian moved quickly over the rocky path, trying not to gasp for air as his home came into view. The flag above his shack was already losing its glow. Adrian vowed to find something else to use that wasn’t needed by the camp. It didn’t feel right not to have a flag on his home.


    Conner swept Adrian’s shack. It seemed like a miserable place to spend time.


    Adrian didn’t say differently. When Conner was older, he might remember this moment and be able to give himself the answer. Not everything was best when spelled out. Right now, he would blow off the explanation of enjoying being alone with only a tiny area to care for. Later, he would understand that’s how adults retained their sanity in an insane world that had pushed them to the edges of society because they weren’t pretty enough, rich enough, skilled enough. It’s a defense. Like Charlie’s affair.


    “You think he’ll do it again.”


    Adrian shrugged. “Maybe. Charlie is angry and bitter, and he feels guilty over Tracy’s abuse.”


    “He didn’t do that.”


    “He chased her even while she was recovering. He made a bad choice next by getting her pregnant so no other man would steal her before he could grow up. He made the same mistakes that I would have if Angela had given me any room to maneuver.”


    Conner hated being reminded of his father’s flaws almost as much as he hated their family reputation. Both had caused him trouble all of his life. “I thought Marc always came between you two.”


    “He was there, but Angela’s not wired to cheat. She stopped it. And I’m grateful.”


    Conner was surprised. “Really?”


    “Yes. I’m a much better person now. I miss living in the faster lane sometimes, but I love the new man I’m becoming.”


    Conner gave Adrian a fast hug. “Me, too.”


    Adrian tried not to cry as he hugged his son back. He looked over Conner’s shoulder toward the beach and connected to Angela to thank her.


    Movement immediately drove that from his mind.


    Adrian let go of his son and took off running down the hill as fast he could go. Smoke! Angie! The ship’s on fire!
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    “Keep those doors shut! Put clothes against the cracks! Open your windows!”


    “No windows!” Angela ran by the descendant deck, following the thick stream of smoke coming through the hallway. “No more windows or you’ll cause a backdraft!”


    Stuart began shoving terrified people back into their cabins. “Get in there!”


    Angela didn’t have time to stop and correct him again. She used her radio and her mind. “Get off the ship! Evacuate! Check every cabin!”


    On her heels, Dace grabbed a fire extinguisher from the rack as they ran by.


    Everyone behind them did the same. They’d put stacks of extinguishers all over the ship. They were about to find out if that would save them.


    “All camp members need to evacuate the ship immediately!” Jonny’s bleary voice told everyone he’d returned to the DJ booth on the entertainment deck. “Walk to the nearest exit. Follow your normal routes. Do not use the elevators or employee halls.”


    Angela keyed her mike as soon as he stopped talking. “Clear that deck and work your way down, Jonny!”


    “You got it.”


    Angela slid down the railing on her hands. She brought up her shield against the thicker smoke. “We have about three minutes of air inside when it’s solid. We’ll have to get clean air in rotations.”


    Angela felt two strong lifeforces flying her way. She stopped outside the glowing red door to the machine room, able to see flames shooting up through the window. The relief area, machinery zone, and a hallway were engulfed. “We have a spreading fire on the machine deck. Get off this ship right now!”


    The ship groaned under them. Don’t leave me!


    Grant’s voice came over the PA. “The fire suppression system isn’t working in there. I’m turning on the others to soak everything around you!”


    Foamy water shot from nozzles in the ceiling. Steam rose from the walls around the fire.


    Angela felt Adrian and Conner reach them, along with 10 other sweating bodies who’d run down here like she had. Then she opened the door and hurried into hell.
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    Jennifer shoved Autumn into Brittani’s arms as Morgan put Roy into Daryl’s. She wanted to offer directions, but there wasn’t time.


    Brittani took the diaper bag. “Go do what you do. We’ll get the kids to the island and stay with them.”


    Jennifer turned away reluctantly. “Thank you.”


    Pam came from the exam room across the hall. She merged into the chaos of the evacuation and let it carry her along. Her moving lips weren’t noticed at all.


    Morgan grabbed Jennifer’s good hand and tugged. “Let’s go!”


    Jennifer pulled free but quickly realized they were going to get separated. The passages were full of people running to and from the fire. She took a firm hold on Morgan’s belt and ran right behind him so his big body protected her from being knocked aside by the people who were panicking.


    The smoke thickened noticeably. Coughs echoed through the spreading fear. Jennifer sent out calm as they ran, but she didn’t try to force anyone into a different direction. The sight of fleeing low-level Eagles saddened her, but it was their lives to use as they saw fit.


    Alarms blared and lights flashed. Power went off in rooms as they ran by. Grant was trying to shut everything down to minimize the damage. Jennifer’s lungs burned from the run and the smoke.


    Morgan hurried down the steps instead of sliding so they didn’t lose contact. The lights above them flickered…and went out.


    Shouts and cries of pain filled the area to compete with the smoke.


    Kyle shoved his way through and met them at the bottom of the steps. “We’re rotating with extinguishers. Shields up. Make them solid. The smoke’s too thick for the normals. If you see one, send them out!”


    Morgan and Jennifer brought up shields and followed Kyle. Now separated, Morgan was left behind because he refused to leave her unguarded from the rear.


    The Eagles didn’t notice, but they wouldn’t have liked it if they had.


    Kyle did notice it and he approved. Jennifer’s safety meant everything to him. He would have sent her to the island if he' thought she would go.


    Jennifer staggered as a blast of heat drove people backward. Flames shot up the wall in front of them, sending fresh black smoke through the room.


    The heat rose, making it harder to breathe. People gasped in the tiny breeze coming through an open porthole.


    “Get those shields up!” Kyle grabbed a normal and spun him toward the exit. “Get out of here, Rico! Go help people evacuate!”


    Morgan pushed Jennifer behind him as furious orange and yellow flames climbed the walls and spread to the ceiling. All three leaders are in here. That’s not allowed!


    Jennifer let the other Eagles push her toward the exit. All of them had extinguishers.


    Jack ran around her and hurried into the roaring heat. Not to be outdone, Hannah and Erin followed, grinning wildly. It was their first adventure.


    Jennifer had to lower her shield for air. Thick smoke filled her lungs and forced her to retreat even further.


    No longer in range of the fire, Jennifer yanked off her kit and began digging through it for the medical bag in the bottom. There was no way they wouldn’t have burns and other injuries when this was finished.


    Lisa and Jayda ran by her with more extinguishers.


    Jennifer ducked their wild movements and grabbed her radio. “That’s enough people down here! Help with the evacuation!”


    Adrian came through the smoke, gasping. He dropped an empty extinguisher by the wall.


    Jennifer lifted her shield over him so he could get a breath without smoke in it. Her shield was automatically filtering out the worst of it.


    Conner came out next, coughing smoke. He stepped right through her barrier, desperate for fresh air.


    Jennifer kept pulling out medical items, heart pounding. The fire was bad. If they didn’t get it under control soon, they might lose the ship.


    Adrian tapped. “Let me out.”


    Jennifer lowered her shield so both males could go back in to help.


     


    Inside the fiery hall, Morgan pushed Angela away from the front line of the blaze. “Let her through!”


    Angela struggled through the firefighters to reach the window that was already open. She lowered her shield and sucked in smokey air as tears rolled over her cheeks. Smoke came from her mouth as she gasped out words through her burning throat. “Ice it.”


    Morgan used his new gift for the first time in front of everyone.


    Molly joined him. “I think I have that, too!”


    Everyone else retreated as Morgan and Molly fired ice that coated the walls and ceiling and immediately melted.


    The blaze pushed back in a roar, hungry.


    Adrian felt death arrive. His eyes went to the woman he loved and then to the son he adored. This time, it was easy to make the right choice.


    Adrian shoved Conner toward the exit. “Get out of here!” He pushed through the other descendants, trying to reach Angela. “Get out of here!”


    Only a few people heard him over the angry rumble of the blaze.


    Angela stumbled through the smoke and put a hand on Morgan’s shoulder, lending energy. She didn’t have a copy of the ice gift yet. That would change after this.


    Other descendants came forward to lend their energy. Jayda brought up her shield to deflect some of the heat from Morgan and Molly.


    Morgan’s terror rose another level. “It’s on the spare oxygen tanks! Aim there!” Fear beat against his brain. Sweat dripped from his hair unnoticed. “Don’t let it–”


    The ship groaned an instant before the tank was breached. They all heard it clearly. Help me!


    The first oxygen tank exploded.


    It blew through the wall and then the people trying to put out the fire.
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    Start Accepting That
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    “Food’s burning. I smell it.” Greg groaned as his swollen stomach clamped and twisted. “No more burnt food.”


    Greg snapped awake from the standing doze. Fear refilled his mind. I’m still here, in this cage. They hurt me. They’re about to do it again.


    He’d lost count of the days since their capture; it might have been five. The first two had been naked isolation in the dark, unable to see, hear, or taste anything. When the hoses had come on, he’d barely felt the cold drenching for getting a drink. Smells, he’d had the entire time. Shit and vomit were bad, but the acid scent of his piss fading into nothingness was the worst. They weakened me.


    No one talked to him at all. He hadn’t heard another voice since they’d been overwhelmed on the beach. That’s where I lost my eye.


    Greg mentally spun away from the memory. He held onto the slimy cage bars and braced as best he could. It was hard to get ready for pain. Rushing in as an Eagle was different than being totally helpless in front of the enemy. His demon was useless while he was drugged and his captors had been very careful to keep him that way. He’d also lost count of how many needles had been plunged into his body, so he couldn’t narrow down how long it had been that way either. I have to find a way out!


    He’d never seen cells like these. They had no weak spots to kick apart and no hole for a key. I can’t pick a lock that doesn’t exist.


    The ceiling above the cell had wide beams that supported either a roof or another floor. It was impossible to tell. There were no noises from outside this room. They hadn’t been questioned. No demands or accusations had been made. It was almost like the crews here couldn’t speak. They don’t even talk to each other.


    Greg couldn’t see the other mission members, but he’d heard them. He assumed they were all somewhere in this huge warehouse with dark green walls and concrete floors that led to a single exit. That beckoning egress was guarded by a wide gate made the same way as these cells–with no hole for the key. He hadn’t seen the gate open once, even though these weren’t the same tormentors as last time. Maybe they all live in here and are rocked to sleep by our screams.


    Male and female forms in UN uniforms glided by with no expressions or self-expression. They didn’t jump at shouts or swipes through the bars. They didn’t grimace at vomit spraying them. Their noses didn’t curl as turds dropped near their gravity boots. They worked awful routines of pain, hoses, and drugs without responding to any stimuli. Maybe they’re AI.


    Three of the emotionless blocks approached his cell with tools Greg recoiled from. He cringed against the rear of the cell as they advanced. “What do you want?!”


    Flames shot out.


    Darkness swarmed Greg’s sight. He fled from the agony, seeking sanctuary in his mind. Lisa.


    Greg pushed through the mental fog while his body arched and a scream ripped from his aching mouth. He went deeper, squinting through the one eye that still worked. Lisa?


    Over here! The woman’s shape was intimately familiar to Greg. He rushed toward her, leaving the smell of his burning flesh behind.


    Lisa couldn’t see anything through the fog. “My dreams are usually clear. This is too much smoke.”


    “They burnt the food.”


    “I think the ship exploded.”


    Greg’s words dried up. Terror took their place as heat neared his groin. This is going to be bad. He surrounded Lisa with his arms and broken fingers. Hold me!


    “Always!” Lisa squeezed him tightly and snapped awake. Tears rolled over her burnt cheeks. “Greg! Greg!”


    Her shrieks didn’t wake Erin, who was in the bed next to her. Erin had been sedated while they cleaned out her burns. She’d gotten hit by melted plastic pieces.


    The screams brought the medics and guards.


    “They’re burning him alive! Greg!”


    People winced as they realized she’d been dreaming of the mission team. The explosion, combined with her worry, had created a nightmare.


    Terry used smelling salts to make sure she was fully awake.


    Tonya gently held Lisa’s burnt hand. The woman had been lucky. Her injuries were minor compared to those who’d been closer to the explosion.


    Lisa’s shrieks faded to sobs. “We have to help him!”


    Tonya gave the platitude she’d learned from the old world. “It was just a dream, honey. You’re awake now. It’s okay.”


    Lisa shook her head wildly. More tears spilled. “It was real! He needs us!”


    Tonya tried again to get through. “You were dreaming about the explosion. Your mind mixed things up.”


    Lisa kept crying. She knew what had happened, and that she was hurt, but Greg’s pain was all she could feel.


    Terry injected the sedative into Lisa’s IV tube.


    Tonya patted the woman’s hand again and waited for this night to be over.


    The medical bay stank of burnt things. Smoke was lingering in places. The air and heat had been off, and most of their windows were closed to keep out the bugs. The smoke had nowhere to go, but they didn’t have the manpower to open them all, and they didn’t want to activate the heat or air. It would draw the smoke into the vents, where it would linger longer.


    “It’s times like these that I miss the people who left, even before the mission team rolled out.”


    Tonya frowned at the medic. “You mean Ivan.”


    Terry wasn’t intimidated by her disapproval. “Yes, I do. He was handy to have around. I can’t believe he split.”


    Tonya kept her voice down. “I don’t believe it. He gave up a chance to be with the boss for some unknown adventure? No way.”


    Terry silently concurred. Maybe Marc got rid of him.


    Tonya agreed. That made more sense.


    “Greg…” Lisa surrendered to the darkness with tears drying to her cheeks.


    Lisa’s injuries had been cleaned, coated in silver sulfadiazine cream and then layered in plastic wrap. Tonya never would have considered using plastic wrap for anything but prolonging the life of leftovers. Now, it was helping to prolong the lives of their injured people. It didn’t stick to the cream, didn’t have to be held down with tape that fragile skin couldn’t handle, and they had loads of it.


    Tonya listened through the open door. The medical bay was full and still active, but it wasn’t the chaotic furor of earlier. This was the first calm period they’d gotten since the explosion. Half the medics were taking a break now, while they could. Handling the radiation sickness had taught them valuable lessons on conserving energy. The average time length of burns was triple other emergencies and disasters. Even things like gunshots couldn’t compare to the wear and tear. Gunshots were over fast. The person lived or died right then, for the most part. Burns took days or even weeks to kill the victim. This would be a marathon instead of a fast run.


    Tonya was grateful not to be doing it alone. Everyone with healing skills had been brought in as soon as the fire was out. The rooms around this one all had someone there to keep an eye on the patients. They’d worked straight through to get everyone stable, but they hadn’t been able to heal them like in the past. “Lisa didn’t have a magic treatment from anyone, right?”


    Terry made a note on Lisa’s chart. “No, not that I found in her file. We’ve been keeping track of that for everyone since before Ciemus, so it would have been at least six months ago.”


    “And yet, she’s barely responding.”


    “I think burns are another magic limit.”


    Tonya wasn’t happy about that. “We’ll add it to Neil’s books so it can be tested later.”


    They both winced at the thought of burning someone just to collect data.


    Standing in the hallway, Jennifer stared in concern.


    Security was light despite the explosion. They’d already been shorthanded and the deficit had now doubled. More camp members have to join the Eagles or we’re going to have to take in new people even though we don’t want them.


    The ceiling lights flickered briefly before regaining normal brightness, drawing Jennifer’s attention. The ship was moaning and creaking in pain, rattling their nerves. Tonya had tried to calm it, but she’d gotten an angry zap for her trouble. Jennifer was worried about that. If the ship turned on them, they wouldn’t be able to keep using it and right now, this ship was providing almost every aspect of their life support.


    Ray entered the medical bay and came to her with updates. “I toured the damage zone. All the embers are out. Do you want the rest of it right now? I can put it in a report for later.”


    All of them were dirty and stinking of smoke and sweat. Ash smudges stubbornly resisted attempts to remove them, leaving streaks and swipes on arms, faces, knobs, switches, and walls. Ray scrubbed at his hands while he waited for her response.


    “Is it important?” Jennifer paused her newest fear and scanned the tired man. It was almost dawn. None of them had slept yet and none of them would until they dropped or the crisis was over.


    “Maybe. I’m too tired to judge.”


    “Then give me all of it and I’ll decide.” Jennifer went to the next medical room. She was making a continuous round of this zone. She was on duty here as a sentry, but also as their leader.


    Angela’s body was hard to look at. Jennifer forced herself to do it. Their healers were also making rounds, but it wasn’t doing much. We’re almost immune to magical healing now. I wish there was some way to increase our skills in that before it’s too late.


    Footsteps echoed in the hall outside the med bay.


    Ray immediately brought up a shield around Jennifer and slid a hand over his gun.


    Conner tapped on the main door. “Coming in.” Everyone was on edge. Most of the guards were announcing their presence to keep twitchy fingers from pulling triggers.


    Ray lowered the shield and stayed close. He didn’t fully trust Conner, but it wasn’t the sweaty boy’s fault. His family name had preceded him.


    Conner was used to that reaction. “It always does.” He stopped a few feet from Jennifer. “My dad has things under control on the island. He hasn’t found any plots or danger. If he sends someone to you for a private job, you need to dig into them or take them out on the spot.”


    “That’s good.” Jennifer had sent Adrian to cover point duty in the tunnel bunker right after he’d carried Angela’s crispy body in here. Conner and others were going back and forth to help and get updates between healing sessions. “Are you okay for a while longer?”


    Conner grinned, snorting.


    Jennifer chuckled sadly, remembering when she’d had unlimited energy. She hadn’t felt like that since before the war.


    Conner brought up something he felt was important. “Not everyone left the ship. Some of them barely woke until the explosion and even then, they weren’t sure if they should evacuate.”


    Jennifer paused. “Didn’t it go over the radios?”


    Ray had that answer. “It did, but there were too many calls going out. Not all of them were clear, and a lot of people had been drinking.”


    Jennifer added it to her notes. In moments of chaos, things got missed. They’d been sending people to check all the cabins for injuries. “Those people would have been accounted for.”


    “In bodies.”


    Jennifer sympathized with Conner’s frustration. The ship damage wasn’t as bad as they’d first thought, but it could have been and all those cabin dwellers would have died. “We’ll find a way to fix it.”


    “Why didn’t they hear you through the hive connection?” Ray had been wondering that since it happened.


    Jennifer hated herself in that moment. “I forgot to use it. It’s a huge mistake.”


    Conner and Ray both offered comfort and clichés.


    Jennifer pounded herself mentally and vowed to never handle things that way again. Angela was right–it’s all learning experience that I can’t get from training sessions or drills.


    “Neil said he can come back whenever you need him. Wade’s floating. They got Samantha and the boys out to the beach and then came back to help evacuate the top decks. Then Neil went to help Adrian keep the camp under control.”


    “He should stay on the island in case the camp members don’t accept Theo’s answer. Adrian might need the help.” Jennifer gestured toward Morgan. She wasn’t ready for anymore updates or choices yet. Something was nagging in the rear of her mind. She needed to pull that thread first. “He needs you the most. Jayda’s next, then the boss again.”


    Conner took a bottle of water from the lounge cooler and downed it while he went into Morgan’s room.


    Charlie came from Angela’s side.


    Jennifer and Ray faced him in accidental tandem, brows lifted.


    “She’s breathing better now. Some of the burns healed up.” Charlie dropped into the chair by the cooler. “I’ll do it again as soon as I get my breath back.”


    Jennifer pointed at an empty bed a few doors down. “Go take a nap. Finish a bottle of water while you get comfortable.”


    Charlie did it without arguing. He’d already delivered a healing session to all of their injured people and two to his mom. It was helping, but not quickly.


    Jennifer’s relief cleared room for more work. She motioned at Ray. “Let me have the updates now.”


    Ray examined his notes. “All the fires are out and Theo is in there poking around to figure out what happened. We have security all over it, along with a phone video rolling to prove his findings. He says it seems like an accident, but he’ll make a final call when he’s sure.”


    Jennifer hoped that was true. “I want to know the minute he decides. If it goes the other way, I’ll need time to prep the others.”


    The hive was buzzing unhappily in their minds. The descendants were sure someone had tried to sink their ship and they were blaming the lurker who’d refused to admit they were really a descendant. No one had come forward yet, but the clock on that was still ticking.


    “We’ve had two fights. One was a couple of drunks in a literal pissing contest that the wind won. The other was an Eagle accusing a camp member of trying to blow up the ship. Adrian calmed the situation and convinced everyone that wasn’t true. If it is, Adrian’s credibility will be ruined again.”


    Jennifer rolled her eyes. “Least of my worries. Keep going.”


    “Monica is with Theo, as well as the rest of his team. A few descendants who know what they’re doing insisted on staying to observe. They said the video isn’t enough because anyone can hit stop or pause.”


    Jennifer sighed. “We’ll allow it for now and handle it when his findings come down.”


    Ray was furious. “If the normals did this…”


    Jennifer didn’t need to lie to him. “Yep. The laws here will change. The same is true if it was one of ours.”


    Ray wanted more details. “Meaning?”


    “The magic laws will be put into place.” Tonya joined them at the front desk. “There are laws for our kind that will severely restrict our freedoms and usher in a new age of warfare.”


    Jennifer didn’t want to think about that right now, but it would be also another step in the grand plan to take control. Magic laws would come before Safe Haven’s rules.


    Tonya held up a hand to stop Ray so she could ask a question. “Do you want to keep the medics and healers rotating or send them out for the night since it’s been four hours?”


    Jennifer scanned the eight injured people around her and found most of them teetering on the edge. “Tell them to keep coming right back from their breaks. I don’t feel okay sending them to bed yet.” She looked at Ray.


    “That was my last item.” He put away his book. “That’s it for my updates. Anything you need or want?”


    “I’d like to have the cooks open the mess with coffee and cold items here on the ship. Then they can do breakfast on the island like they’d planned. Tell them to keep people fed and happy, but not to deplete supplies other than what we allotted.”


    “No worries. Thelma sent mugs of coffee to the guards a little while ago. I think she’s planning on a food delivery, too.”


    “Nothing heavy or it will make us sleepier.”


    “I’ll let her know.” Ray went to the steps.


    Jennifer felt the stress balling up behind her sockets. Kyle was doing rounds of the ship, then the beach while checking on the kids and gathering more updates. He was reporting to her once an hour. It was tense. She hated having her kids in a tent with the others who’d been on the ship, but she couldn’t send them down into the tunnels without any of the adults they depended on. She also didn’t feel good about them being on this boat until Theo declared it safe again. “What a fucking mess.”


    “Watch your mouth!” Morgan’s shout drew weak mirth.


    Everyone felt his pain from Conner’s healing session. His roommate, Jack, hadn’t woken yet.


    Jennifer forced herself to resume her own rounds. She entered the double room with Dace and Jayda. Both of them had required a tracheotomy to help them breathe. Oxygen treatments were helping, but both guards were in bad shape.


    Cody glanced up from the blanket-filled chair between them. His bloodshot orbs fought to focus.


    “Go back to sleep. I’m just checking in.”


    Cody dropped right back out. Despite having youth, he had no reserve energy to spare for healing sessions. He was crashing after each one. He was also keeping Jayda and Dace alive.


    Jennifer went to the next room to check on Angela and the new woman, Hannah. All the medics assumed she would die because of the curse on that name. So did Jennifer.


    Eight good men and women had been critically injured and they didn’t know if it had been an attack. “Should I be acting like we’re at war?”


    Angela didn’t answer.


    Hannah didn’t respond either. The medics had sedated her right after her first healing session because she was screaming about burning alive. Jennifer stared at the badly injured woman. “But she wasn’t saying I’m hurt or I’m burning. She said…”


    Hannah whimpered in her sleep.


    Jennifer’s heart rate increased. “She said they’re burning. She was dreaming about the mission team, too.”


    Jennifer glanced toward Lisa’s room. “Are they all?”


    She connected to each of their injured people and tried to see their dreams.


     


     


    2


    “They’re just rookies! They volunteered! They don’t know anything!”


    Harry and the rookies had been separated and taken to a corner of this warehouse. After days of darkness and drugs, the torture had started. There had been two brief pauses where he’d been fed and watered, and hosed off. The rookies hadn’t been fed at all. Their bodies were showing it. Their frantic shouts for food in exchange for information were awful on every level.


    Harry had tried to share his food and been beaten for it. Eating while the starving rookies drooled and begged had crushed him. I ate instead of starving with them. I’m no Eagle.


    Heat sprayed over the cells again.


    Harry struck the slimy bars in outrage. “Stop it! Let me help them! Let me out!”


    Fire flamed over his cell next, sending him into the corner to avoid the blast. Flame throwers were impossible to argue with when you didn’t have a weapon.


    Harry broke. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know! Just stop it and feed them!”


    More fire hit the rookies, burning them alive.


    Rancid odors covered Harry in fury and fear. “I’ll kill you all for this! I’ll kill you all!”


     


    Jayda snapped awake. “Let me out! I can save them!”


    Jennifer hurried in with Terry. She comforted the injured woman while he checked her vitals and made sure she didn’t pull out any tubes.


    Dace didn’t react at all.


    Cody flinched awake and stumbled over to help.


    “We have to save them…” Jayda passed out. Her body didn’t have the oxygen it needed to stay awake.


    Terry replaced the oxygen tube in Jayda’s burnt nose while Cody used the little energy he’d regained to ease her pain.


    Jayda’s body relaxed as she fell into a dreamless slumber this time.


    Jennifer directed Cody back to the chair while she connected to the hive. General alert. We’re getting flashes of the mission team…and it’s horrible. I don’t know if it’s a trick or real. When I do, I’ll update you. It’s the same with our issues here. As soon as our investigator makes a call, I’ll let you know. Jennifer gave them the update everyone was waiting for. There’s no change in our injured people. They’re all alive. That’s the best news, right?


    Jennifer let go. She couldn’t stand to act hopeful when she wasn’t. “We’re going to get more people down here now. Put them to work watching over our friends. Get it organized and I’ll support you as needed.”


    Terry was honored. He was also incensed. “I hope it was an accident. If it wasn’t…”


    Jennifer knew. “Yeah. We could have another explosion. And none of us will try to put out the fire this time.”


     


     


    3


    “They had to sedate Missy. She was screaming for Shawn.” Terry dropped into the chair across from Jennifer, who had stretched out on the couch in the reception area around noon. “I’m not sure this is just bad dreams from the explosion. Missy wasn’t even there.”


    “It’s not.” Jennifer left the grimy arm sling off and carefully used that hand to scrub the crust from her lashes. She sat up and checked her watch. She’d slept for two hours. It felt like two minutes.


    “What the hell is going on?”


    Jennifer forced her legs to hold her as she stood. “The mission team has been captured. They’re being interrogated and tortured.”


    “Then we have to go after them!”


    Annoyed quickly by his yelling, Jennifer gestured angrily. “Look around! We’re not in any condition to go anywhere.”


    “Not everyone was hurt.” Terry hated his opinion, but he still put it out there. “Adrian could do it. So could Kyle…or you.”


    Jennifer sighed, anger fading back into exhaustion. “This camp will split down the middle. You know that. Stop making me feel bad for something I can’t fix.”


    Terry knew she was right. “I have to try. It’s hurting me!”


    Jennifer didn’t tell him it was worse as a descendant. She was getting the fear and terror from their minds and from the hive connection. “We have to trust Marc.”


    Terry let out a curse that made Jennifer flinch and brought Dog to her side.


    Dog was doing rounds of the ship and the island. Adrian had told him comforting people would help. Dog just wanted to catch the bad guy. He tolerated the crying on his fur in hopes that he would get to crunch someone’s neck for disturbing their peace.


    Jennifer rubbed Dog’s soft fur and tried not to cry. “We’ll get through this. I know I’m not Angela, but I know what she would say. We have to take care of the camp first, always.”


    Terry leaned his chair back. He didn’t shed tears for his friendship yet, but he would. Harry probably wasn’t coming home. I should start accepting that.


    Radios crackled in blaring panic. “We have a fight in the mess. I need help breaking it up!”


    Jennifer sighed miserably at the radio call. Then she locked it all away and keyed her radio. “I’m on my way. If they’re still fighting when I get there, things will get rough.”


    Jennifer hoped that helped because she didn’t have the energy to punish anyone with magic right now. She was exhausted, empty, sad.


    Jennifer hurried from the medical bay, leaving Terry in charge of both normals and descendant patients. There wasn’t another choice. Later, that whole mess would likely restart and she was dreading it. “But he’s staying. I need every medic in there trying to save lives. Prejudices have to be put aside. So do my suspicions.”


    Jennifer didn’t see Rico come from the employee passage as she hurried toward the steps


    Rico didn’t pause in his plans. He wasn’t scared of Jennifer. The only one I fear is lying in a medical bed, covered in creams and burns. I’m safe until she heals up.


    Rico had no doubts about Angela’s recovery. You can’t kill that chick. Anyone who wants to hurt her needs to pick an easier target. Like her kids.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Sixteen BK17


    Read Between the Lines


     


     


     


    1


    “Holy crap!” Chad paused in the entrance of the mess. He considered going in and hesitated. I need to be doing so many other things right now.


    “I’ll kill you!”


    “Take that!”


    The mess was trashed. Chairs were being used as weapons. Table settings were projectiles and bludgeoning tools. Trays were spread across the floor, along with food and blood smears. Violent motions and words were everywhere.


    Chad was tired and fed up with policing the aftermath of the explosion. He’d been used as errand boy for the last 12 hours.


    Wade shoved by him. “Come on!” He ran into the middle of the 10-person brawl and started dropping people.


    Those who’d learned Daryl’s one-hit maneuver copied him, enjoying the practice.


    Chad still hesitated. The entire fight was made up of Eagles and they weren’t holding back. Blood was dripping from noses and mouths, making the floor slick. Boots slid and recovered or slid and fell, but no one stopped swinging. It was like the female moment in the training room, but with less hair pulling and more violence. Those women had wanted the chocolate bars. These men wanted to cause pain.


    Jennifer came down the hall in a fast run. She spotted Chad in the mess doorway. Anger flared.


    “Get in there and help!” She shoved him from the rear.


    Chad staggered and caught himself on an overturned booth. He went toward a calmer side of the fight. You can do this even though she’s watching. Stay calm. Don’t kill anyone. Chad grabbed a low-level man and spun him toward Wade.


    Wade rotated and dropped the man without hesitating.


    “Great idea!” Ed spun his opponent toward Wade. He didn’t notice the wide grin on his own face.


    The other guards copied, shoving their target toward one of the one-hit senior Eagles.


    Jennifer observed from the doorway, glad that none of the men were using guns or knives. She stayed to one side so others could get by. She knew better than to get in the middle of that chaos. She was vicious, but she couldn’t stand up to that and she knew it. All the training with Angela’s team didn’t matter. If I’m not allowed to shoot them or use magic, I’ll just get in the way.


    Jennifer didn’t think it was unfair to shove Chad in. He was large and in training for these moments. I’m in leadership. We don’t take the front lines unless those lines are failing. We stay in the rear and let our fighters do what they do best. My job is figuring out how to punish them for this. Everyone was already working double shifts and she couldn’t spare them from that work to make them do hard labor that was menial.


    Conner reached the door and caught Jennifer’s thought. “Angela would let them keep going until only the senior men were conscious.” He shifted closer to Jennifer and brought up his shield as the fight neared them.


    Jennifer knew. “I would too, but it’s not good for the camp. Rumors are already flying along the Safe Haven grapevine. They’ll think this is related and it will wind them up tighter.”


    “It might be related.”


    “Yeah.”


    Conner leaned in. “I can use a sleep spell.”


    Jennifer was tempted, but they needed Conner’s energy to be used on healing their injured people. “Wade’s team almost has it under control.”


    That was true. Men were finally noticing the one-hit clearing crew and fleeing away from the brawl.


    Daryl joined them, wheezing a little from running here. “The beach tent has more security than it needs. Put me to work.”


    Jennifer was glad to have an extra hand, but she didn’t want to use him here. “Stick around. I’ll use you where it’s needed as I go.”


    “You got it.”


    Jennifer felt a cool chill of danger brush her neck.


    Conner turned with her, tracking it.


    Jennifer didn’t protest when he kept his shield over them both. The sense of death coming was clear again, sharp. She grabbed her radio. “Check in!” Her mental order stung people and her radio shout jarred them awake. “Check on everyone who can’t defend themselves!”


    Chad saw her leaving. He neatly ducked a wild swing. “What about the idiots in here?” A few of them were still fighting.


    “Wade has it covered. Come with us.” Daryl quickly caught up to Conner and Jennifer.


    Chad slammed his fist into his opponent’s jaw and went to the exit. He didn’t wait for the body to drop. He knew the hit was good.


    “Nice!” Wade did the same to the man charging him.


    Chad hurried after Daryl.


    Daryl listened to the vibrations and the thoughts as they traveled, but there wasn’t much to pick up. Most of the camp was in the tunnel bunker with Adrian. Their problems were angry Eagles and a lurker who had likely chosen this moment to strike.


    “If they’re caught in the act, eliminate them, and don’t waste the energy. We need it all.”


    Everyone agreed with Jennifer’s furious order. It would be a race to see who got to consume them.


    Jennifer hurried to the med bay. She saw Rico and ran faster, anger blooming over her exhausted body like adrenaline.


    Rico felt it coming. He froze in place. “I’m guarding this door. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


    Rico was dressed in full Eagle gear and standing tall despite being isolated and distrusted.


    Jennifer reluctantly pulled in the hungry anger that wanted to taste him.


    Daryl and the others stayed right behind her. They glared at the new man.


    Rico drew in air, pulse racing. “I checked on everyone. The problem’s not in there.”


    Jennifer and the others still entered and began checking each patient.


    The medics and healers were already doing that. All of them glared at Rico through the windows.


    Rico wasn’t surprised or hurt that they didn’t believe him. He stayed where he was.


    “Do you think he’s okay?”


    Jennifer shrugged at Conner’s comment as they met back in the reception area. “No time for that right now. Concentrate!”


    Conner caught a fresh surge of fear and tracked it to the employee hall.


    Jennifer realized they weren’t patrolling there. She let Conner have the lead. Mitchels were known for tracking skills.


    The employee hall reeked of smoke. Half of the lights were out because of melted wiring. Jennifer noted those things and more as they traveled.


    Conner narrowed in on the fear. He pushed the employee door open and led them to the animal area. Smoke was still in these passages, thick enough to make him cough. The animal area stank and needed to be cleaned, but it was hard to notice those things through the heavy smoke.


    Daryl lifted his bandana. “Do we have another fire?”


    “No, it smells stale. Open the windows.” Jennifer caught another thread of the fear they were tracking and followed it into the stable. She stopped in surprise. “It’s coming from them.”


    Everyone stared at the horse and goats cowering together in the rear of the largest stall. Several smaller animals were on the ground near the exit. The smoke had gotten to them.


    “Damn it!” Jennifer hurried to the closest porthole. “Clear out the ship. Chad, go salt those idiots in the mess and make them help. Then get them to the med bay for stitches. After that, send them to the island for garbage cleaning until they drop.”


    Chad hurried off, heart hurting. Those poor animals!


    Daryl approached the stall and followed his instincts. “I need to reach the window behind you. Can you all move a little?”


    To his shock and elation, the horse snorted and shifted over.


    The goats came forward aggressively, heads lowered. It was cute from the babies. From the mother, it was threatening.


    Daryl sighed as he stepped forward to meet her. “I did say I like a challenge.”


    The horse charged between them, forcing Daryl backward.


    Jennifer groaned in frustration. “Stop fighting us! Move aside!”


    The horse shied from her anger.


    The goats butted the rail.


    Daryl hopped over them and ran to the window.


    The goats chased him while the horse fled to another side of the stall.


    Daryl pushed the window open and jumped onto the railing.


    The mother goat struck the ship wall instead of his leg and staggered.


    Daryl hurried back over the railing, grinning. “Glad I missed that one.”


    “Look out!”


    Daryl ran into the hanging lightbulb, shattering it with his face.


    Jennifer hurried over to help him. Blood was already running down his cheek.


    Daryl held still while Jennifer began pulling the larger shards of glass from his nose and his bandana. “I see the light.”


    Jennifer snickered despite the situation. She plucked faster, relieved as the smoke began to thin.


    Daryl shut his eyes against the blood. Darkness immediately snatched him into the fog where monster hounds roamed and prisoners screamed as they lost body parts to the pack.


    Daryl jerked back, eyes flying open.


    Jennifer scowled. “What was that?”


    Daryl quickly blinked and kept his eyes wide open. “A concussion.”


    Jennifer wanted to agree, but she couldn’t. “When we get hurt, we can connect to our loved ones over any length. That’s amazing and awful.”


    Daryl didn’t want those flashes. “How do I stop it?”


    She tugged a large fragment of the lightbulb from his cheek. “I didn’t even know we could do it. You’ll have to ask someone who’s been around the block more than us.”


    “Tobias?”


    “Yes.” Jennifer dug in her pocket for a bandage. She still had them from helping people right after the explosion. She pushed it over the worst spot, making Daryl flinch. “Conner can stay with me. Go see if Tobias and his wives can shed some light on this.”


    “Daniella and Anna.”


    Conner flushed as they looked at him. He shrugged. “Just seems wrong to keep calling them his wives like they’re his property.”


    “Okay, kid.” Jennifer didn’t appreciate the extra work even though he was right. “See if they can help us and then get to the med bay so Tonya can redo that bandage. It’s already loose.”


    “I’ll be fine. Thank you.” Daryl hurried off to find Tobias. He tried not to blink too long and trigger another flash. I can’t take much of that or I’ll give in to Charlie and insist we go after them. Half of that team is innocent and the other half are my friends. We can’t let them all die while we hide on this island. It’s not right.


    Jennifer agreed. The dreams were terrible. If it continued, Angela might have a revolt on her hands.


    “You’re supposed to stop that, remember?” Conner didn’t want Angela to be stressed upon waking. They were lucky she hadn’t lost the baby in the blast. She needed time to heal.


    “I know she does, but we may not have that luxury. The mission team needs our help. As soon as we have this under control, I’ll call a meeting on it.”


    Conner opened the last window. “Angela already said no. They asked her tonight during the town meal.”


    “That was before the team made contact.”


    Conner had another theory. “Did they reach out or did we, because of our own trauma?”


    “Great question.” Jennifer sighed. “I guess we need to figure that out before we give her an ultimatum.”


    Conner settled against the stall wall and pinned her with his dad’s arrogant blue eyes. “Before you give her the ultimatum, you mean. You’re her heir. That slot comes with the fame and the blame. When she wakes up, it’s all on you.”


     


     


    2


    “I wish we knew who to blame.”


    “I just want the lockdown lifted. I hate being down here.”


    Adrian frowned at the low-level guards as they went by on a patrol. “Too loud.”


    Both men took the mild scold and moved on. Most of the camp was finally sleeping while they waited for word. It was an odd time of the day for it, but they’d all stayed up until noon, sympathizing and worrying. It was late afternoon now. The guards wanted to go do things while the camp was out, but they couldn’t leave the tunnels until the lockdown was over.


    Adrian understood, but he only wanted to hear from Angela. Seeing her body on the floor of the ship, burning and smoking, was tormenting him. He’d carried her to the infirmary while Conner helped with the others. They’d both been lucky the explosion hadn’t reached beyond the first line of people fighting the fire.


    “Think good thoughts!” Neil stopped by Adrian’s post, unable to take the man’s bad vibes. The tunnels were silent and eerie, reminding them all of clearing this island.


    Adrian took the distraction gratefully. “I have an answer.”


    Neil tensed further. “To what question?”


    “The one Morgan slapped me with the other night.”


    Neil’s displeasure grew. “I don’t know anything about it.”


    Adrian pinned him with a hard stare. “Don’t know or don’t want to know?”


    Neil was also eager for a distraction from his helpless anger. “Fine. I know some of what they’re doing. I’m not part of it.”


    Adrian had suspected that. “Tell Morgan and Kyle I’ll say yes, on one condition.”


    Neil didn’t remind Adrian that one of those men was off his grid right now. Morgan was hurt, badly. “Go on.”


    “Tell them Neil has to agree.”


    Neil was confused. “I’m Neil.”


    “I know.”


    Neil blew out a breath. “So if I don’t agree, then you won’t…”


    Adrian gestured. “Talk to Kyle and Morgan. They started this. It’s only fair they finish it.”


    Neil chuckled without much humor. “I know why you’re telling me. You don’t think I’ll agree with whatever it is and that lets you off the hook.”


    “Yep.”


    “Why not just say no?”


    Adrian almost moaned. His face lit up with need. “Because I really, really want you to support it.”


    Neil liked the honesty. He didn’t like the implied drama. “Put it out of your mind. Whatever it is, it has to be wrong. No.”


    Adrian smiled at the former trooper. “Thank you.”


    Neil walked away, shaking his head. “Now if I only knew what we just settled.”


    Adrian was proud of himself for making sure it wouldn’t happen. He was happy enough watching over the herd during moments like this. The news of the explosion had run through the tunnel bunker quickly. There had been fights and shouts when he arrived, but people had settled down when he threatened to call Jennifer over. He hadn’t told them Jennifer was in charge now; he didn’t have to. They hadn’t heard Angela’s voice at all and that only meant one thing.


    Concern had replaced the anger, but surprisingly, the topic of conversation had been the mission team and not Safe Haven’s injuries. Adrian hadn’t shut that down. He sensed Angela wanted the camp wound up about the missing team. He wasn’t going to interfere with anything she had going.


    He sighed. Except maybe her plan to take over the world. I didn’t think she meant it when we talked before.


    Liar! Adrian’s demon slathered over his shoulder. Imagine how fun it would be!


    Adrian slammed the mental cage door and refused to be tempted this time.


    Resting in the cot at the end of the row near Adrian, Sherman tried to memorize everything he’d heard to go over tomorrow when he was alone. He’d learned a lot about descendants since the war. He hadn’t used most of it, however. Trapping them had to be done carefully.


    Sherman went to sleep before Adrian scanned him and found out his thoughts were full of using magic against the magic users.


     


     


    3


    Morgan didn’t want to go back to sleep. He knew what was coming.


    He also didn’t want to stay awake. He had second-degree burns forming blisters and causing him agony at every movement. The dead skin, and debris that had been blasted into his body, had been removed around the blisters. Tonya said not to pop them. Morgan didn’t want to know what that would feel like.


    The door to his room opened.


    Morgan tried to open his eyes, but his lids were too heavy. “Not a good time.”


    Pam stared in dismay at Morgan’s burnt, bandaged body. Tubes were running into his arm and other areas. Clear plastic wrap was lying over the worst damage. It magnified the view.


    Pam willed him to sit up and tell her this was all a bad joke. He didn’t even look alive. His chest was barely rising. The oxygen mask was like a death shroud. What have I done?


    Morgan slid into sleep against his will.


    Pam stayed by the door so the medic could tell she wasn’t doing anything wrong. “I just needed to see him.”


    Pam swallowed stomach acid and fought the rapid heartbeat that warned she was pushing herself too soon. She’d had a small stroke, according to Tonya.


    Pam didn’t care except that she wouldn’t get to be with Morgan and Shawn again.


    “You need to rest.” Terry helped Pam back to her bed. “He’s alive and starting to heal.”


    “Thank you.” Pam got into the bed and thought of calm, peaceful times to get her heart rate to slow.


    Terry reconnected her to the heart machine. It scanned her vitals and immediately released a small dose of procainamide to calm her heart.


    Pam sighed as the heaviness subsided. She pulled the blanket over her lap and refused to think about anything.


    Terry left her door open. He understood being isolated was stressful.


    Terry went to Angela’s room.


    Charlie didn’t budge from his chin-on-chest position. “She’s a little better. The wheezing stopped.”


    “Good.” Terry checked her vitals and carefully drew back the plastic wrap for a better view. Angela was on her side. Her leg and hip had taken the brunt of the blast. “It’s almost healed!”


    Charlie yawned deeply.


    Terry replaced the plastic wrap. “The empty bed down the hall is still open.”


    “Dozing here is enough.” Charlie hadn’t been in the comfortable bed for long.


    “Bad dreams?”


    Charlie nodded, lips pinching like Angela’s often did when she was contemplating something bad.


    Terry didn’t ask what the boy had seen or what he knew. The medic was running on fumes. They still hadn’t gotten a real break or any sleep. It was now dinnertime. The cooks were delivering leftovers and coffee to the ship and the tunnel bunker. The camp was finally waking up. The people on this ship hadn’t been to bed yet.


    “I’m here to help.”


    Terry jerked, startled as Tobias came in.


    Charlie chuckled. He’d felt the man coming before he reached the medical bay. Charlie was scanning regularly to check for problems with Cate, Cody, Dog, or the babies his mom had adopted. He was the oldest member of their family here now. It was his job to care for them.


    “That’s a heavy burden to carry.” Tobias and the two women crowded into the small space. They’d helped carry patients from the blast zone, and then helped fight the fire. After that, they’d helped care for the people in the beach tent. They hadn’t been to bed yet either, though they had gotten a fast shower.


    Tobias was once again wearing loud colors and the odd mix of a tank top and slacks. Daniella and Anna were in jean shorts and long-sleeved sweaters. Terry didn’t care. Odd clothes, but good people.


    Terry retreated into the corner so he wasn’t in the way, but also so they couldn’t send him out.


    Charlie observed suspiciously as Tobias placed a hand on Angela’s ankle.


    Daniella smiled at Charlie. “We’ve gotten good at this. Just give us a minute to regulate the flow and you can join in.”


    Anna gestured. “Let the normal try, too. It’s important that they all learn how this works.”


    Terry came forward eagerly. It was nice to be included.


    Charlie saw their hands start shaking as electricity jumped down their arms. Both women jerked like they were live wires.


    Tobias connected them mentally. Electricity shot out and formed a narrow triangle. It was fascinating.


    Terry felt the hair on his arms responding.


    Charlie moved the plastic wrap, not worried about someone seeing his mom’s ass cheek. It was obvious that this trio knew what they were doing.


    “We’ve had many years of treating our own injuries.” Anna let them know she was ready. “Even.”


    Daniella shut her eyes so she could maintain control. “Even.”


    Tobias put his other hand on Terry’s arm. “Even.”


    Daniella connected to Charlie.


    Power filled the space between their locked arms. It cracked over Angela’s body. Orbs sank into her hip and began spreading.


    Charlie watched the burns heal into first-degree, which were minor and would be gone quickly with normal healing.


    The ball shrank as it traveled, leaving tiny orbs all through the damage path. Her chest lit up.


    Angela sucked in a deeper breath, groaning. She coughed up something brown and tissue-like that Charlie quickly wiped away. Gross.


    “That’s scar tissue breaking off. All the burn patients will cough that up. It’s normal.”


    Terry memorized Tobias’s explanation to add to his notes later. Burns were new to them. They only had one book on it so far. When he had more time, he would search the cargo area for any others.


    Angela’s stomach glowed brightly for a few seconds longer than the other areas, and then it waned.


    Everyone let go when Tobias did. The static electricity faded. Hair settled down.


    “Thank you.” Charlie was finally able to come down a notch since seeing his mom while her skin burned and screams ripped from her lungs. But she wasn’t screaming from the pain. Her burns were third-degree. There were no nerves left to cause pain. The screams were for my dad.


    Tobias put a hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “Give us time to get this all straightened out, then we’ll go after them.”


    Charlie was relieved to have at least one person who agreed that’s what they should do. “Call me if you need anything.”


    “I will.” Terry was wide awake again.


    Anna frowned at him. “It’s a side effect of helping us balance the flow. It won’t last long.”


    “Then I’ll use it while I have it.” Terry went to prep Dace for a breathing treatment. Unless the Tobias trio tired, they could get all of these people healed up to minor injuries.


    Charlie waited until the normal medic was occupied in the next room. Then he pinned Tobias in place with his shield. It solidified into a tough barrier that Tobias would have to blast through.


    Anna and Daniella immediately moved in front of their mate, but they knew not to touch the angry boy’s barrier.


    “What are you doing?”


    “We helped her!”


    Charlie kicked the door shut without looking away from Tobias. “Tell me what you did.”


    Tobias hadn’t moved. He wasn’t surprised by anything except how strong Charlie’s shield was. It would require a powerful blast to get through. “I burnt away some of the scar tissue on her womb. She’ll have a better chance to carry to term now.”


    “Prove it.”


    Tobias snorted. “I can’t prove it. You’ll see the outcome and know.”


    “I think you charmed her.”


    “Charms don’t heal.” Tobias tried to reach the sullen child. “I could teach you everything I know. You’re wasted as a sentry.”


    Charlie tapped the solid shield. “I’ve got you trapped.”


    Tobias shrugged. “So you’re good at protecting and you have a few gifts to fight with. I stand by my statement. You’re wasted on guard duty.”


    Charlie crossed his arms over his chest. “What should I be doing? Cooking?”


    Tobias scowled. “Don’t mock the people who feed you!”


    Charlie pointed. “Don’t change the subject!”


    Tobias gave the truth as he saw it. “You’re a healer, boy. You can fight destiny, but you can’t change it. You’re meant to be the medical heart of any team or any camp. In time, you’ll be the one saving future babies and healing the guards.”


    Charlie refused to admit how much he liked hearing those words. “Why didn’t you tell Terry what you were doing?”


    Tobias sighed. “Because I don’t want amateur medics doing operations and procedures. It’s easy to burn away too much and cause miscarriages or permanent damage.”


    “Terry’s a normal. He can’t do any of those things.”


    “The medical staff here will eventually try things with normal equipment. Your lab girl is good. She’ll learn and grow. The others are guards trying to be healers. It doesn’t work. Use your staff where they belong.”


    “Is that why you were a cook?”


    “I have many skills.” Tobias put a hand on Charlie’s shield and melted it.


    Charlie hurried to erect a new one.


    Tobias brought up his own shield. He used it to become invisible so the boy couldn’t attack him. “I’m not wrong. You’re a healer. Morgan’s an Eagle. Both of you should accept who you are and use it for the greater good.”


    Charlie didn’t like being evaded. He lowered his second, weaker barrier and leaned against the exit to prevent the man from getting by him. He also considered the words. I do like helping people. “But my emotions are shit. I can’t always control it.”


    Tobias was ready for that. “If you were happier, it would be easier. As it is, you’ll have to get that under control. I suggest fishing.”


    Charlie made a face. “You’re kidding.”


    “Nope. It’s relaxing once you settle in.”


    “I assume you’d be there?”


    “If you like.”


    “I would.” Charlie moved aside. “Go help the others while I think about it.”


    Tobias let go of his shield.


    Charlie rushed forward while drawing his gun. He shoved it against the older man’s throat. “I win. Your brains are all over the wall and I didn’t need magic.”


    Tobias hadn’t been tricked in a long time. His wives retreated, bracing for a moment of bad temper. He wouldn’t hurt a fly unless they were involved, but he liked to shout and curse.


    Tobias surprised them by not reacting that way this time. “Fair enough.”


    Charlie holstered and left. His mind stayed on the advice he’d been given. He swept the medical desk and tried to imagine himself working here full time. “That’s interesting.”


    Tonya had been listening. “Please say yes. Even with your teenage tidal waves, you’ll be more help than most of us who already work here.”


    Charlie was surprised that Tonya was in agreement. “We don’t like each other, though. Won’t that cause trouble?”


    She frowned, chin tilting. “Why don’t you like me? I’m sweet, helpful, and I torture Kenn in my own way.”


    “Because you love him.”


    “Yes, I do.” Tonya supported her back with her hand as a deep ache settled into her spine. She’d been on her feet for a long time now, but there was a lot of work left to do. The medical bay was filthy again. “Does that mean you have to hate me?”


    “I don’t hate you.” Charlie was emboldened to tell the truth. “I just don’t understand why you’re with him. You could do better.”


    Tonya was tired of hearing that. “I know.”


    “Then why don’t you breakup with him?” Charlie made a fast connection. “Are you scared to? My mom was, so I understand. I’ll help you get away from him.”


    “Whoa, Charlie. I’m not scared of him. He’s never abused me. I keep telling you all that. I’m with him because I want to be.”


    “But, why?!”


    “He’s earned a second chance. I know you don’t think so. I might not either if I were in your shoes, but I’m not. He’s good to me and I love him. If that’s going to stop you from working here, I’ll stay in the lab when you’re on duty.” Hurt, Tonya turned away.


    “Wait.” Charlie didn’t like it that he’d hurt her feelings. “I’m sorry. You’re okay. You do a lot here. It’s good.”


    “Cool.” Tonya fought the urge to reach out and smooth down one of his wild hairs. The nurturing instinct was strong. “Your mom would be proud of you being a medic.”


    Charlie was too tired to keep more truth from slipping out. “What about my dad…and Adrian?”


    “Ah. Well, your authority figures might not understand at first, but they’ll come around because you’re doing what you enjoy.”


    “I think they’ll tear me apart and the Eagles will call me a chicken.”


    Tonya’s lips pursed. “Does it matter? You’ve pretty much done whatever you want since joining Safe Haven.”


    Charlie sighed unhappily. Seeing his mom’s burnt body had changed most of that rebelliousness into fear. “I don’t want that reputation now. I’m ready for my second chance.”


    Tonya gave him a test. “You can’t get it from leadership since your mom blacklisted you.”


    Charlie shook his head. “I blacklisted myself by not following the rules.”


    “Excellent answer.” Tonya motioned to a clothing cabinet behind her. “Get dressed and help me for this shift. You can think about it later with a few hours of real-world experience under your belt for comparison. You can sleep later.”


    Charlie nodded. “That sounds good.”


    Tonya met Tobias’s eyes as Charlie went to the cabinet. Thank you.


    Tobias smiled softly. It’s my honor.


    Sparks flew between them, thick and powerful.


    Tonya looked away first.


    Anna and Daniella followed their husband into the next exam room. They weren’t jealous or sad that Tobias and Tonya had an attraction. As long as they weren’t being abused or locked in a lab, they didn’t care if another female joined their family.


    Any male who tried that would be killed in his sleep.
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    Daryl entered the medical bay, still frowning back at Rico, who had refused to switch out at the last shift change. Daryl had gone hunting for Tobias only to find out the man had come here to help on his own.


    Daryl went to the desk. “I had a fight with a lightbulb. I didn’t win.”


    Daryl’s swollen face looked enough like their blast patients to give the medics a chill. Smeared in sweat and soot, he blended right in.


    Anna motioned him toward an empty room.


    Charlie went with them, curious how the trio would handle this injury.


    “I need to talk to Tobias about some flashes I had.”


    Tobias came from another exam room. “You got them when you were hurt?”


    “Yes.” Daryl flinched at the memory.


    Tobias confirmed Jennifer’s theory. “It’s easier to connect over distances when pain fuels it.”


    Charlie wrote that down on his new clipboard and waited while they got Daryl settled on a chair and then healed him. Tiny slivers of debris pushed out of his face and fell onto his shirt and the floor. “Amazing.”


    “Yes.” Daryl blinked. His vision straightened; the pain subsided. “Healing is just as important as fighting.” He rubbed the drying blood from his cheek. “Moments like this make me question why I didn’t become a medic instead of an Eagle.”


    Noise echoed. Footsteps and insults proceeded the brawlers from the mess. Ugly curses flew back and forth.


    Daryl sighed. “Now I remember. Medics aren’t encouraged to hit people.”


    A chill went through the medical bay.


    Tonya came from the break room and got everyone moving. “We’re getting patients from the mess fight now. Finish up and report to the reception area for your next assignment!”


    Medics came from chairs and rooms to help.


    Another cold chill blasted the redhead. Tonya checked on their patients first.


    She found all of them tossing and turning, pulling tubes out, groaning. “Shit!” She hit her radio. “Jennifer to the med bay!”


    “Almost there!” Jennifer’s breathy voice told them she was running.


    Tonya pointed Charlie toward the desk. “You’ll check them in. Get their name and problem. Anyone gushing blood goes first.” She went into Angela’s room while Terry handled Dace and Conner covered Morgan. Tobias helped with Lisa while Anna and Daniella joined Charlie at the desk to wait for orders.


    Charlie drew in a deep breath as screams sounded and flashes of nightmares assaulted him and the other descendants. This isn’t even hard. I can do this.


    Daryl snorted as he came out to assist. “You think that now. Time will change your opinion.”


    Charlie shrugged. “As long as it satisfies me, I’ll still do it. Being an Eagle isn’t for me. I can’t be on that side of the pain.”


    “It’s normal to be afraid of pain.”


    “I’m not afraid.” Charlie signaled the new patients over to the desk as they shoved through the doors. “I like causing it, so I can’t have that job.”


    Daryl had questions about that, but there wasn’t time as the lounge filled with hurt men and the exam rooms flooded with fresh screams. “We’ll talk later if you want.”


    Charlie thought about Tobias’s offer and shook his head. “I’ll take a fishing break at some point.”


    Tobias nodded at him from the exam room and then got to work.
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    “You will do it.”


    Marc screamed at the pain, hitting his knees in the filthy, tiny cell. “Never! You can’t break me!”


    The captives in the cells around him admired his courage even as they dreaded the reaction to his answer.


    “Do the next one.”


    Flames shot out, smothering one of the smaller cells.


    “Again.”


    That voice had greeted Marc upon waking to captivity, but he hadn’t seen the person it belonged to. It was a remote voice directing this horror from another location. All he knew was it was a male and he hated them more than he’d ever hated anyone in his life.


    Fire engulfed one of the smaller cells.


    “No more!” Marc slammed his head against the damp bars repeatedly, trying to knock himself out to make it stop. He still had his clothes on, though they were soiled and ripped beyond repair. Right now, they were also soaked from the hoses that had just cleaned out his cell. None of that hindered or helped him.


    “Another.”


    More flames and awful shrieks sank into Marc’s mind and set up a permanent residence there. Smoke rolled over the bare, damp floor and filled his cell.


    Marc sucked in the smoke as fast as he could, trying to take the easier way out.


    “Another.”


    The heartless voice dug deeper into Marc’s mind. I thought I hated Adrian and I loathed Kenn, but that was nothing compared to this. “I’ll rip your guts out and eat them!”


    It wasn’t his team being tortured this time, but that didn’t matter. Their pain was his pain. An instant bond had formed as soon as he’d woken and found the unknown captives lined up across from his cell.


    “You will do it.”


    “Never!” Marc’s frantic head slams made him dizzy and brought bloody welts to his face. They were his only injuries. He’d been treated gently. No one else had.


    “Another.”


    Captives whimpered in fear.


    Marc threw his body backward. The cell tipped over and thumped him brutally against the bars. He surrendered to the darkness gratefully.


    “Another.”


    Kids began to scream.


    The teammates alert enough to see what was happening also screamed for mercy.


    The UN boss smiled at Gus and Biff through the speaker. “Tell him it didn’t stop just because he checked out.”


    Flames rolled over the smaller cells.


    Men and kids shrieked in agony.


    “Another.”
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    Angela sat upright in one fast movement, making the medic jump. Her mouth opened…


    Everyone braced for a scream.


    Angela caught it. She held it in, body shaking.


    Pain lanced through her brain and shifted down into her lungs. Dizziness swarmed her and forced her to suck in shallow, steady breaths to clear it. She’d inhaled a lot of smoke. It was a wonder any of them had survived. She could feel the others fighting for their lives, but it dulled in comparison to her dream. She was glad to be awake, even in this situation.


     


    In the tunnel bunker, descendants hugged and passed the good news that Angela was alive. They’d felt her wake.


     


    Angela’s misery didn’t reach them, but it made Hannah whimper in her sleep.


    Terry put a hand on Angela’s arm. He’d come in for a quick check and found her in the middle of a nightmare.


    Angela couldn’t stop the hot tears.


    Terry was able to guess. “This is the apocalypse. It’s not supposed to be easy, or moral. Survival trumps all of it.”


    Angela had been living by that philosophy for over a year now. That doesn’t help me. “Get out, please.”


    Terry went to the front desk to see where he was needed. They’d gotten all the patients settled down and put the tubes back in, but none of them were resting easy. Lisa and Jayda were still on the edge of death. The brawlers had been released hours ago. The medics were beyond exhausted.


    Angela let herself cry for another minute. She mourned who she’d been before the world had been ripped up and flipped inside out. I miss my ethics.


    Angela let it fade, and then locked it away. She had so many of those moments now that she’d had to enlarge her crypt. It took up a corner of her mind. It was tiny compared to the completed construction project, but it weighed just as much.


    Angela slid off the bed and groaned. Her aching hip protested. She was mostly healed, though. Some raw flesh, a few first-degree burns, and missing hair were the only physical signs that she’d almost died again.


    One of these times, I really will. She was morbidly curious about what would happen at that moment. Would hell snatch her consciousness while the ocean consumed her energy and the earth reclaimed her body?


    “Stop it.” Charlie came in and shut the door. He didn’t look at her body or her face. Instead, he got clean clothes from her kit. Burnt in places, it wasn’t a survivor of the explosion. He held out a towel first so she could wipe away the snot, tears, and ointment. “You need a new kit.”


    Angela scrubbed and took the clothes he gave her. She didn’t care what they were.


    Charlie frowned when she didn’t say anything. “Are you okay?”


    “No. Never.” Angela rubbed her stomach through the soft jogging pants. “But I’ll survive. Come take these tubes from my arm.”


    Charlie grabbed a gauze pad and began prying up the tape. He tried not to pull the singed hair on her arm.


    Angela buttoned her shirt with one hand, not scanning or connecting to the hive. She wasn’t in control of her emotions yet.


    Charlie taped the gauze in place and tossed the needle into the toxic waste bin like he’d been taught earlier. “Mom.”


    Angela looked for her boots.


    “They were melted in places.” Charlie handed her the spare gym shoes from the smoky-smelling kit.


    Angela sat in the chair to put them on.


    “Mom!”


    “The answer is still no.”


    “What?!” Charlie marched over and jerked her up by her arms. “We have to go help Dad!”


    Angela’s body cried out at his rough touch, but her lips refused to allow the noise. She broke his hold by jerking both her arms straight up. She shoved him, knocking him into the table.


    Charlie brought up his shield.


    Angela barked a smoke-roughened laugh. “You attacked me and now you’re scared, like I’m the problem.” She bent over carefully to tie the shoes. “Stop it.”


    Charlie lowered the shield. “I’m sorry.”


    “I know. So am I. There’s no other choice I can make right now. Stop asking me to ruin his plan and rush in where I’m not needed.” Angela drank from the water bottle on the tray by her bed. The painful itching in her throat eased.


    “But you are needed! They’re being tortured!”


    Angela resumed dressing. “Charlie, do you think your dad can be caged without fighting back?”


    Charlie had caught flashes of her nightmare, too. “He was drugged. He can’t fight.”


    Angela didn’t answer.


    Charlie slowly calmed, but his stomach churned. “It’s an act. He’s trying to accomplish something.” The teenager sat down heavily on the soiled bed. “He’s letting them burn to accomplish a goal. I was wrong. He doesn’t care.”


    Angela fought the pain and confusion in her mind as she straightened. “He cares as much as I do, but we both know the future is up for grabs. He’s trying to claim it for all of us.”


    “Not for the kids they’re burning! Not for our friends dying in those cells!”


    She hated it, too. “This is the worst part of leadership, Charlie. I’m glad you chose not to follow me. You won’t have to make choices like this and scar your soul forever.”


    “We have to help them.” Charlie tried not to cry as he humbled himself. “Please, Mom. Please. I’m sorry for all of it. So is he. Stop punishing us now and go get him!”


    “It crushes me that you think that.” Angela went to him. She hugged his stiff body. Then she stepped back, lifting her chin against his horrified dismay. “I won’t waste his pain and their deaths. Please accept it. I won’t change my mind.”


    Tonya came to the door, scowling at both of them. “What’s going on in here?”


    Charlie was appalled by his behavior. “I acted like Kenn to get her to do what I want.”


    Angela slid by Tonya before the woman could ask if she was okay. The answer would be uglier than what she’d given to her son. “You’re nothing like Kenn was. Clear your mind and get to work. We need you right here.”


    Charlie didn’t look at Tonya. He was too ashamed.


    Tonya didn’t scold him. She was too distracted. Did she say like Kenn was? Which way did she mean that?


    Terrified to ask if Kenn was dead, Tonya tried to connect through their personal bond. Kenn? Are you there?


    He didn’t answer.
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    “I don’t have an answer.” Theo hurried by the charred, fire-blackened walls and doorway of the machine zone. He was covered in dirt, soot, and grease. His boots kicked up small pockets of ash that dissolved into the water on the floor. He’d had a dozen people drop by in just the last few hours. It had almost been a full day now since the explosion. Everyone was impatient to know the cause of their misery.


    Guards gaped in shock as Angela came down the hall.


    Theo’s team also gawked at Angela, distracted from their search. Monica almost reached out to offer support. Then she remembered what had happened and didn’t.


    Angela stopped in the hall so she didn’t disturb any evidence. “How can I help?”


    Distracted, Theo started to blow her off like he had all the others. Then he remembered who he was talking to and turned around. His eyes went over her missing hair, red skin, and bandaged arms as he spoke. “Uh…I’m trying to figure out where the fire started. I’ve searched down all the wires except this one.”


    He held up a piece of twisted plastic. “We’re searching for a tiny round plastic casing. It used to be yellow. It’ll be black now and not round anymore.”


    Angela fought the pain in her body to get this settled faster. “Let me see if my heat scan works. It’s new.”


    Theo waited. “What’s a heat scan?”


    “I think it’s to verify temperatures, or maybe to change them. I’m not sure yet.” Angela opened the newest gift in her mind. The signature blinked to bright blue. She scanned the floor and walls, still not entering. “It gets red in the corner.” She pointed and then shut the mental door. That one took an enormous amount of energy to use.


    Theo went where she directed, scowl growing. If the descendants could do this, too, it was another way he wasn’t needed.


    “Put that pride aside, Theo. I’ve never treated you differently. There’s no need to invent a slight so you can run off. Jeff isn’t being trained as your replacement.”


    Theo’s team stared at him, trying to decide if that was true.


    Theo flushed. He opened his mouth to fire back, then snapped it shut. He went to where she’d pointed and peered at the only place where there could have been wires.


    He matched the melted plastic casing to the piece in his hand, stomach dropping. “It was me.”


    “What did you say?” Monica had been glad to be called. She liked her job. “You?”


    Theo wanted to die. “It’s the wire I was working on. It’s melted right where I connected it. A spark must have fallen from it and caught the curtain from the bed.”


    Angela was relieved. “Accidents happen. It wasn’t sabotage. That’s great.”


    Theo wasn’t letting himself off the hook. “One of the generators must have overheated.”


    Monica tried to protect her team leader. “Or maybe one of the relief moments rocked it and dislodged the tape?”


    Theo wanted to take that excuse, but his honesty wouldn’t let him. “I don’t think so. It overheated. The cord I used was too weak for the load.”


    Angela spoke patiently through her rolling stomach and fried nerves. “I needed a haircut. Don’t sweat it.”


    Theo was surprised into a harsh chuckle.


    Angela turned to find Ralph right behind her. She smiled at him. “We can let them all out. Tell Jennifer to lift the lockdown.”


    Ralph tugged his jacket closer. With so many windows open now, cooler air was blasting through the ship in chilling drafts. “We have people missing.”


    Angela tensed. “Which side?”


    “The fighters from the mess have all gone off the grid. They vanished as soon as Tonya released them from the med bay. I need you to track them.”


    Angela was weak. She needed time to recharge. “Jennifer and Kyle are better at it.”


    Ralph refused. “It has to be you.”


    Angela asked even though she knew the answer. “Why?”


    “You’ll kill them on the spot to keep the peace, no matter which side it is. Jennifer and Kyle will protect the descendants.”


    Angela didn’t waste time arguing with that flawed logic. “There’s a group in the cargo bay and a group in the mess. I can’t get their thoughts through all these decks and my injury. It’s not all healed.”


    Ralph swept her and saw half her hair was gone on one side. Her skin was raw or still layered in blackened dust and her clothes weren’t the usual tank top and jeans. “Are you okay?”


    “No, but the others are worse. The medics are working on them.”


    “Will everyone live?”


    “We’re not sure. Ask me again in a few hours.”


    “I will.” Ralph headed for the cargo steps.


    Angela looked at Monica. “Make sure he has support. Try not to kill anyone. It won’t help the mood.”


    “You got it.” Monica hurried off.


    Angela took a minute to determine where she was needed the most.


    She found a calm ship and a sleeping island. Jennifer and Adrian had handled things well. Tobias and the others would continue working on their patients. If those lives could be saved, they would be.


    Angela limped toward the mess. “I need a long soak and calm for a few hours. I feel like I was blown into a wall.”


    Angela winced at her bad joke. The flashback took her by surprise.


     


    “I’m on fire!” Dace slammed into Angela’s flaming body, knocking her into the wall where she fell, face down. Horrible heat ran over her leg and up her hip. She screamed as she began to burn alive.


    “Put me out!”


    “Help!”


    “Can’t breathe!”


    “Medic!”


    Agony and death rattles were drowned out by the fire as it spread along the ceiling and walls.


    Molly blasted it with ice again, crying hard tears and coughing. Jayda had shielded her, though that woman hadn’t been able to save herself. She was on the ground by Molly’s melting boots.


    “Oh, God! Half his arm is gone!”


    “Put me out!”


    “Medic!”


    The fire slowly responded to Molly’s magic, but the screams of the injured continued to ring through the blast zone.


    “Medic!”


     


    Angela snapped back to the present. She forced herself to breathe normally. The stale smoke in the hall hurt her mentally and physically. She took the elevator to the mess deck to avoid it.


    She refused to let herself cry again. The salty tears would add to her pain and she was already at her limit. While Jennifer had things under control, Angela needed to recover and regain some of her lost health.


    She leaned against the elevator wall. I should be dead. Again.


    All the others were still seriously injured, but she was already out walking, trying to pull her mind together enough to continue her plans and schemes. She wasn’t invincible, and she still felt pain as much as she ever had, but death seemed to hold no power over her.


    Rejoicing or even being grateful didn’t cross her mind. “I’m damned. Maybe this is my punishment.”


     


     


    5


    “It’s all over. Go to the tunnel bunker or the ship, but don’t go alone. Stay with your buddy and sign in when you get there so we can make sure everyone is accounted for.” Wade directed the camp members from the beach tent they’d erected right after the evacuation. He would have preferred to keep them here until daylight, but there wasn’t enough space for more cots and people were tired.


    Samantha stayed with her babies in a corner of the long tent, not in a hurry to leave while everyone else was. She hated big crowds. She always had.


    Samantha contemplated her life before the war, but she couldn’t match it to the person she was now. That life seems like the dream. This one feels real.


    She assumed it was because she had love and children now. I was lonely then, so much that I buried myself in work and refused to consider another way of living. It would have been too hard to balance all this and my insecurities. I know that now.


    Samantha didn’t have many of those left. The last year had stripped away layer after layer and filled it in with this new person that she actually liked.


    Wade met her eyes across the crowd. He leered.


    Samantha blushed.


    Wade chuckled and resumed directing people out into the cool night air.


    Allison came over and sat down next to Samantha.


    Samantha felt something coming that she wasn’t ready to face. “Not the right time.”


    Allison indicated the line of leaving people. “They’re in a hurry to get to bed. They aren’t paying any attention to us right now.”


    Samantha found only a few descendants keeping track of thoughts. “Still.”


    Allison leaned back in the chair, content to wait until they were alone.


    Samantha realized the woman wasn’t going to take a polite hint. “Whatever it is, I’m not in the mood.”


    Allison shrugged. “I am.”


    Wade felt Samantha’s displeasure, but he was busy. He motioned Zack to sentry duty over her.


    Samantha’s unhappiness grew. “No!”


    Allison looked at Zack. “I told you she wouldn’t come clean without encouragement.”


    Zack frowned at his mate. “And I told you not to ask. If the boss wanted you in on it, you would be.”


    Allison wasn’t upset. “Not true. She’s always said we pick ourselves.”


    Samantha flashed back to the time in Safe Haven when Rick was the biggest threat and they hadn’t known.


    Allison was immediately sorry. “Hey. No, it’s not bad. Please don’t get all sad on us. We don’t need the rain.”


    Samantha tensed. Her emotions were linked to nature. Most people didn’t know she was able to cause weather changes.


    Zack shook his head at Allison. “You’re not handling this the right way. Just ask her, take no for her answer, and let it go.”


    Samantha suddenly understood. “You feel left out.”


    Allison nodded. “I’m asking to join in and help. I want to be another level, too.”


    Samantha didn’t know if Angela would be happy about this, but she decided it didn’t need to be a secret anymore. “We can’t. At least, not yet. It hasn’t worked.”


    Zack came closer, drawn in. “What exactly are you guys doing during those secret workouts?”


    Allison repeated what she’d already told him. “She’s trying to get to Neil’s level of power, without having to fight.”


    Zack’s brows squeezed together. “We have enough power in this camp. We don’t need more.”


    Both women snorted at him.


    Zack went to rejoin Wade at the exit. “I don’t want to know.”


    Samantha laughed.


    Allison didn’t. “He’s scared we’ll force Angela to enact magic laws. He doesn’t care about power levels.”


    “He should be. It’s in her mind a lot these days.” Samantha stopped holding back. Allison was one of them. She could be trusted. “If she does that, the rules and laws will change for everyone, even the normals. He’s right to worry.”


    “Why would you gaining a new level make her do that?”


    “If I can, everyone can.” Samantha didn’t mention Tonya, who was in on the lessons, too. She sensed Allison didn’t like the redheaded medical woman. “We can’t have more people reaching byzan. There are already too many.”


    “But we’re all good. No one repelled.”


    “It’s too easy to go bad, Allison. Once you’re byzan, it affects the brain. Cracks show up and make things worse.”


    Allison didn’t care about those issues. “More byzan would help us in the final battle.”


    Samantha denied that attempt at deflection. “You’re not going home for that fight, according to rumor. Tell me why you really want this and I’ll mention it to the boss the next time we meet for a session.”


    Allison didn’t have a choice but to be honest. “I want to live forever, Sam. I need more power so I never die.”


    Stunned silence went through the mostly empty tent. Wade and Zack regarded them in concern.


    Samantha stared. “You can’t have that. None of us can.”


    Allison pointed toward the cruise ship. “One of us already has it and I want it, more than anything else.”


    Samantha blanched. “You’d have to go through everything the boss went through, and most of us can’t. She’s different.”


    Allison wiped sand from her shorts. “Because of her level of power. She can’t die now, Samantha. Think about what that means for the rest of us.”


    Zack and Wade considered it and came up with a few good results.


    Samantha went straight back to Rick. “What if our enemies did that? The fighting would never end.”


    Allison didn’t care about that either. “If we can’t die, our enemies don’t matter. What can they do to us that’s worse than death?”


    Samantha’s eyes went to her kids. Terror entered her heart. “We have to stop this right now. No one should get to live forever.”


    Allison stood up, angry now. “You don’t get to make that choice and frankly, neither does the boss. This isn’t a dictatorship. If it’s possible, we all deserve that gift. You have no right to deny everyone else just because Jeremy’s death scared you into being a hermit!”


    Samantha watched the woman leave. She understood why Allison felt that way. She’d almost died, more than once. “But so have we all. Living forever would be the worst thing that could happen to humanity. When we die, our evil is gone. If we lived forever, it would screw up the balance.”


    Zack followed Allison toward the tunnel bunker.


    Wade came over to Samantha. Concern was all over his face. “I’m not sure what to do about this one.”


    “Tell the boss.”


    “But she’s holding sessions, trying to make it happen. Doesn’t that mean she agrees with Allison?”


    Samantha’s voice lowered. “Angela told us if it worked she would have to put us under magic laws first and Eagle rules second. She’s making sure it can’t happen.”


    Wade wasn’t soothed. “But it clearly can, Sam, or we wouldn’t be discussing it at all. At some point, we will be under magic rules in this camp.”


    Samantha wasn’t afraid of that, but she knew her men were. “We’ll leave if we have to. Don’t worry about it. That moment is far into the future.”


    Samantha stretched out on the cot by the boys and tried to rest. I trust the alpha. If that changes, so will my choices.


    Wade returned to the flap, but his mind stayed on her words. If it was far into the future, then why was Angela trying it now? I know she covers things before they happen, but would she be doing it decades in advance?


    No. Wade added the clues that Allison obviously already had. “The moment is coming sooner than we think. We’d better get ready for it.”
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    “The lockdown is over, folks. Please report to your scheduled work duty. If you’re not scheduled, report to Jennifer in the boss’s office and she’ll tell you where to go.”


    Jonny let a few seconds go by for people to laugh. He was back in the DJ booth and happy about it. He’d missed the music. “Once again, the lockdown is over. The threat has been cleared. Please report to the man on point for an assignment. We have a lot of chores waiting.”


     


    Kyle scowled. “That man is not good for moments like this.”


    Sitting next to him in the main office of the cruise ship, Jennifer agreed. Jonny’s words would make people stay on the island to avoid the manual labor. She started to say Jonny was a temp, but footsteps sounded outside the door.


    Jennifer braced to handle whatever was coming, but she was tired. It was nearing midnight and she was almost out of energy. People had been coming to the office for the last three hours to be assigned. She hoped this was the last one so she could stretch out on the couch again.


    Molly appeared. “I’m ready to be added to your hive. Hook me in.”


    One glance at Molly’s puffy, furious face said she had an ulterior motive. She was a hero for putting out the fire, but they couldn’t reward her without encouraging the rage she was carrying for Monica.


    Kyle cleared his throat. “Uh, maybe you should wait until you aren’t upset. It’s a lot of stress that we don’t need.”


    Molly nodded angrily. “That’s why I have to be hooked in! Who knows what else she’s capable of? Or already done! I don’t want to be blamed for her actions. Hook me up.”


    Kyle paused. “Do you really think Monica’s a threat to the camp?”


    “No, but I didn’t think she was a cheater, either. Hook me in.”


    Jennifer made a face. “You’re hoping we’ll find something and punish her because we don’t have a law yet against cheating.”


    “We should! It’s wrong!”


    Kyle tried to bring some humor into the moment. “This must be the rage stage.” Then he replayed the words and found ‘yet’. “Wait, are we making a law for cheating?”


    “Hook me in. I have a shift after this.”


    Jennifer held up a hand. “Give me a minute, guys.”


    Ralph appeared behind Molly. “I want a word with you right now!”


    The hall guard slid between them and Ralph. “Do you want me to shut the door?”


    Molly scowled. “I have a shift over the medical bay. Link me in so I can go!”


    Kyle leaned back to avoid the heat now radiating from Jennifer’s stiff body. “You guys might want to give her that minute.”


    Voices echoed from the corridor as a group of normals stomped toward the office. They’d tried to volunteer in the medical bay and been refused. “They can’t keep excluding us. It’s not fair!”


    “Jennifer will make them quit.”


    “I don’t know. She’s Angela’s heir and Angela isn’t stopping it.”


    “Why would she?”


    Ralph gestured angrily. “That’s what I’m talking about. This has got to stop!”


    Jennifer forced the annoyance down so it didn’t lead to something she couldn’t control. The rage illness was slowly wearing away her tolerance. But I’ve got it covered right now. Jennifer shook her head at Molly. “We don’t need your anger. Get it out of your system first, then I’ll link you in.”


    Molly lifted her chin, giving them all a snotty glare. “Cowards!” She pushed by Ralph and the other normals.


    Jennifer sighed. “Think, Molly, think. If I connect you while you’re pissed, it will bleed onto everyone else. You want that. You hope it starts a witch hunt because you’re scared to face Monica now. You think you’ll forgive her and get hurt again. Who’s the coward?”


    Molly slammed the hall door to show she’d heard and didn’t like it.


    Kyle needed to be sure. “Do you think Monica’s done something else or is Molly just hoping for it?”


    Jennifer made a note in her book. “We’ll add it to our lists for later.” Jennifer glared at Ralph. “You think we’re being unfair. What about when Adrian ran things this way? Did you think he was unfair, too?”


    Ralph flushed. His mouth dropped open and then snapped shut. He spun around and vanished down the hall.


    The normals waited for Jennifer to hit them next.


    “We just wanted to help.” Sherman hoped his past complaints wouldn’t be taken into account here. This moment had nothing to do with that.


    Jennifer was too tired to stay angry. “Angela and Theo are verifying the results. We’ll have an announcement soon and then things will return to the way they were.”


    Sherman spoke up, emboldened by her calm tone. “What if we don’t want that? We’re always being used, lied to, or sacrificed. We’re sick of it.”


    “Same.” Jennifer pushed into their minds and connected them. Then she opened the link to the hive and let them hear the descendants.


    We’re in danger from the normals.


    Maybe we should leave and start over somewhere they can’t reach.


    Angela will fix it.


    I don’t understand why they hate us. We’ve been used, lied to, and sacrificed for them since we were discovered. They think the war started this, but we were prisoners in labs long before that! They used us to gain power and we almost went extinct. The normals have no reason to complain.


    Jennifer showed moments in their past where both sides had been used against each other. Even she hadn’t known at the time. She’d been younger then, but she still felt like she should have noticed the lies the governments and media used to keep everyone prisoners to their greed. “I’m just sorry we didn’t do it sooner.”


    The normals were ashamed, hurt, and horrified by her words. They also understood.


    “Give us time and we’ll settle these problems. Safe Haven will truly have peace, but we all have to work for it. Something that amazing doesn’t happen overnight. We have to try harder.” She smiled softly. “I’m willing. I love you guys.”


    Hearts and bad attitudes melted. People made quick promises to talk to others who were feeling the same way. By the time the group left, they belonged to Jennifer.


    Kyle was impressed and aroused. He was also sad. Not this way. It isn’t right.


    Jennifer felt guilty, too. But if it gives us peace, it’s worth the stains on my soul.


    The guard shut the door as the last one left. He stood in front of it and celebrated. Jennifer had charmed the first group of normals who would now spread that to the rest of their fledgling colony. In a few months, all the normals would be brainwashed into loving their rulers. And then we’ll have peace.


     


     


    2


    “I can’t wait for a hot shower. I have sand everywhere.” Candy waddled along with the group of women and kids returning to the cabins on the ship. The descendant deck was mostly deserted.


    Samantha snickered. “Same. I have no idea how it got into my panties, but it itches.”


    Women groaned in sympathy.


    Samantha spotted Dwight and Thelma going to Brittani’s cabin. She approved. Samantha planned to check on her later. It was good that Brittani’s parents were stopping by now before there was a line of well-wishers.


    “See you at mess.” Candy went into her cabin. She was eager for the alone time more than for the shower. Talking with Adrian about Lee had both hurt and helped her. She felt like she needed a good cry to finish letting go before she could fully move on with Conner.


    Cate and Cody took the post on the hall like they’d been asked to, freeing two guards for other jobs.


    The rest of the kids escorted the women to their cabins before going to their dorm for snacks and naps. It had been a stressful time for them, too.


    Missy followed the others, but she wasn’t eager to rest. Her mind was already full of fear for Shawn. There wasn’t room for more.


    Thelma smiled at the little girl as she went by, but she didn’t talk to her. Thelma had other concerns right now.


    “Coming in with food.” Thelma knocked and then waited a few seconds.


    Dwight followed her into Brittani and Daryl’s cabin, braced to see the couple in an intimate moment.


    Brittani slowly sat up in the large bed. “Gross, Dad.”


    Dwight realized Daryl wasn’t here and Brittani had been sleeping. “We saw you two sneak off from the beach tent.”


    And you had to come interrupt us? When she’d been younger, Brittani had mourned her parents not being like her. These days, it was a blessing that they couldn’t read her mind. I don’t feel nice anymore. Brittani forced out a calm tone.  “I needed to sleep in a bed and not a cot. My back won’t take it. Is everything okay?”


    “Yes, it’s better now. The patients in the med bay are all stable.” Thelma sat a small basket on the bed next to her. “We brought you some things. One is an amazing soup. Angela ordered it.”


    Brittani let go of her annoyance as her stomach growled. She began digging through the food and personal care items.


    Dwight swept her sunken eyes and thinner body. The cabin stank of rot and decay. It was worse than the smoke lingering in the corridors. “Are you okay?”


    Brittani yawned tiredly. “I didn’t sleep well.”


    Dwight tensed. “Bad dreams?”


    “Yeah. About Gus.” Brittani didn’t want them to think she had feelings for her ex. “I’m sure it’s because of the talk going around.”


    Dwight sat in the chair by the dresser. “I’m sure you’re right.”


    Thelma changed the subject. “Would you like to go for a walk? We can stop by the maternity store on the shopping deck. It’s almost untouched.”


    Brittani made a face. “My stomach’s a little rocky right now. Maybe after I eat.”


    “Okay.” Thelma studied her as Brittani opened the soup and began to sip.


    So did Dwight.


    Brittani groaned. “That’s good!” She slurped down a few mouthfuls before realizing they were staring at her in concern and dread. She paused. “What?”


    Thelma refused to say it.


    Dwight forced out the words. “We want you to reconsider.”


    Brittani had been expecting this. She had an answer rehearsed. “I will think about it. Now go about your lives. Intervention’s over.”


    Dwight snorted at her sarcasm.


    Thelma clasped her daughter’s thin wrist. “Please. You’re very ill. Your body can’t take this.”


    She pointed at the mirror Brittani could see from where she was. “Look at yourself.”


    Brittani did it against her will. She knew it was bad. She felt bad.


    Tears dripped onto the sheet as she stared at herself. I’m an old hag now.


    “You’re a beautiful woman trying to birth our children.” Daryl came through the open door with a tray and put it on the dresser. He scowled at her parents through his bruised, swollen eye. His hands ached, too, but he didn’t want to waste healing power on himself when the others needed it more than he did. “She doesn’t need this stress. Be helpful or be gone.”


    Dwight started to argue.


    Thelma moved between them. “We were just leaving.”


    “Mom.”


    Thelma smiled awkwardly at Brittani. “Finish your soup.”


    Thelma and Dwight saw Daryl’s injuries, but they didn’t ask how he’d gotten them. They only had enough room for their daughter right now.


    Daryl understood. The babies were already draining her and he was filling her up daily. At some point, he would run out of energy or it just wouldn’t be enough to help her. He planned to talk to Tonya and Angela about it.


    Brittani tried to stop crying.


    Daryl couldn’t take her pain. He came to her side. “Let them stay and help me.”


    Her parents waited, not sure what was happening.


    Daryl connected their lifeforces. “Just think about how much you love her and I’ll do the rest.”


    Both parents immediately flooded the cabin with silent concerns.


    Daryl used their energy to shove orbs into Brittani’s weakened body. He planned to do this every morning, even if she didn’t seem like she needed it.


    Brittani tried not to fight the pain. She sighed in happy misery as her aches stopped and the swelling in her ankles went down.


    Both parents gawked at the changes. Brittani’s hair became beautiful brown again and her skin filled in. A faint glow lit her face.


    “Much better.” Daryl kissed her cheek and stood up, swaying. “I also love you the other way, you know. I do this for the babies, not for your vanity.”


    Brittani’s hand came up to her hair. “Thank you.”


    “It’s my honor.” Daryl took a bottle of water from the tray and downed it.


    Brittani pushed herself to the edge of the bed, being careful even though she felt better. She slowly stood up.


    “Oh, shit.”


    Daryl’s curse drew them all toward the small red stain on the sheet.


    Brittani froze. “I’m bleeding.”


    Dwight leaped up and ran out into the hall. “Medic!”


    Thelma came over to support Brittani in case her legs gave out.


    Daryl connected to the hive. Help!


    “Medic!”


    Brittani put a hand on her tense stomach. It was hard as a rock. “I dreamed I was bleeding, but I thought it was just a nightmare.” She stared at the red spot in horror. “It wasn’t a dream. I’m bleeding…and Gus is dead.”


    Daryl and Thelma caught her as she fainted, laying her on the bed.


    Dwight ran for the medic.


    Thelma began to cry soft, painful tears. “Not this way. Not this way!”


    Daryl shoved more healing orbs into his wife.


    “Medic!”


     


     


    3


    “I’m glad you’re here. We have a huge problem. What took you so long?”


    Jennifer scanned the large coffee mug in Tonya’s hand and grinned at the jittery medic. “How much coffee have you had?”


    Tonya gave a dry laugh. “Funny. I’m serious. We have a big problem here and I don’t know what to do or who to tell and it might be my fault because I didn’t think his injury was–”


    “Hey!” Jennifer snapped her fingers. “Take a breath.”


    Tonya sucked in air and hurried toward the rear rooms. She didn’t scold Jennifer for not wearing the arm sling even though she noticed it. That shoulder was healed. They had bigger concerns.


    Jennifer followed, passing Brittani’s room in confusion. “I thought you called me for a pregnancy issue. I took my time so you could do your medical stuff.”


    Tonya kept going. “I scanned her and did a non-invasive exam. She’s fine. A little spotting is okay at this stage in the pregnancy, as is the hard gut from gas. She’s not in labor. We’re just keeping her for observation to be on the safe side.” Tonya opened the door and held it. “He’s the problem.”


    Jennifer went toward the man in the bed, frowning. “I thought he was healing well now.”


    “His lungs and burns are healed. I came in to give him a check and he woke for a minute.”


    Jennifer brightened. “That’s great!” Morgan hadn’t been awake much since the explosion.


    Tonya lowered her voice. “No, it’s not. He’s…”


    Jennifer felt Morgan wake up. “Hiya! How are you feeling?”


    Morgan yawned. “Sleepy.” He blinked a few times, trying to focus. “Bad dreams, though. The mission team isn’t doing well.”


    Tonya paled, but didn’t leave. She needed Jennifer to verify her diagnosis. “Tell Jennifer what you told me.”


    Morgan rubbed his itchy beard. “That I need Pam to give me a good shave? She’s great with a blade.”


    Jennifer’s mind shuddered. “Pam?”


    Morgan tugged the sheet up to be sure he was fully covered. “Yeah. Is she working?”


    Jennifer stared stupidly. “You want Pam?”


    Morgan frowned lightly. “She is my mate. What’s going on?”


    Jennifer put the pieces together. She turned to Tonya. “Pam did it.”


    “But I can’t remove it. This charm is solid, with no lock to even try a mental key.” Tonya sipped her coffee and refused to think about how tired she was. She also stopped herself from thinking about Kenn. There were many reasons their connection wasn’t working. There was no reason to believe he was dead. …but I’m scared. There’s no denying it. If Angela doesn’t do something soon, I may try to rescue him on my own.


    Jennifer tried to unlock Morgan.


    Morgan stared at them through his confusion and the grogginess that always came after a rough mission where he’d been injured.


    Morgan looked better in every way except for the blank expression that implied he wasn’t thinking clearly yet. Jennifer tried to break the charm again, using a stronger spell.


    Tonya didn’t have much patience left. “Nothing’s happening!”


    Jennifer scowled. “If not this way, I’ll try something else.” She clasped Morgan’s hand. Sparks flew between them and quickly died.


    “She removed me from his mind…or maybe hid it.” Jennifer considered solutions. She even thought about flirting to rekindle the spark. It might trip his memory and override the charm.


    But she didn’t. I never wanted him. It was all Kyle’s idea.


    Tonya was shocked. “You can’t leave him like this.”


    Jennifer’s mind slammed an answer into her mouth that would soothe Tonya. “See what Angela can do. She’s more experienced than we are.”


    Tonya calmed as she realized that was true. Jennifer didn’t have to do anything. The real boss would handle it.


    Jennifer wasn’t offended. She was relieved. She went to the exit. This is my chance to cut that cord and I’m taking it. He left Pam on her own to sink or swim. I’m just returning the favor.


    “Jennifer.”


    She stopped at Morgan’s call, but she didn’t turn and she locked her mind to him. “Yes?”


    “I forgive you.”


    A tear rolled over Jennifer’s cheek. She quickly scrubbed it away on her sleeve. “It’s my shame.”


    Morgan ignored Tonya’s narrowing eyes and sharp mind. “No one is honorable all the time. Just don’t go too far in and get stuck. It would be terrible for everyone if you stayed there.”


    “I won’t.”


    “Goodbye, Jenny.”


    Tonya didn’t know what to do now. It sounded like Morgan knew what Pam had done and was allowing it. If he’s willing, Pam can’t be punished.


    “He is.” Jennifer left.


    Morgan let memories of Pam fill his mind. It’s better this way.


    Tonya went to the desk and sat down tiredly. She wanted to add more supplies to her stashes, but she didn’t have the spare energy right now. She got her personal notebook out and wrote a fast report of the important things that had happened during her shift. She made sure to include the Pam problem. If she’ll charm him to get what she wants, she’ll probably hurt someone for the same reason.


    Tonya put her head down on her arm for a snooze, heart hurting. Please don’t be dead, Kenn. My life isn’t worth shit without you.


    The very tired guard on the med bay watched her through the window. Rico was still listening and memorizing all of it.
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    “So, it really was an accident…and I’m so sorry!” Theo handed the mike back to Jonny and staggered toward the steps. He needed to cry himself to sleep now.


    Jonny took back over the radio call, eager to resume the music. “And that finishes our updates, folks. It is 6:43 a.m. and shift change starts in 12 minutes. Now, back to the music!”


    Jennifer and Angela listened from the office, both hoping the call would settle the conspiracy theories swirling through Safe Haven.


    Jennifer didn’t pick up any new grumbling. “I think my converts have spread the good will.”


    “Good. The mess brawlers have promised to wait and see if they’re needed before causing trouble. Their fight was a practice session that got carried away. They moved to the cargo area for privacy. I think we can let this go now.”


    Jennifer yawned tiredly and tucked Autumn’s blanket around her legs. She and Roy were sleeping in here where Jennifer could be sure they were safe.


    Angela stared at her. “Ready for some more off time?”


    “No!” Jennifer grinned. “What’s next, Boss?”


    Angela didn’t laugh. “We’ll nap and then start the day like normal. I need to put in face time so they believe our explanation. You get to handle the rookies we eliminated.”


    “Burning them?” Jennifer’s stomach rolled over.


    “I think that part’s done. They had belongings that need to be sorted into our main stock.”


    “I’ll handle it.” Jennifer was glad the troublemakers were gone. “But we do need more hands to help in moments like this.”


    “I know, but there’s only one reason refugees come to this camp now and it isn’t to live in peace.” Angela stared at Jennifer. “Do you understand what that means?”


    Jennifer’s sharp mind went straight to the mission team. “You mean Cerise. She’s dangerous.”


    “Yes, but that’s not my point.”


    Jennifer tried again. She loved impressing Angela and teaching herself to be smarter. “If people only come to us for one reason…then the mission team was in danger from the minute they arrived! Cerise can’t be trusted.”


    “And she wasn’t. Marc made plans for her.”


    “If he made plans, then why are they being hurt?”


    Angela let Jennifer figure it out on her own as more practice.


    It took a few seconds. Jennifer’s relief was palpable. “It’s all part of Marc’s plan.”


    Angela sighed. “You got half of it. Try once more.”


    Jennifer caught it in a blinding flash. “It wasn’t just Marc’s plan! You helped.”


    Angela nodded. “I’ll do whatever it takes to give us a future where all this crap doesn’t exist anymore.”


    “You mean you’ll hurt anyone to accomplish that goal.”


    Angela wasn’t offended. She also didn’t lie. Her heir had to understand that hard, ugly choices like this were part of the job. “Yes, though I do try nonviolent methods first, and I always group them together to get more than one benefit.”


    Jennifer felt Angela’s gaze harden. She made the connection. “I did what I thought was best. We’ll all have peace from it.”


    “Until Shawn comes home and reminds Morgan that he doesn’t want Pam.”


    Jennifer shrugged defensively. “Maybe Shawn will be busy with Missy and forget…or he’ll decide to leave it alone because Morgan seems happy.”


    Angela’s tone firmed into stone. “It’s wrong and you know it. I want you to make Pam remove the charm and volunteer to spend a month in jail for it.”


    Jennifer’s brows and voice went up. “Not a chance in hell!”


    Angela shrugged. “You’ll leave me with no choice but to enforce the magic laws, Jennifer. Think about it while they heal. Be sure it’s what you want for us.”


    “Do you want it?”


    Angela shook her head. “No. Man’s laws allow us much more freedom. Magic laws will crack down on everyone, including my heir.”


    “I understand.”


    “I don’t think you do yet, but you will. One week, Jenny, and then I’ll do it myself.”


    Trent tapped on the door, stopping any answer Jennifer would have given. “Top deck guards are reporting a rough wave just toppled a small sailboat. No survivors.”


    Angela motioned at Jennifer. “Do a scan from here, to be sure all of them are gone.”


    “I can’t scan through the ship and the water.”


    “Then that’s something you need to work on.” Angela left the office.


    Jennifer stretched out on the couch. Angela just gave me my next training goal. Awesome.


    Walking the hall on duty, Kyle was happy for her and delighted that Angela wasn’t taking revenge on his wife. Thank you, Boss.


    Angela went up the steps. Don’t thank me, Kyle. She’s in danger every second she has this position.


    Kyle took that warning to heart. He stood in front of the office and kept a hand on his gun. Anyone coming here with bad intentions would be met with lead.


    Angela didn’t feel guilty for winding him up. It didn’t hurt to have their guards angry and eager to kill. Kyle hated his job in this new world, as he had in the old one, but he was desperately needed. “Without death-loving men like you, none of the herd would survive.”
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    “I’m glad you survived.” Tonya hung Jayda’s clipboard on the end of her bed. “We all are.”


    Jayda refused to look at the medic. Her bald head and bright red skin glared when she didn’t.


    Tonya understood the problem, but she didn’t know what to do about it. She was good at mixing drugs, reading results, filing reports, and assisting in medic moments. She had no experience with mental care.


    Tonya opened the porthole between the two beds. Dace had been released a few hours ago, but there was no extra personnel for cleaning. It was making the medical deck stink.


    Tonya scanned the small break room office a few doors down; her baby was sleeping while Terry snoozed in the chair nearby. They’d all gotten four hours of sleep and felt better, but they were still stealing every 10 minutes of dozing they could get.


    Satisfied things were okay for the moment, Tonya began stripping the soiled bedding. “You could at least talk to me, you know. It’s not fun doing this stuff. Conversation would make it go by faster.”


    Jayda wanted to be reasonable, but she was doing everything she could not to cry.


    Both women looked toward the hall as voices echoed.


    Brittani appeared in the hallway with Daryl. The couple didn’t notice their audience as they stopped to let Conner go by with a clean armful of blankets for their few remaining patients.


    “I’m sorry.”


    Daryl beamed at Brittani. “It’s fine. False alarms are the best kind of alarms.”


    Brittani made a face. “Still, it sucks. I don’t know what’s normal. We’ll have to live like this for months.”


    Daryl didn’t like it either. “Before the war, you would have been in a hospital under the care of people trained for this.”


    Brittani disagreed vehemently. “And maybe the duty nurse would have reported me to the government for extra cash. Eight months later, they would have taken our babies and I would have taken my life. I’ll stick with the apocalypse if you don’t mind.”


    Daryl didn’t snap back at her. She was emotional from fear and lack of sleep. Everyone was scared to shut their eyes for long. The nightmares weren’t skipping anyone. Even the camp members were starting to report them.


    “Ahhhh!”


    Daryl sighed. We’re all getting jarred by their screams.


    In the small break room, Terry smashed his hand over his mouth and tried to get his emotions under control. He looked over at the baby who’d flinched but was already falling back asleep. He lowered his hand and sucked in air that still smelled of smoke. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry!”


    Daryl guided Brittani by the door. He nodded at Terry, scanned the baby, and kept going.


    In the room across the hall, Jayda rotated her head carefully, nerves burning as they healed. “She’s wrong.”


    Tonya dropped the dirty sheets into the corner and started collecting garbage. “Why?”


    “In her scenario, it’s an eight-month wait and then it’s all over. In this hell, we wait to die, over and over and over. It never ends.”


    Tonya shuddered. She forced out uplifting platitudes. “If not for the bad, we wouldn’t have the good.”


    Jayda let the tears roll. Her anguish flooded down her cheeks and soaked her raw chest. Salt burned into her wounds.


    Tonya stiffened at the pain. Anger made her spin around. “So you’re a little ugly now! It will heal and you’ll forget all about this. Stop being a drama queen!”


    Jayda’s tears fell harder. “It’s not for me, you insensitive cow! It’s for the death.”


    Tonya motioned. “We didn’t lose anyone.”


    Jayda shut her lids to stifle the flow. “Not us. The mission team.”


    Fear flooded Tonya. She rushed over to Jayda’s bed. “Who was it?! Who?”


    “I don’t know.” Jayda sobbed.


    Tonya carefully hugged the woman, heart breaking. “I’m sorry!”


    Standing in the doorway now, Conner blocked their pain so it didn’t drag him down. He’d come to take out the trash, but Conner didn’t want to interrupt the women. He went into the next room instead.


    “How are things?” Morgan hated being out of the loop. The pain medication was blocking his gifts and making him groggy.


    “Better.” Conner began gathering trash. “Everyone will live, even Hannah, and the damage to the ship wasn’t structural. Grant says center walls can take more hits than outer walls. Makes sense, I guess.”


    Morgan watched the teenager instead of staring at his unconscious roommate. Jack still hadn’t woken.


    Morgan could feel Pam lingering out in the hallway. “Why is she avoiding me?”


    Conner didn’t have the energy left to play nice. “She might have charmed you, Morgan, and the women here have decided to leave it. As soon as you heal up, go to the boss.”


    Morgan lowered his voice. “Shawn and I made plans for this.”


    Conner came closer to the bed. “Do the women know? Are they trapping Pam?”


    Morgan didn’t shrug like he wanted to. Moving wasn’t a good idea. “Missy knows.”


    “Then they are okay with leaving you charmed!”


    Morgan was grateful to be alive, so much that he had no anger to express. “They’re doing what they think is best.”


    Conner’s anger burst out. “All this greater good shit will turn us into slaves at some point!”


    Morgan frowned with his eyes. “Not us, boy.”


    Conner understood in a bright flash that made him recoil. “I won’t be a part of it!”


    Morgan changed the subject now that he’d triggered the teenager. Conner would go to Angela about all of this and push her into the next stages of the plan she’d made. “Tell Pam she can come in, okay? I need a shave.”


    “I’ll tell her.” Conner stomped out, forgetting the trash bag.


    Morgan tried to force himself into a dreamless snooze. Waking up screaming wasn’t good for him or the medics.


    But they can relax now. We only get hit every few weeks, or so. We should be safe again while we heal up. “It’s also what’s slowly killing us. The magic is dying from stress and unhappiness and constant use. It ages best when left alone for years. Jayda is right–better to die quickly, once, than over and over and over.”


    Morgan forced himself to tell all of the truth. “She’s also wrong. Despite the pain, we should cling to every minute, every second, every day with everything we have. Life is a precious gift that can’t be returned once lost.”


    His mind went to the mission team. He’d felt the death, too, but unlike Jayda, he knew who it was. “I’m sorry, buddy. It should have been me.”


     


     


    2


    Angela entered the mess at 10 a.m., hoping for coffee. The nap hadn’t recharged her. She was still tired and hurting, but she had a day of work waiting that wasn’t going to do itself.


    Tim glanced up from the dustpan he was holding for one of his congregation to sweep in a pile of debris. He saw her newest injuries and paled. “Good morning.”


    Tim and his small congregation of 12 were wrinkled but otherwise untouched. Angela wondered if they’d left the ship during the evacuation but didn’t ask. They’d come to clean without being called. It was good enough. “Same to you. Thank you for helping.”


    Tim shrugged. “I wanted to soften you up before I ask for something you won’t want to give.”


    Angela motioned to the counter stools. “Let’s talk.”


    Tim hesitated. “Can we go somewhere private?”


    “Why?”


    “So they don’t hear me beg.”


    “Isn’t pride a sin?”


    “Of course. I’m still human.”


    Angela gave in. She grabbed a coffee mug, filled it, and led the way to an empty office without speaking.


    Tim shut the office door and took the seat across from her. He studied her pinched lips instead of her wounds and missing hair. “You’re saying no.”


    Angela had been planning this conversation for a month. She’d waited until it benefitted her in multiple ways before allowing it to happen. “You want to teach things from a book that I don’t believe in.”


    Tim was instantly offended. “You don’t believe in God? You ascended!”


    Angela’s orbs lit up red for a few seconds, then faded back to tired and dangerous.


    Tim swallowed. “I’m sorry.”


    “For?”


    “Putting words in your mouth. You said you don’t believe in the Book. But I do, and so do other people.”


    “That doesn’t change my feelings on it.”


    “Most of the Bible is about justice and fairness, and providing for your people. I would have thought you’d be all for that.”


    “I am. It’s the other stuff I have an issue with.”


    “Why?”


    “Because this camp can’t have two masters. And I mean you and your book, not the Creator. People will be forced to pick between us. It will create sides and split us even further.”


    “The Bible brings people together.”


    Angela held up a hand before he could fall into preaching mode and miss her point. “There’s a huge hole in the theory it’s based on. Solve the riddle for me and I’ll reconsider my choice.”


    Tim waited, curious and suddenly dreading what Angela’s busy mind had figured out.


    “Try to imagine yourself as an alien outsider observing a project that you have no connection to.”


    “I’ll put aside my bias as much as I can.”


    “Don’t put it aside. Forget everything you know about our origins, then tell me how there were dozens of different family lines throughout the world if everyone came from just the garden’s two residents.”


    Tim ran through what he knew. And it didn’t add up. “That can’t be right.”


    “It is. Tonya found the medical books on large populations without inbreeding. It takes at least 50 men and women to populate the earth without us all being related, and even that number is too small to avoid natural genetic defects. It actually takes about 500. The charts in the book clearly show it in both even and mixed gender sets. There’s no way we all came from one breeding pair. We’d be like the European Royal family who inbred for centuries and then died out, with a lot of genetic defects along the way.”


    “That doesn’t mean… It’s not that simple.” A defensive glaze settled over Tim’s eyes. “Adam and Eve were perfectly made by God. There wouldn’t have been any defects!”


    “Maybe not in them, but after hundreds of years of their kids breeding, defects would have taken over. I’d like you to read the genetic books for yourself.”


    “I have the Book!”


    Angela had expected that. After all, Tim was basing his new life on it. “You’re not wrong, Tim. The book is. You’re not doing anything wrong by accepting new information.”


    Tim resisted the pull of temptation. “It’s not for me to question.”


    Angela tried it from another side. “Do you believe writers can be trusted?”


    Tim sneered at her. “You can’t tear down my faith in the Bible. It’s the word of God!”


    “Once more, then, from another angle?”


    Tim forced a curt nod. To get what he wanted, he had to listen. That doesn’t mean I have to believe it.


    Angela knew, but she was determined to reach the real person inside instead of the preacher shell. “Imagine a group of cavemen taking shelter from a storm. One of them gets scared and the mental lock pops. It shoves them into an evolution. They can suddenly create fire for warmth, and for defense. They quickly realize their fellow cavepersons are in awe and fear. Do you think they would have evolved enough for morality to stop them from using it to their advantage?”


    Tim didn’t enjoy sparring. He was glad she wasn’t getting upset even though he’d yelled. “No, not likely. But they would have been killed if the fear was too strong.”


    Angela concurred. The delicate, deadly balance they were walking with the normals here was proof of it. “In that small society, someone with power could survive if they were smart enough to hide it, or if they grouped with others like themselves. They would have eventually formed three types of groups.”


    Tim added it up. “Normals and not normals. What’s the third?”


    “A mix, like here. There would have been people who were bonded to both sides or maybe the location was better, or the food was more plentiful. The third group could have been normals and descendants who had kids together. Families.”


    “That makes sense.”


    “So those three groups fought. There’s no way they were peaceful. Agreed?”


    “Yes, though the family group might have moments of peace.”


    “Yes, and they were slaughtered every time they had contact with outsiders. Either way, evolutions came from the fights and fear. New gifts would have appeared. Those few would have become the leaders, or guards for leaders who were smart enough to make a deal. Agreed?”


    He nodded. “Absolutely. I’d go so far as to say the leaders were magic users and the normals were their slaves.”


    Angela refused to delve deeper into that part. “Agreed. So the fighting forces evolutions to happen faster. The demons start filling in blanks and training their hosts to handle those around them. There were only oral rules at that point, I would think.”


    Tim shrugged, drawn in. “Maybe not even oral. The magic and evolutions could have outpaced the ability to form words over grunts and growls.”


    “Agreed. That has to come next. Those leaders needed a way to get their clan under control so they could organize defenses and hunts, or just to stop the constant violence that kept causing the evolutions. They wouldn’t want more competition.”


    Tim was already nodding. “Exactly right. They became territorial. Single cave dwellers out alone were in extreme danger as superstitions and magic terrified everyone into striking out. The attacks would increase and force the circle to keep turning.”


    “Agreed.” Angela bumped it to the next level. “One of them starts to form commands from their grunts and growls. Saying ‘no’ and ‘run’ were probably first. You can almost hear the groan and cry in them. From there, hand gestures begin to match the words.”


    “Disagree. I think the hand gestures would have come first and helped force the language when gestures weren’t enough.”


    “Wow. Great point. Agreed.”


    Tim took them to the next level. “It’s about this time that art moves from the ground to the cave walls, trees, and any natural shelters they find.”


    “Yes, because cave art wouldn’t have begun on the walls. They drew in the dirt with their hands first.”


    “And the sand would have held together in ways that showed them some shapes and designs could stand against the water. So they start building.”


    Angela leaned back in the uncomfortable office chair. “You sidetracked there. Or do you think it would have happened at the same time?”


    “It might have come before even. Shelter is a basic need we always seek out. You don’t get hit with cold rain and just stand there. In most cases.” Tim chuckled. “We have some serious drinkers in this camp. They might be an exception.”


    Angela didn’t remind him they were discussing a possible ancient past. She was thrilled that Tim understood they were also discussing the old world and their current existence. “So basic language and basic building skills mixed with warring and magic. That’s a lot going on.”


    “And other than the magic, it’s all documented in several countries.”


    “There were a lot of family lines to be able to document it in several countries. I assume all of them followed this same basic timeline, no matter when they started.”


    Tim missed her comment. “A couple of them had more influences, like extreme heat or cold. Also living in the jungle, forest, or coastal would affect it, but it would have been close. Defenses or immunities might have come sooner for them.”


    “Agreed. The next level would be a group of homes together–a town.”


    Tim considered it. “I think we skipped a lot of death and narrowing down family lines.” Tim understood what she was doing now, but he was too deep into the conversation to stop. “And the gatherers would still be gathering, while the hunters would still be hunting. There might be two more groups when you add those in.”


    “Agreed, but we’ll assume just two families survived from each country. Maybe the others met another region’s people for mating and they were taken, or incest crushed the other lines.”


    “Agreed. But I think some would have also died out naturally.”


    She nodded. “Agreed. What’s next?”


    “Your point. The written word.” Tim popped his sore spine. “You’re going to say in all that chaos, the written word came about as a way to control people. Fiction came next and the evolving leaders saw how powerful it was. They put the stories into written form to get their people to do what they wanted.”


    Angela didn’t push that part yet. “You said magic wasn’t documented, but the Bible is full of it. A burning bush. A giant. People being told to sacrifice kids. A man being tricked into taking the sister who couldn’t see well. Being able to call animals. Descendants were always there. We belong in this world, too. We have the right to exist.”


    Tim stared at her. “Agreed…”


    “As long as we stay away or as long as you get to control us?”


    Tim flushed. “Both, maybe.”


    “And you wonder why I’m considering drastic options to protect my kind.” She sighed, voice sad. “We’re not your enemy anymore. This isn’t those first caveman days where we didn’t know any better than to act like animals. Don’t teach your kind to hate us and we won’t retaliate.” She held out her hand. “Agreed?”


    Tim was shaken by their conversation, but he knew one thing for sure. He didn’t want to go to war at all, let alone against Angela and her army. He shook with her. “Agreed.”


    Angela relented now that she’d gotten what she needed. “You can build your church from wood you collect from Henderson Island. There’s space at the top of Cliff Road, next to the public toilet. It’ll be small, but you’ll learn to build up like we do and it can grow as we go.”


    “I don’t understand why you’re doing this.”


    “I trust you to help me keep the peace. I also think the camp will like it.”


    “Some of them don’t believe in God.”


    Angela shrugged. “They don’t have to. I’ve sacrificed a lot of lives to ensure they have the freedom to skip it. They just don’t have the freedom to take it away from everyone else. Your congregation will grow. They’ll follow you. We’ll argue about things, like women always wearing dresses or being told what to do by their men. Safe Haven’s rules will come first or you’ll hang for treason.”


    Tim sighed. “I knew this would end in threats.”


    “I have no choice, Tim. Over the years, your power will grow and the fighting will restart because your congregation will try to convert others instead of leaving them the fuck alone!”


    Tim paled.


    Angela snorted angrily. “Forget it. If you start going door-to-door, I’ll shut you down and send you out into the wastelands. Religion will never supersede our laws. Anyone who tries it will be put to death for undermining Safe Haven’s future as a peaceful society.”


    Tim knew she wasn’t bluffing. “And will other things have these same strict, immoral rules?”


    “Ensuring the safety of the future is neither immoral nor wrong. Your mind is warped into thinking that only your way is correct.”


    “Answer my question.”


    She sighed. “Everything is being evaluated and approved or gotten rid of. It has to be or I can’t give us peace. You and I both know these people, on both sides, need a firm hand or they’ll turn this tiny island into hell.”


    “Agreed. I just don’t like your methods.”


    “Neither do I, but they are effective.” Angela wanted him fully on her side. “I have an answer you’ll like.”


    Tim frowned. “An answer to what?”


    “To the riddle. Why does the Bible say we all came from one pair?”


    Tim waited, hoping she really did have that answer. If not, it would bother him for the rest of his life.


    “There were gardens in other countries and they all held more than a single pair. When people wrote the Bible, they just excluded them. Fitting them all into one book would have been an exhausting endeavor and they probably didn’t like those other people anyway. The choice to exclude them was easy.”


    Tim thought about that. He wanted to fit it into place. “But that means the Bible isn’t the word of God and I can’t accept that.”


    “You will over time as you reread it, as religious people are apt to do. Your faith in the Creator is wonderful, Tim, but your easy acceptance of a book put together by corrupt men is troubling on every level.” Before he could fight it, Angela decided to go all the way with this moment.


    Tim squinted at her as a glint caught his attention.


    Angela let go of her control, allowing the thing inside to be seen.


    Tim’s mouth dropped open. She looks like an angel!


    Angela quickly locked it back up. She hated that part of herself, but she wasn’t above using it. “I need an answer.”


    Tim gave in because of her glow. “I’ll need a list of rules.”


    “No. Send me a question each time something comes up.” She gestured. “Or just come talk to me. This has been an enlightening conversation. I’m enjoying it.”


    Tim’s lips curved. “You’re not ready for me to go?”


    She shook her head. “Have a drink and a snack with me. The den mothers are about to drop off a basket. We’ll eat and chat and ponder the future of all humanity.”


    Tim grinned. “Agreed.”
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    “Everyone is accounted for. All shifts are covered. We’re good to go.”


    “Awesome.” Ian went to the ship to let the point man know. He’d brought reports and updates from the bunker. As soon as he delivered these, he could sleep.


    Wade stayed by the large beach tent that was now being taken down. All the people who’d spent the night here were back on the ship or in the tunnel bunker. The brawlers from the mess were cleaning trash from the sand and edges of the jungle. Later, they would trudge into that green tangle and pull more garbage from it. They wouldn’t be relieved until they’d scoured the entire island.


    Wade hoped that was enough to discourage the conspiring. They didn’t believe Theo’s explanation. They were preparing for war against the normals.


    Wade had already put notes into his report for the boss. The normals were settling down, except for Ralph. The descendants were ramping up for more. “It comes in threes. We’ve had a time quake and now an explosion. The third hit will be worse.”


    Walking by, Debra caught his thought. That’s why some of us are leaving when the mission team gets back. We’ve had enough of triple hits.


    Debra went to an unmanned corner of the large tent and started dismantling it. Jeff and Kimmie were working on the opposite corner. Debra smiled at them and fell back into her mind. She’d been too scared to live before joining Safe Haven, but the time here had given her courage and new skills. She was almost ready to explore the world and face whatever came. Just not here. These people are about to be dominated by magic laws and I don’t want any part of that.


    It bothered Wade that so many of their people were thinking about leaving, but he didn’t believe magic rules would be much different than what they had now. I need to talk to Adrian about it.


    “I’m here.”


    Wade jumped, making everyone laugh. Adrian was right behind him.


    “I didn’t even sneak. What’s up with you?”


    Wade scanned the former leader and found a confident man who couldn’t hide his pain. Wade knew what had caused it. “She’s okay. You can breathe again.”


    Adrian sighed. “I’m trying, but it was so much like the mountain!”


    Wade sympathized. Carrying Angela’s body to the medical center had become a habit for Adrian. “You should stop that.”


    Adrian snorted out bitterness. “I will if she will.”


    Camp members going by smiled toward Adrian and contemplated how safe they’d felt with him guarding the tunnel bunker.


    Wade made a connection. Did Angela let him reconnect with the camp last night for that reason?


    Adrian shrugged. “Does it matter?”


    “Maybe.” Wade studied Adrian. “How far ahead do you think she sees?”


    “A lot. More than any of us, for sure.”


    “Because she’s a higher level.”


    Adrian denied that. “Jennifer is technically the highest level here now. Brains and power don’t always mix the best. Angela is an anomaly that isn’t likely to repeat in our lifetime.”


    “Jennifer won’t become like her?”


    “Jennifer will become her own dangerous, talented person. There’s no need for us to all be alike.” Adrian tried to change the subject. “Why did you want to talk to me?”


    “Allison said something that worried me.”


    Adrian listened to Wade’s thoughts about it. “That’s not good.”


    “Yeah. Allison isn’t the only one. I’ve been scanning people since she told Samantha what she wants. A lot of people here are thinking about what it would be like to never die.”


    “Well, they’re wrong. Angela isn’t immortal. If not for our healers, she would still be on death’s door.”


    Wade didn’t let Adrian blow him off. “But would that door ever open for her or would she eventually heal while the others died?”


    Adrian didn’t have an answer. “I don’t know.”


    “Guess.”


    Adrian didn’t want to. He was scared of that answer. “Talk to the boss about it, Wade. This is above my clearance level.”


    “But it’s not. She put you in charge of the camp. And don’t say it was Jennifer’s order. She’s following Angela’s plans to the letter.”


    “So?”


    Wade scowled. “So if it was a surprise, then tell me why everything was covered so well.”


    “Jennifer is good at her job.”


    “Jennifer is a reckless teenager who gets lucky.”


    “You don’t believe that.”


    Wade tried not to be snarky. “But I do. She sucked down a host of souls, against the rules, and didn’t get punished for it. She now has more power than any of us, except the boss, and her mate has cracks he refuses to heal. That’s a bad situation developing.”


    “Yeah, but I believe Angela has good reasons for that.”


    “Then you agree that Angela knows all these things ahead of time and lets them happen.”


    Adrian was trapped. He refused to confirm or deny anything. He brought up a mental wall and walked away. “Talk to the boss, Wade. I don’t have the clearance to answer.”


    Adrian’s refusal to be honest convinced Wade that he was correct. Which means all of this is part of her plan. Allison is right. We’re going to have magic rules soon and there’s nothing we can do to stop it.
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    Angela was back in her office when the lunch meal was called. The mess was mostly cleaned and ready for use. Tim’s people had stuck around there to be gophers and spread good vibes.


    Angela thumbed through the caught-up notes and reports. She didn’t read them to verify Jennifer’s choices. The girl had done all of it and then some. Jennifer was working hard to get respect back and she would succeed. “But you don’t really want this job, Jenny. You’re too good, too pure. I don’t want you to go bad like Adrian, like me, like Marc. I want you to finally have happiness in your life instead of this constant pain and regret.”


    “Shouldn’t that be my choice to make?” Jennifer hadn’t been far away.


    Angela chuckled sardonically.


    Jennifer dropped into the chair across the desk. Her filthy body left an outline on the chair. Neither of them cared. In times of crisis, cleanliness was often the second thing to go. Rational thought was the first.


    Jennifer swept Angela’s healing skin and burnt hair in sympathy and relief. Judging from her movements, Angela was stiff, sore, and once again lucky to be alive.


    “I’m better now. I found my last bottle of Advil.”


    “We have to find a way to duplicate that.”


    “Definitely. Tylenol doesn’t do the same job. It dulls the pain. Advil takes down the inflammation and that’s something we all have. Our bodies are abused.”


    “About that…” Jennifer forced it out. “I think you should have someone check you over. Tobias did something. He told Charlie it would help you carry to term.”


    Angela now had an explanation for the odd feeling she’d woken with. “Maybe it will.”


    “But what if it wasn’t to help?”


    “I’d say we’re both suspecting him without a reason.”


    “I’ll still feel better if you do it.”


    “Okay. Anything else?”


    “All the animals are off-ship now. Chad got the horse and the goats to use the cargo ramp next to the pontoon bridge. He let them loose. And everyone who isn’t on duty is on the island now. You finally got them all off of this ship.”


    Angela forced a chuckle and waited, sure there was more.


    Jennifer was too tired to keep trying to find a way to convince Angela. “Charlie’s right. We need to go get the mission team. I told everyone I would call a meeting about it.”


    Angela got up and walked out.


    Jennifer sighed. “I’ll take that as a no.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty BK17


    No Other Option


    6 Days Later


     


     


     


    1


    Shawn stood ramrod straight in the small cage, with his hands over his shriveled penis. It was the only position where the hounds weren’t able to reach him. They sniffed and pawed, drooling for the taste of human blood.


    Shawn’s knees shook. He’d been like this for a long time. The torture sessions had been short when they’d first started. Now, they stretched on endlessly as the dogs raked their jagged claws across anything they could reach.


    Shawn’s mind started to blink out. He was spending too much time in it, but there was no other escape from the thirst, the hunger, the pain.


    Shawn thought about Missy. He felt the connection go through and tried to pull it back before the little girl saw what was happening to him.


    Too late. Missy’s horror went through his mind.


    Shawn couldn’t take her pain and his own. He stumbled.


    Pain ripped into his leg as a hound tried to pull him closer.


    Shawn jerked upright again, shouting.


    Missy snapped awake.


    Shawn wished he could.


    Missy woke the kids and the adults on their deck with awful screams. She didn’t stop for a long time.


     


     


    2


    “We’re all here, Boss.” Wade snapped the waistband of his Speedos and wiggled his brows, hoping to make her laugh. After the rough start to their morning, he was certain she could use the mood boost.


    Angela chuckled because it was expected. Her mood boost would come from a successful training session.


    Everyone in the water laughed. All of them were wearing bikinis or swimming trunks. Wade was the only one showing off in a speedo, but he had a great body. Angela wasn’t above ogling his huge arms like even the men were doing. Wade and Theo were the best-built men in camp.


    “Let’s get started so we can go get things set up for the matches later.”


    Tonight’s fights and afterparty were on most lips and thoughts. This group had skipped the cinnamon roll breakfast the others were enjoying right now. The scents wafting through the ship were wonderful. It was smothering the smell of chlorine from the pool.


    Wade dove smoothly into the water and joined his family.


    Neil and Samantha slid down to make room for him.


    Dog stayed on the beach chair in the corner, avoiding the water. Why do they like getting wet in here? It smells like the old world.


    Angela went to the edge of the pool. They’d removed the diving board for this lesson. She stood where it used to connect and faced her chosen fighters. “I’m sure you’ve all been curious about the private lessons I’ve been doing with Tonya and Samantha.”


    “We guessed you were trying to gain another level without fighting or killing.” Neil smiled at Samantha, but it was strained. He didn’t want her in lessons anymore. He wanted her in their cabin where she would stay safer. The explosion had changed everything.


    “We are. We’re also trying to find a way to stop time. I want to start officially training for it, in the pool. The water will mimic the conditions.”


    “Good idea!” Kyle had hated not knowing what to do when it happened. “So we push it backward?”


    “A few of us will. The others will watch.”


    Wade heard the note of importance in her voice. “What are we watching for?”


    “The right moment to act. If we can kill the pusher, we win. We’ll study our pusher and determine the best way to kill them while they work.”


    Other than Neil and Wade, no one thought it was too harsh, and those men only disagreed because Samantha was involved. Anyone pushing time was assumed to be in on the reset and therefore an enemy.


    Angela jumped in and let the water take her to the bottom of the cleaned pool.


    The guards on the doors observed in confusion and then rotated back to scan the hallway as footsteps echoed. Angela had made it clear that she didn’t want to be interrupted.


    “What are they doing in there?”


    The highest level guard, Lisa, glared at Sherman and Ralph. “Mind your own business!”


    The normals scurried away.


    Lisa was glad. I can’t answer them because I don’t know, but it looks like fun.


     


    Angela surfaced and wiped her face. She hung onto a side.


    Samantha and Tonya swam over to her to protest quietly. They didn’t want to try this in front of everyone.


    “Put your pride aside.” That was becoming one of her favorite sayings now. Her people were arrogant, with good reason, but Angela needed them to be able to forget it in these moments. “When we bring up a shield, we can move the water around us. I don’t want that. No shields. We’re pushing the water using our minds.”


    People snorted and groaned.


    Angela demonstrated. She was only able to push the water away in small places. She forced out more energy and let it go as the water pressed back on her. “As you can see, it’s hard.”


    She made sure everyone was paying attention. “We’re going to do it under the water, while we hold our breath. Pick a partner. One tries and the other makes sure their partner gets to the surface for air.”


    Angela didn’t give them time to protest or make matches based on relationships. She grabbed Samantha’s wrist and pointed.


    Sam drew in air and sank to the bottom. Under the water, there were no great smells or sounds of passing camp members chattering excitedly about tonight’s matches. The water smothered her in a dull roar that reminded her of the ocean outside these walls.


    Neil came over to be Tonya’s partner so he was closer to Samantha.


    Angela followed Sam down.


    Samantha started trying to push the water away with her mind. She hoped it would be easier to have something that would push back against her, unlike the other lessons where they’d tried this with air.


    Angela scanned the others while small bubbles flowed steadily from her nose. None of them were doing it so far. Several people floated to the surface. Angela scanned Samantha and pointed up.


    Samantha went slowly, mind fighting her gift. I know I can do this. Why won’t it work for me?! She surfaced and spat out water, hating the taste of the chemicals.


    Angela motioned the rest of them to surface. She stayed down until all of them were up and breathing in fresh air.


    She gave them all two minutes to recover, then called it. “Next set, go!”


    Angela ignored the first-degree burns that were fading more each day. The chlorine in the water burned her skin and her eyes and made her more determined to secure this skill. She tried harder, using more energy, but she was still only able to push the water in tiny places.


    Samantha called it this time. Everyone up!


    Her mental order brought them all back to the surface.


    Angela studied the pool waves with a frown. “Maybe we have to be in danger…”


    “A lot of our gifts are like that.” Samantha brought up her shield and shoved the water toward Wade, who she knew could handle it.


    Wade went under and brought up his shield instinctively. He quickly surfaced and waited for another wave so he could try again.


    Angela shook her wet head. “We’ve been practicing this with no success for weeks.” She looked at Tonya, who was clearly cold and appeared weak, and then back to Samantha, who was glowing with good health. “Everyone will shove the water toward you.”


    Neil and Wade protested, loudly. Their voices bounced off the tiled walls and slick floor.


    Samantha wasn’t scared. “You’re both right here if I have trouble. It’s fine.”


    Angela motioned the others to the deeper water. “We’ll keep her on the shallowest end.” Angela swam toward the middle of the pool and took a place on the side.


    Samantha got set. “Whenever you’re ready.”


    Angela slapped the water. “Now!”


    Samantha saw the wave coming and fought not to duck under the water. She pushed out her mental force against it.


    Water broke over her in a thick wave that tried to rip her from the side of the pool.


    Neil put a hand on her arm. He had stayed next to her.


    Wade swam closer. Neither man was shoving water.


    Angela glared at them. “Get over here or get out.”


    Wade went a few feet away.


    Neil’s rage lit up his eyes.


    Samantha slapped his arm. “Get over there and help me figure out how to do this!”


    Because Sam wanted it, Neil did it.


    The next wave was bigger, faster. Samantha’s panic blasted them all mentally as it took her under.


    Samantha pushed harder, fear lending her strength. She pushed the water away from her face for a brief second.


    Then it snapped back and knocked her toward the pool wall.


    Sam brought up her shield and bounced off it. She surfaced a few seconds later, gasping for air.


    “That’s enough! She almost got hurt!” Neil was furious that Sam was doing this, willing or not.


    Samantha held up a hand, counting. She took her time and calmed her heart rate. When she got to one, she glared at Neil. “Do it!”


    “No!” Neil climbed from the pool and stayed near her so he could dive in and help if she needed it.


    Angela wasn’t angry at him even though she should have been. She also wanted Samantha to be safe. “Again! Push!”


    Water rolled toward Samantha in another tall crest.


    Samantha sank to the pool bottom, struggling to grab the slippery water. She pushed it away from her body and then let go as it snapped back on her.


    Sam swam for the surface, fighting not to cough. She broke the surface and gasped in air. That one hurt!


    Angela came up near her. “You’re done for today.”


    Neil nodded savagely. “Yes! I’ll help you out.”


    Samantha wiped her face and drew in another deep lungful of air. “Not yet. I’m okay.”


    Angela gestured. “Let Tonya do one.”


    Tonya nodded reluctantly. She hated the water, but she was willing to try.


    “No!” Samantha twisted around in the water and gave the signal to get set for another run.


    Angela was proud of the new mother.


    Neil wasn’t. “No! That’s enough!”


    Dog was tired of Neil’s shouts. He jumped off the chair and padded toward the loud man.


    Neil didn’t see it coming. One minute he was shouting at Angela. The next, he was falling into the pool with his mouth wide open.


    Descendants laughed.


    “Good, Dog!”


    Dog shook off the splash of water and returned to his chair.


    Neil climbed from the pool and glared at the wolf. “Don’t do that again!”


    Dog put his snout under his tail and began cleaning his ass.


    Neil groaned. “Gross!”


    Angela regained control while trying not to laugh and encourage Dog to repeat the shove.


    I can do this. Samantha stood on the bottom and let the muted voices fade away. Sam imagined having her shield up. She pushed it out mentally, hands lifting.


    Angela squinted through the swirling water with everyone else. Her eyes were burning… The water’s moving!


    Samantha ignored the excited hive members now encouraging her. She fought her burning lungs and used more energy to shove her imagined shield out toward the center of the pool.


    Samantha’s body bent with the lack of pressure. The water was down to her ankles. She opened her eyes in surprise, letting go of her concentration.


    “Look out!” Wade tried to swim toward Samantha as the wave bounced against them and rebounded.


    Neil jumped in, slipping. He fell into her and used his arms as a cushion and his body to block as the wave slammed into their side of the pool.


    Samantha held onto Neil as water gushed into her mouth and up her nose. She felt him lift her up and scrambled for the side.


    Neil followed her up, coughing and aching.


    Samantha sucked in air and coughed out water with her words. “Did it!” Coughs echoed again. “I did it!”


    Angela pulled herself onto the side of the pool. “Very good.”


    Wade got out of the water and joined his family to make sure they were okay.


    Angela glanced around pointedly. “You all want me to go get the mission team. I need you to learn how to do this or we won’t stand a chance.”


    “Sam knows how now. She’ll teach the rest of us.” Tonya shivered.


    “That’s not enough.” Angela reminded them of the quake. “We could barely react when time slowed. We have to find a way to still function as a fighting force.”


    Stunned silence filled the pool room.


    Angela wiped water from her face again. “That’s why I can’t say yes when they beg me to rescue our loved ones. We know the enemy has other pushers. And you felt how hard it is to resist.” Angela stood up carefully on the soaked ground. “I already have a plan in the works, but we have to learn how to do this. If anyone can, it’s us.”


    The descendants were filled with pride and determination at her words. Samantha moved back toward the pool, ignoring the protests of both her men. “I think I can do it out of the water now and send it at you guys. It’ll feel closer to the time quake.”


    Angela wanted to allow that, but she knew better. “We have to do this in the water, so we can’t dive under the waves to avoid it. Where we’re going, that option won’t be available.”


    Samantha shrugged. “No pain, no gain.” She dove back into the cool water.


    Neil and Wade were right behind her.


     


     


    3


    “Wow. I’m surprised they survived.” Samantha entered the garden area three hours later with a small entourage and hair that was finally drying. The rest of the lesson had gone well. Afterward, she and her men had stayed in the water for a personal moment. She was still tingling from it. “My poor babies!”


    Camp women and kids laughed as Samantha rubbed the browning leaves on the plants closest to the door.


    The plants were doing well, all things considered. Some of them were even close to harvest time. The garden hadn’t gotten much care during the trip here. Angela had made sure it was watered when the workers had a free shift, but that was it. They were living from the rations they’d gathered and what had been on the ship when they found it.


    “That has to change right now. This is so important!” Samantha took a minute to center herself and seal up her new memories of the handsome men scanning her and everyone else from the doorway. The sex had been amazing, but she needed to work now. “We’re fine. Go do your own things.”


    Neil went to the steps to the top deck.


    Wade took a guard post outside the door.


    Samantha pointed. “Put the babies in the pumpkin seats first. Make sure they’re in a circle so they can see each other.”


    Samantha wanted their children to start bonding. “After that, come get a pair of gauntlet gloves before you touch anything. A lot of these plants have spikes, spines, or thorns. If you get poked, you can catch illnesses from it.”


    Samantha didn’t go into details. Not all plants carried those problems to pass on, but her volunteer workers weren’t ready for an in-depth lesson yet. Making her helpers afraid to touch them barehanded was better than hoping they remembered which ones were safe.


    Daisey helped get the babies and smaller kids settled. She and the other den mothers were thrilled to be allowed around the descendant offspring. Samantha had cleared a space weeks ago for the kids to play and sleep while their parents worked, though the mats were very dusty now. They were using the clean pumpkin seats and walkers today. Blocked in by bags of soil, the kids were safe, in sight, and entertained by each other and a new environment to explore with their eyes, ears, and noses.


    Missy lingered in the hall with Wade until the others were occupied. Then she looked up at him in open pain.


    Wade felt it stronger because of his natural bond with all females. The little girl had bags under her eyes and her hair was a mess. She wasn’t doing well with the separation. He put a hand on her shoulder and tried to send comfort.


    Missy blocked it. She didn’t want to be comforted. “I want my Shawn.”


    Wade gave the girl the only answer that would satisfy her young heart. “You’ll have him. The Boss didn’t send him out to die. He’ll be back.”


    “Promise me!”


    Missy’s shout drew attention to them. Samantha came to the doorway.


    “I promise.” Wade was certain of it. “Most of them will return. We need to be ready to help them heal.”


    “Because mission teams always come back hurt?”


    Wade nodded. “The apocalypse doesn’t give us happy adventures. It gives us a chance for survival and we have to be strong enough to make it happen. Shawn is.”


    Missy shuddered.


    Wade hated her pain. He pushed in comfort over her mental protests this time. “It’s not good for you to become sick with the worry, Missy. He’ll need you to be strong so you can help him. Can you do that?”


    “I don’t know how!”


    “I’ll help you, doll, but not while I’m on duty, okay?”


    Missy nodded solemnly. She believed in that rule, too. “I’ll stand guard with you. I don’t like the dirt.”


    Wade smirked. “Unless it’s throwing sand?”


    Missy giggled, pain easing. “Tearing down castles is more fun than building them.”


    “That probably explains why humanity destroys more than it creates–it’s fun.” Wade wiped a drip from his neck. His hair was still wet. His Eagle clothes were covered in small wet spots from it.


    Missy felt Samantha about to call her over and say something distracting. “You promised.”


    “And I meant it. Now go help with our food supply. Samantha’s right. It’s very important.”


    Missy obediently went to the new mother and waited for instructions with the others.


    “You’re good with kids.”


    Wade spun, hand drawing and body dropping into a killing stance in a brief second.


    Rico didn’t move anything but his mouth. “I’m on duty over this hall.”


    Wade regained his calm stance, holstering. “Then get to your post.”


    Rico scanned the room over his shoulder and then continued his walk, following the rules for guards to scan each room on every patrol.


    Wade frowned at the new man, but he didn’t pick a fight. Why don’t I trust him?


    Rico checked each room before going to the Eagle post at the corner. He scanned the other hallway and pretended he didn’t see the redheaded medic slip into a closet and shut the door. It wasn’t the first time he’d noticed Tonya doing that. He never told on her even though he was curious about what she was doing. They have their secrets and I have mine.


     


     


    4


    “Good afternoon, Boss.” Neil met Angela at the top of the ramp. “It’s a lovely day.” His anger at her over the pool lesson had faded under Samantha’s pleasure at being successful.


    Angela sniggered. It was cloudy, with sharp wind and silt-filled waves that proved Samantha’s warning of a storm coming. Nothing about it was lovely. “I take it your new mix is going well?”


    Neil blushed a little. “You could say that and not be wrong.”


    “I’m happy for you.” She really was. “Samantha’s sadness over Jeremy will fade a little more every day that Wade is in your lives.”


    Neil’s good mood took that hit and tossed it right back. “So will mine. But what about yours?”


    Angela didn’t want to fight. “I’ll be right as rain in time, Neil. Enjoy your family.”


    The wind pushed against them determinedly. The storm wasn’t supposed to be bad. Watching the waves smack against the pontoon bridge made Angela wonder if that was right.


    She looked around. “Are they still settling in?”


    Neil sniggered this time. “No, they’re pretty comfortable at this point.”


    Angela blushed at the mental images. “Enough. Don’t wind me up when I have no place to go.”


    Neil laughed. “Sorry. Sam’s in the garden with the boys and a group of volunteers. They’re getting the banana plants ready to be put into an orchard and watering the rest. She said she’ll be there all day.”


    “Her kind draws energy automatically from nature. It will be good for her to spend time surrounded by the plants she started.”


    “Wade’s the guard over the garden.” Neil hurried to explain. “Everyone else was busy or on an off day, and it’s just for a short shift. We won’t put them together again unless you call it. We don’t have enough Eagles since the fire cowards ran and we demoted them back to camp members.”


    “It’s fine for today.” Angela understood introducing sex into a relationship was a tricky thing. She slid a hand into her pocket and started squeezing the tennis ball she was now carrying everywhere she went. “It’s crazy for two people, let alone three. Take this week and rearrange things. Then don’t do it again unless I call it.”


    “We won’t.” Neil was relieved. He made a note in his book while scanning her for trouble.


    Angela laughed. “You could just ask.”


    “Yeah, but you lie really well. You’re almost as good as…” He stopped, catching himself. Angela was still pissed over his lies. Bringing that up wasn’t a good idea.


    Angela scanned the choppy ocean around the ship. She spotted debris. “Did you see the sailboat go under?”


    “No. I wasn’t up here then. The guards swear no one survived.”


    “Good.”


    “How are the patients?” Neil was friends with most of them. He didn’t want it to appear like he only cared about one by picking a name.


    “Much better. We only lost a few animals.”


    Nearby on duty, Chad grimaced at their cavalier relief. He hated it when animals suffered.


    Angela ignored the guard. “Where are you scheduled for the day?”


    Neil glared at the man to get him to move on faster. “I’m here for the next hour, then Wade and I will be on the rear deck working on the name-to-gift matching.”


    “I’m sorry it’s so uneven. Being a dozen men light does affect things.”


    Neil nodded. “And the rookies aren’t working out, so it’s not like you can give them a full shift alone. Don’t sweat it, Boss. I’m 5-by.”


    Angela brightened at his term. They didn’t use it much anymore because it reminded everyone of Adrian’s leadership. “Where’s he scheduled for the day?”


    Now Neil’s good mood did take a hit. A thick frown pushed his brows together. “With you.”


    “Okay.”


    Her accepting tone angered Neil. “How can you do this to Marc?”


    “Do what? Torture Adrian in his place?” Angela shrugged. “He’d be happy about it, I’m sure.”


    Neil’s guilt spoke for him. “I’ll agree with the others about you and Adrian. If you promise to go get the mission team as soon as the matches are over.”


    Jennifer and Monica moved closer and acted like they weren’t listening as they covered the bridge and front deck.


    Angela frowned. “Why the change?”


    Neil sighed. “I have another man in bed with my wife, happily. I have no right to tell you how you can find happiness. I just wish it was anyone but Adrian. I can’t imagine sharing Sam with an enemy.”


    “I’m actually distancing myself from Adrian.”


    “It doesn’t look like it.”


    “People break ties in different ways. I have other options if I want to have an affair, like Sadie does.”


    “Do you?”


    Angela sighed this time. “Marc will be different when he comes home. There may be times that I long for comfort he can’t give me, but that will just make me try harder to heal him. Our relationship will grow strong again. Adrian is a tool that I’ll use to further my goals.”


    Neil was already in too deep to stop now. “We all see the spark, though. It could get out of hand and then Marc’s stuck in a three-way relationship he didn’t consent to.”


    “I’d let him go before putting him through that. But you all underestimate my feelings for Marcus Brady. Our love is eternal. I’ll never throw him over for Adrian or anyone else. We’ll be together forever, even after we die. Doug already reserved two places for us in the garden. You can’t imagine how much I look forward to that day. I also dread it with every fiber of my being. I won’t go quietly into that good night. No one should.”


    Neil recognized the Dylan Thomas reference. He hated poetry, but some of the classics had stuck with him. That was one of them. Another was from William Ernest Henley. I wish I could remember the whole thing.


     


    In the fell clutch of circumstance


    I have not winced nor cried aloud.


    Under the bludgeonings of chance


    My head is bloody but unbowed.


     


    It matters not how strait the gate,


    How charged with punishments the scroll,


    I am the master of my fate,


    I am the captain of my unconquerable soul.


     


    Neil dwelled on it. I have cried aloud and I’m not unbowed, but I am the captain of my unconquerable soul.


    “That’s true of all of us.” Angela lifted a brow. “Are we good now?”


    “Yes.” Her explanation had calmed Neil. “Sorry. I’m twitchy today.” He didn’t say it was her fault for putting Samantha in danger in the pool. He tried to think of something else he could say that would convince her to go get their missing team.


    Angela’s tone softened. “I love it that you’re loyal to Marc. Don’t ever change.”


    “What about the Eagles? They think this will work.”


    Angela sighed again as her heart thumped. Adrian came into view. The beach was busy with people going to town. Most of them were carrying supplies. The work tent where she started each shift was empty and waiting for her, but it wouldn’t be used much today. “They’re doing what they believe is best. I have no plans to retaliate.”


    “Do you think Marc will?”


    A cloud passed over the dim sunlight. A chill came through the warm air.


    Neil knew she was tired of being asked, but his mouth still opened. “When are we going to get them?”


    Angela needed to confide in someone and Neil owed her his silence. “Can you keep a secret, Neil?”


    Neil brought up his mental clouds and laughed harshly.


    Angela leaned in and whispered in his ear.


    Neil blinked. “That’s not possible.”


    “But it is, my sneaky friend. It’s right there and none of you spotted it.” Angela went toward the ladder. “Keep your thoughts shut, Neil. If anyone finds out from you, even by accident, I’ll schedule you and Wade on 14-hour shifts for a month. You’ll be too tired to enjoy the new mix, I promise.”


    Neil didn’t doubt her. He did like the challenge. “Who am I guarding against that you feel the need to give me such a nasty warning?”


    Jennifer tapped Neil on the shoulder. “Me, I’m guessing.”


    Neil jumped and ducked, shield coming up with his mental clouds.


    Angela laughed all the way down the ladder to the pontoon bridge. She went to the beach tent to adjust a schedule.


    Jennifer was laughing, too. She headed back toward the bridge as Neil straightened, flushing.


    On duty over Jennifer, Monica saw Molly coming up the ramp. Her furious eyes and red face said she was hoping for a fight.


    Monica turned her back to the angry woman. I’m not allowed to get distracted on duty.


    “Are you allowed to get wet?” Molly reached out and shoved her into the dirty top deck swimming pool.


    Jennifer laughed again. “She earned that.”


    Neil scowled. “Take her post.”


    Molly grinned savagely. “I’m right here.”


    Neil saw Monica surface and gestured. “That’s your headache.”


    Jennifer groaned. “Makes me wish we had something for it.”


    Neil chuckled. “Like Advil?”


    “I was thinking a bullwhip and chair.”


    Neil’s laughter faded as Tim and his small congregation came up the ramp and went toward the ladder. They were dressed like everyone else, but all of them were carrying a Bible. “Where are you guys going?”


    Tim smiled soothingly. “To spread some light and calmness among the herd.”


    Jennifer paused. “And picking a spot for your new church?”


    Tim kept walking. “Not needed, AJ. I have a deal in place and I will stick to it.”


    Jennifer frowned. “AJ?”


    Neil tried not to snicker. “Angela Junior.”


    Jennifer beamed. “I love it.” It was nicer than being called Enforcer J, though she did like the respect that one gave her.


    Tim chuckled at Neil’s surprise. “She’s never been as uptight as you, Todd.”


    “Don’t call me that!” Neil glared at the preacher. “Watch your step, or you’ll find yourself in the swimming pool! Molly isn’t the only one who can push people.”


    Tim kept walking, still smiling. “And a good day to you, too, Neil.”


    Monica finally made it out of the pool. Water ran from her body as she calmly walked over to where they were all standing. She slung her hair wildly to shake off the water, spraying them. “I needed a good dunk.” She gave Molly a sexy leer. “I love it when you get me wet.”


    Offended on Molly’s behalf, Neil turned around. “What about when a man does it?”


    Monica rotated toward him, ready to spar.


    Neil shoved her back into the pool. Water splashed up and drenched his boots.


    Molly burst out laughing. “Awesome.”


    Jennifer walked toward the ladder to start scanning from there. She wanted to work on her skills, not spend time berating people who weren’t going to listen anyway. “Get it out of your system now.” When we take over, abusing the normals won’t be allowed.


     


    Coming down the hill toward the beach, Adrian caught that thought clearly and stumbled. They all know about it. This isn’t one of Angela’s plans that will twist around and turn into something good. She really means to conquer the world!


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-One BK17


    I Have Limits


     


     


     


    1


    Angela glanced up at Adrian from the beach desk where she’d added the schedule change to her notes. Rico was now a permanent medical bay guard, by his request. “Why would you think I was bluffing?”


    Adrian ignored her vanilla chlorine scent, though the damp, curly ponytail on the side of her skull was a distraction. “Because you have a good heart and you’re not a tyrant.”


    Angela scanned his jeans and tank top in appreciation. His body was strengthening and healing, but she hoped he didn’t plan to fight tonight.


    “This is wrong. You have to stop now.”


    A warm breeze blew over the table, riffling the papers she had weighted with rocks.


    Adrian came to the front of the table and leaned down. “Angela!”


    She fought a flinch and gave him a nasty glare. “Feel like being abusive today, do you?”


    Adrian didn’t back down. “Why are you letting everyone go corrupt?”


    Angela signed the sheet and put it in her folder. “I’m letting them see what it would be like.”


    “Why?”


    “Because they’re all wondering if it would give us peace or even happiness.”


    “It won’t, not this way.”


    “I know.”


    Adrian sulked. “I thought this was all part of a plan. You aren’t going to take over the normals?”


    “Yes.”


    “To which one?”


    “Both.” Angela yawned and wiped moisture from her eyes. “They’re getting to see what life would be like if they followed different rules.”


    “But some of them won’t come back from this!”


    “I know.” Angela kept a wall between them so he couldn’t pull things from her mind this time.


    Adrian understood she wasn’t going to tell him anything right now. He rotated to scan the beach for someone who would.


    Angela rose, taking her folder along but not the weighted papers. “Let’s just have a nice day, Mr. Mitchel.”


    Adrian studied her, now missing the long hair that had been burnt off. It looked like she’d shaved half her head. The riffling papers caught his attention next. He took her seat and began scanning them, not caring if she protested. What are you doing to my camp, Angela?


    Angela went to the beach to meet her other companions for the afternoon. She wanted to help set things up. These people have to decide to be part of the light. Forcing them won’t work.


    Cate, Cody, and Dog hurried across the bridge and stopped in the sand. They kicked it with their new shoes while Dog pawed it with his freshly clipped nails. She’d taken all her wards on a self-care errand earlier that had started in the barbershop and ended in the clothing department. Even Dog was sporting a shiny new scarf. They all looked great.


    So they’re messing it up as fast as they can in retaliation for being clean and cared for. It’s an odd way to show me love.


    The kids stopped kicking, realizing they were disrespecting her gift.


    Dog dug deeper to gather a pile of sand and then he rolled in it.


    Angela laughed.


    It sounded fake to the twins. Cate quickly tapped Dog’s rear end. “Stop now. It’s rude.”


    Dog stared up in shock. Did you swat me?


    Cate nodded. “When you’re bad, you get a swat.”


    Dog whimpered. But I’m a good wolf!


    “It’s okay. I’m sorry!” Cate fell to her knees and hugged Dog tightly.


    Dog leered at Angela over the girl’s shoulder. I’m getting good at this.


    Angela laughed again, genuinely this time. “You’re a trip, Dog.”


    The wolf pulled free from the girl and resumed rolling in the sand.


    Cate scowled as she realized she’d been tricked. “Bad wolf!”


    Cody had been scanning the beach for problems. He tensed, bringing up his shield around them.


    Humor fled. Tension replaced it.


    Adrian and the Eagles on duty flew toward them as they spotted the threat.


    “Down!”


    Angela ducked as Cody lowered his shield.


    Cate and Cody fired magic at the same time.


    The man lunging from the water was struck in the chest by both hits. He staggered backward and slipped. He went under the water and slowly floated back to the surface; he wasn’t breathing.


    The dead man was scarred and too wrinkled to identify a nationality. His thin body implied he’d been starving. It made Angela sad. People are attacking us for food now. How awful.


    Guards hurried to make sure he was dead and alone. They stomped through the murky waves, punching and kicking.


    Angela put a hand on Cate’s shoulder, scanning the girl.


    Cate let her, not feeling anything but satisfaction.


    Cody shied from her touch. I don’t want you to know.


    Angela let go of Cate and walked toward the jungle while her Eagles began dragging the body onto land. “You’re Marc’s son. You enjoy killing. It’s not a surprise.”


    Cate stared at her brother sadly. “You’ve been corrupted.”


    Cody tried not to get angry or sad. “I was put here to kill. So were all of you. Why is it wrong to enjoy it?”


    “Come on.” Adrian nudged the boy toward the jungle path. “Let’s walk and talk.”


    Angela was glad Adrian was stepping up to handle it. The words she had for Cody wouldn’t help. I like it, too, and I also hate it. He’s not conflicted like I am. He wants to keep doing it. Even Cate stops when she sees blood. She’s vicious. Her brother is the killer.


    Adrian talked quietly with the young boy while Cate trailed them, listening and scanning for more intruders. Her animosity toward Adrian was on hold for the moment. Cody might be bad. It could still happen to me. I have to fight it.


    Adrian was proud of the girl and worried for the boy. “All life is precious. Deep down, you know that. Taking it has to be respected.”


    Cody nodded. “I do respect it. Force is the number one method of control over any population. My dad is right about that.”


    Adrian frowned deeply. “What’s number two?”


    Cody smiled toward Angela. “Love.”


    Adrian tried to inject a possible wedge that he would use to reach the child. “Hope is stronger than both of those.”


    “No, it’s not.” Cody showed his intelligence. “Hope doesn’t stop the pain and hatred. Only death or love do. Hope is for the weak. I prefer action and I always will.”


    “Damn, you are like Marc.” Adrian understood they wouldn’t be able to get Cody to stop enjoying death. “But that doesn’t mean it’s okay to kill. We only do it to survive.”


    “Innocent people don’t need to be killed.” Cody smiled again. “I told her I’ll be a good king. I will because I know the difference between murder and killing. One is wrong. The other is necessary in any society.”


    Angela frowned this time. “I wanted to make a world where that isn’t true.”


    Cody shrugged. “Maybe you should try it on a different planet. This one’s too far gone.”


    Angela immediately confirmed a hypothesis. “So if we went backward, there was a time when it was possible?”


    Cody studied the question and came up with the verification Adrian dreaded and Angela celebrated. “Yes. At the moment of creation, we were given free will. If that was gone, the violence would go with it.”


    Angela stopped Adrian and Cate when they would have scolded the boy. “Let him finish.”


    Cody did with no remorse. “If we didn’t think for ourselves, we wouldn’t break rules or do bad stuff unless our controller told us to. People say they want freedom, but it’s the very thing that makes them all miserable.”


    “You can’t enslave an entire planet!” Adrian was beyond angry. “What the hell, Angela?!”


    “I’m not talking about abuse.” Cody stared up at Adrian with Marc’s hard blue eyes. “You’re twisting my meaning. The controller has to be good.”


    “It’s still slavery.”


    Cody pointed to a nearby tree. “Ants don’t see it that way.”


    Cate stared at her brother. “They can’t think for themselves. They follow a queen.”


    “Yes, they do.” Cody caught up with Angela. He took her hand and stayed next to her.


    Cate followed her brother. It wasn’t a hard choice for her even though she didn’t like it.


    Adrian fought to wake up. This has to be another bad dream.


    Angela walked into the tree line with the kids. “Make your choice, Adrian. You’re either with us or against us, and you don’t have much time left to pick.”


    It was a hard choice for Adrian despite the moments where they’d briefly discussed going bad together. “I won’t do it.”


    Angela chuckled sexily. “Yes, you will.”


    “Why do you need me?” Adrian gestured at the kids. “You have a powerhouse right there.”


    “It’s not enough. You have to lead us into the past so we can build the perfect future.”


    “I won’t do it.”


    “Then you’ll lose everything and die. There is no other option.”


    Adrian wasn’t intimidated. “I’ve already lost it all. You can’t take away what I don’t have.”


    Angela didn’t show him an image of his son. Conner’s happiness here was dependent on Adrian doing what he was told and coming through with training, but there were also unspoken lines both Mitchels weren’t allowed to cross. If one of them displeased the senior people in camp, they would both be banished or eliminated.


    Angela didn’t like it being that way, but it was necessary. Mitchels were dangerous creatures who always repeated the mistakes of their family. The only true way to keep them in line was to make their survival dependent on each other’s behavior.


    Adrian’s stomach rolled over. He didn’t know why, but he did know it was connected to her threat. She thought of something I can’t fight.


    Angela kept walking. “You have until dawn to make your choice and then I’ll make it for you.”
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    Neil didn’t watch Angela and her escorts go into the jungle. He scanned the top deck of the ship, searching for Kyle. Annoyance settled back into Neil’s gut. Behind it, was rage.


    Kyle knew what was coming. Neil hadn’t been able to get him alone since the explosion. It had been six days now and the former trooper was tired of waiting for the right time.


    Kyle slid under the bridge where only their current captain and guard could hear them.


    Neil didn’t beat that bush. “Adrian gave you a challenge. He wants me in on the deal, willingly.”


    Kyle blew out a frustrated sigh. “I don’t suppose you’d just agree and make my life easier?”


    Neil was instantly offended. “You’re stabbing Marc in the back while he isn’t here. That’s low, man.”


    Kyle wanted to stay calm and talk about it, but the rage snapped his censor. “You’ve been kissing Marc’s ass for a year now. Aren’t you tired of the smell of his shit?”


    Neil’s fury lashed out.


    Kyle brought his shield up just in time. The pain spell bounced into the ship.


    The ship groaned and rocked harder in the waves.


    Guards hurried toward them.


    Neil turned away to stop himself from repeating the forbidden action. I can’t believe I did that.


    Kyle stared in shock.


    So did the guards.


    Jennifer flew up the ramp. Anger flowed out ahead of her, making descendants and normals cringe out of her way. Her shield rippled with tiny flames and her eyes glowed bright red.


    Neil stopped and put his arms up. He was worried, but he wasn’t scared. He didn’t fight the punishment.


    Jennifer only fired once, but it hit Neil like a hammer. He screamed in agony, sounding like the nightmare reactions they were all tired of.


    Kyle and the others stayed still and quiet so they didn’t draw the enforcer’s attention.


    Jennifer’s eyes stayed bright red. “Don’t ever do it again.”


    Neil slowly stood up. Now she scares me. He’d had no idea Jennifer held that type of power. Hearing about her enforcer moments were nothing compared to experiencing one. “I won’t.”


    “Explanation?”


    He had no choice but to tell her the truth. “The disloyalty to Marc is unforgivable!”


    Jennifer’s shield went down and her voice eased, but her eyes didn’t change. “Maybe, but your mistake is. The rage illness is starting to hit us now. We have to try harder while the medics work on a cure.”


    “I will. I’m sorry.” The right words fell out of his mouth this time. “Thank you for your mercy.” Neil meant it. Her punishment could have been much worse. Magic laws were harsh.


    Jennifer rotated toward the ramp, picking out the descendants who were watching her warily. “You all think you know what it’s like to live as one of us. There’s another side to it, a darker side that cannot be manipulated or reasoned with. If this happens again, Angela will implement those dark constraints. You’ll see me in your nightmares and rightly so. Just don’t do it.” Jennifer felt the magic fade. She’d snapped into full enforcer this time without thought or protest. It’s who I really am.


    She didn’t look at Kyle as she went down the ramp. This wasn’t a defense of her mate. It’s my job.


    “That’s one hell of a job.” Jack looked down the bridge steps at Kyle. “She may have just stopped it from happening.” Jack now wanted them to live under the magic laws so he could be himself and use his gifts without worrying over the normals rioting. I may have to do something about that.


    Jack wasn’t afraid of being punished because Jennifer was reasonable. You guys don’t know how easy you’ve got it. The UN enforcers weren’t reasonable. They didn’t ask for an explanation or have mercy on their husband’s friend. They doled out punishments because they liked causing pain. They are still in my nightmares.


    Kyle couldn’t speak. I’ve never been so scared of my wife. A grin split his lips. It’s awesome.


    Neil wanted to be mad, but Kyle’s reaction was priceless. He laughed.


    Kyle’s grin widened. “She can kick my ass any time she wants to.”


    The two men went about their duties. But it wasn’t forgotten. Neil felt bad for losing control. Kyle worried about finding a way to get Neil to agree.


     


    Jennifer stopped on the ramp.


    Angela stood at the bottom of it, eyes glowing bright red.


    Jennifer stalled. “What?”


    Angela crossed her arms over her chest. Her foot began tapping.


    People in the hall behind her stopped or went the other way to reach the top deck.


    Jennifer denied the silent order. “Pam hasn’t broken a rule.”


    “No, you have.”


    Jennifer felt old magic surround them. Alpha power was stronger to keep even the enforcers in line. Jennifer still resisted. “I won’t do it.”


    Angela tried logic. “You can’t enforce the rules if you don’t follow them.”


    Jennifer felt the old magic waiting to strip her of her gifts. It wasn’t Angela’s choice. When an alpha challenged one of the hive, magic decided the punishment by scanning their minds for the truth. I can’t win. Jennifer reluctantly gave in. “Fine!”


    Angela shifted aside. “Do it right now. She’s in the medical bay.”


    Jennifer stomped that way, muttering.


    Angela didn’t go along to be sure it was fair. I have faith in you, Jennifer. I know you’ll do the right thing.


    Jennifer almost cried. It crushed her to know that was still in doubt at all. I’m sorry, Alpha.


    Angela didn’t comfort the teenager again. She couldn’t until Jennifer actually did the right thing. Leaving someone charmed because it helped you in some way was against the rules. Never without permission was the foundation of their existence.


    Conner came from the employee hall with surprise covering his face. How did she get back on the ship already? And where’s her guard? He moved into the shadows to protect her until someone showed up.


    Angela smiled at him. “Very nice.” Then she vanished.


    Conner laughed as he realized she was projecting herself in full detail now. He hurried up the ramp to the top deck. Candy had insisted he have some fun while she rested. He’d agreed to hang out in the tunnel bunker and be with the other Eagles who wanted a good time without all the fighting and drinking. Candy was coming over later with the other camp members. She’s almost ready to deliver. I’ll take tonight for myself and then give the rest of my life to her and our kids.
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    “I think we have everything.” Pam swept the medical room for anything they may have missed. Water sloshed over the porthole, making her worry about the coming storm. The ocean was choppy and getting rougher.


    Morgan stood by the open door and waited. The medical bay was busy as everyone tried to get out in time to attend the matches and afterparty. It would start soon. Morgan had no plans to attend.


    Pam lifted the light kit.


    Morgan automatically took it from her and put it over the shoulder that was fully healed.


    Pam beamed. “Thank you.”


    “It’s my honor.” Morgan forced a smile to make sure she was satisfied. “Ready?”


    Pam exited the room with her chin up and her heart hurting. Morgan was hers again, but it wasn’t the same. Things will be better when Shawn comes home.


    Morgan winced.


    Pam missed it. She fought an upset stomach from the motion of the ship.


    The medics didn’t mention it. They glanced away as the couple came through the reception area to finish their checkout. Both of them were being released now.


    The woman entering the medical bay saw it and then felt it. He’s miserable. Why is he tolerating Pam’s control? It can’t just be to give me separation.


    Morgan slid a hand around Pam’s waist and led her toward the door. They both saw Jennifer standing there in enforcer form. The tiny sparks on her shield gave chills to the medics as she was noticed. They never wanted to see flames again.


    Pam made her feet move. “Come on. Let’s get you settled in my cabin.”


    Morgan couldn’t stop his eyes from going over Jennifer’s sweet face. He quickly dropped his attention to the floor. “Whatever you want.”


    Pam marched them toward Jennifer, not sure if the teenager would move. She knew instinctively why the girl was here. I’m not giving him up!


    Power flew out and slammed into Pam. She dropped to the tiled floor, gasping.


    Morgan saw the next strike coming and stepped in front of Pam. “Stop!”


    The power hit Morgan and surrounded his entire body in glowing light. It faded into the air without hurting him.


    Tobias beamed at Jennifer from the reception desk. “Nice aim, Enforcer J.”


    Jennifer strode forward. She grabbed Morgan’s arm through her shield and pulled him out of the way.


    Morgan didn’t resist any further. Pam had earned whatever punishment the enforcer had chosen.


    “You get one chance to do the right thing.” Jennifer delivered the terms. “Voluntary punishment or alpha choice?”


    Pam could barely hear through her thumping heart and rushing pulse, but she caught enough to understand this was coming from Angela. “It’s the same! Go to hell!”


    Jennifer let the power out again. It surrounded Pam and sank into her body.


    Pam felt her heart calm and her pulse slow. She sucked in a surprised gasp of air. Then the pain lit up every nerve ending in her body. Horrible screams flew from her mouth.


    Jennifer enclosed them both in a thick shield so the others couldn’t interfere. Morgan was moving forward again to stop it and the medics were all frowning thickly. She fired another blast of pain.


    Pam’s screams grew louder, sharper. People came from rooms and hallways to see what was happening. Guards ran toward the medical bay.


    Pam couldn’t take it. She cowered on the floor, sobbing. “I’m sorry! Please, stop!”


    Jennifer did. Her double timbre voice lashed out instead. “Admit your crime!”


    Pam stayed on the floor. “I charmed Morgan!”


    Medics and witnesses muttered unhappily. The ones who’d known about it dropped their heads and hoped Jennifer didn’t punish them next.


    Except for Tonya. She felt vindicated. She’d reported it as soon as she verified her suspicion.


    Jennifer was busy with Pam. She refused to have mercy on the weak woman. “Who else?!”


    Pam couldn’t refuse to answer, no matter how hard she tried. “Kendle! Courtney!”


    Jennifer was shocked, but she couldn’t follow those threads right now. “Explanations!”


    Pam finally felt shame. “They were hurting my friends or they had something I wanted.”


    Jennifer lowered the fiery shield. Her eyes faded to deep shame. “I knew about it and didn’t report it. The alpha has punished me. Your atonement has also been chosen.” Jennifer pushed the right words into Pam’s mind so they could move on.


    Pam paled. “No… That’s too much.”


    “Yes, but I only agree because I didn’t like the people you cursed.” Jennifer glared at Morgan. “Or charmed.”


    Morgan took the blow like a man. He laughed. “Tell us something we don’t know. You only want Kyle. It’s good. I already forgave you.”


    Pam stiffened as she understood what that meant. “You were faking?”


    “You can’t charm someone who’s already under a charm.” Morgan shrugged before she could go to the next logical question and ask who. He didn’t want her to target Missy for revenge. “It gave our enforcer happiness and punished me for wanting her at all. It also gave me another chance to see if I could make it work with you.”


    Jennifer didn’t ask about his results on that. She didn’t care. “One month, Pam. Report there before sunset or the alpha will ask you to leave because you can’t be trusted.”


    Jennifer left without looking at anyone else. Angela had given her the punishment of humbling herself in front of everyone. That was done and she could now move on. Without Morgan in my face all the time. It was worth it.


    Morgan helped Pam to her feet as most of the witnesses returned to what they’d been doing. “Are you okay?”


    “Yes.” Pam looked up into his handsome face and did the right thing. “We’re through. I’m sorry.”


    Morgan kissed her cheek and walked away in relief and sadness. He’d given her another chance, but it had only proven the attraction was dead. Pam’s choice to curse people and charm them didn’t factor in, surprisingly. Pam had forsaken her Eagle vows by leaving the boss alone with a killer. He would never feel the same way about her again.


    Pam walked by the witnesses and the medics. She went to the brig before she could change her mind and tell Angela to banish her instead. I can do this. I’ll earn my place back and be happy again. It’ll just take a very long time.
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    In the hall outside the medical bay, Ralph and Sherman exchanged looks.


    “What was that about?” Ralph didn’t understand. “Why is she allowed to hurt them?”


    Sherman directed the older man down the hall away from the medical bay. “Let’s go for a walk.”


    Ralph didn’t like Sherman. His past attitude had kept them from being friends, but he let the man take him somewhere private now. Ralph was desperate to figure out how to protect the normals.


    Sherman shut the door to the small stockroom. He faced Ralph. “I’m not sure if I can trust you.”


    Ralph stiffened. “I was thinking the same thing.”


    “How can we tell?”


    Ralph decided to take a chance. “I believe they’re planning to take over the normals–all of us.”


    Sherman nodded. “I think so, too. I’m looking forward to it.”


    Ralph frowned in confusion. “What?”


    “When they put us all under magic rules, we’ll get to use it against them.”


    Ralph cleared his throat. The dust in here was thick, except for a spot over by the shelves where it looked like someone had moved around a backpack. “I don’t understand.”


    “I’ve been among them for a long time.”


    “Okay.”


    “I’ve been studying them that entire time. Once she puts us under magic rules, the old ways have to be followed.” Sherman dropped into the dusty chair in the corner. “Our defense is to trap them into service.”


    “How in the hell are we supposed to do that?”


    Sherman held in a sneeze. “If you can capture them, they have to serve you.”


    “That’s crazy.”


    “An alpha has to enact magic laws and then we have a defense. Why do you think they’ve stuck to our laws? With all that power, you’d think they would do whatever they want.”


    Ralph leaned against the door. “I have wondered why they bother with laws at all.”


    “It’s a condition of their existence. It’s a defense against them taking over the world, Ralph.”


    The light flickered above them.


    “We have to stop her from enacting those laws. This camp will go crazy.”


    Sherman denied that. “We need to push her into it. Then we grab one of them and make the others leave. We’d have the island and a descendant to protect us.”


    “That’s slavery!” Ralph was horrified.


    Sherman understood. “I’ve been in other camps where magic laws ruled. I didn’t try it, either. I want to live and this is a death offense upon failure.”


    “Good, really. We could be in trouble just for discussing this.”


    “Yeah. But it’s nice to have someone to talk to.”


    Ralph sighed. “I wish I could talk to leadership about it, but they’ve shut me out.”


    Both men ignored the roughly rocking ship. The weather was getting worse.


    Sherman wiped dust from the sleeve of his turtleneck. He liked to be fully covered. It hid the scars from his own captivity by magic users a long time ago. “They know you’re doubting the future they’ve promised.”


    “I am. I can’t help it.”


    “Well, here’s a surprise for you–they can’t view ahead right now, so those are old glimpses. That future probably doesn’t exist anymore.”


    Ralph stored that and shared something he’d discovered. “I’ve heard them talking. They all believe a new evolution is coming. We’ve been through hell. That might be true.”


    “It might also be a side effect of the rage illness.” Sherman was glad he wasn’t infected with it yet. He’d gotten his test results this morning. “They’re showing more symptoms than our side is. I think it’s stealing their power and their control.”


    Ralph brought up something else he’d noticed. “Allison’s rumors about living forever might not just be rumors. Adrian told his son not to be fooled into taking that path because it will end in destruction for the person on the journey.”


    Sherman wasn’t surprised. “They’ve got Jennifer’s converts and Tim’s congregation trying to convince everyone it’s a good idea before they do it. We need those magic laws, Ralph. As soon as that happens, we’ll get an advantage they can’t fight.”


    Ralph took another step on that destructive path. “They’re fighting tonight. Maybe it will get out of hand on its own.”


    Sherman cracked his hairy, swollen knuckles. “I think we should help it along.”


    “How do we do that without getting in trouble?”


    “We tell the truths we’ve learned and gathered. It’s time for everyone to know what’s being planned and how to fight it. Angela won’t punish us. In the end, she might even thank us.”


    Ralph cleared his throat again. He didn’t do well in a dusty environment. “Why would she?”


    “Because she wants that other world, Ralph. Why else would she be letting everyone go corrupt?”


    Ralph didn’t have an answer for that, but he’d asked it himself too many times. “I’m in, as long as we’re not breaking the rules. I won’t go that far.”


    Sherman didn’t say he would go as far as it took. Because I won’t. “I’m not one of them. I have limits.”


    “But?”


    “But if an opportunity were to toss itself into my lap, it would be rude to refuse such a gift.”
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    Rico passed the small stockroom without knocking on that door to let Ralph and Sherman know they were under observation. The normals and new people had chosen to start helping each other have these private moments, but Rico had only agreed so they’d leave him alone about it. I didn’t come here to pick sides. I have other goals.


    Rico nodded politely to Jennifer as she came down the hall.


    Jennifer frowned at him. “Everyone picks a side at some point.” She neared the stockroom door and slowed.


    Rico didn’t stick around to listen to punishment screams. He went to the medical bay door and took his post on guard duty.


    Jennifer waited until he was out of sight and then kept going. Ralph and Sherman weren’t the problem, but she also didn’t want the new guy to think conspiring was okay.


    Sherman was harmless on his own, and Ralph wasn’t willing to do more than spread rumors. It might cost him his place as a den mother, and even destroy his marriage when Daisey found out, but it wasn’t a crime to tell the truth. “And it’ll help the boss get these people where she needs them to be. My headache is a popped lurker trying to avoid detection.”


     


    In the medical bay, Tonya felt the guard take his post. She glanced through the window and gave Rico a quick smile.


    Rico gave her one back and then turned away so he didn’t get distracted. He straightened his gun belt and enjoyed having on clean Eagle gear.


    “He’s always here now.” Tobias looked at Tonya. “He watches you a lot. I think he’s crushing on you and is just too shy for conversation.”


    Tonya brushed lint from her lab coat. All of them were neat and clean in their medical coats and slacks. Even Anna and Daniella were wearing fully covering clothes today. “People are saying the same thing about you.”


    Tobias grinned. “Yeah, but I’m not too shy to talk to you, am I?”


    Embarrassed and flattered, Tonya frowned at the people still lingering. “It’s over. Move on!”


    Patients and their loved ones hurried into their rooms or rushed to the desk for a checkout.


    Tobias chuckled. He was handling the main desk today. His mood hadn’t been good upon waking this morning, but the proof he’d been waiting for had now been delivered and it had come from a teenage girl with the heart of a dragon. As Jennifer aged, she would be magnificent to observe. “As long as I’m not the target.” Magic laws are coming our way, soon.


    Yeah. Tonya went to the rear rooms to check on their last patient. She entered Jayda’s room and paused.


    Jayda looked up from the kit she was packing. “It’s checkout day for me, too.”


    Tonya didn’t think that was a good idea. “I may need to talk to the boss first. Convince me you’ll be okay so I can convince her.”


    Jayda’s dark skin was filling in and her very short hair gleamed with better health. The healing sessions had helped even though it hadn’t been quick.


    “It’s not up to you.” Jayda zipped her new kit. The old one had melted to the floor in the machine room and had to be scraped up with a metal shovel. “But I’ll be fine, so you can relax.” She patted her stiff, bristly hair. “It’s growing again. My skin’s healing, like you said it would. I’ll be fine.”


    Tonya had come to care for Jayda. They’d had several late-night talks about being hated in childhood and doing crazy things to survive during those awkward teenage years. She wanted that to continue.


    “Me, too.” Jayda hadn’t expected to like Tonya, but every conversation had changed that impression. “Give me a couple days to settle back into camp life and then we’ll hang out.”


    “Cool. Are you going to the matches tonight?”


    “No. Being around so much violence isn’t good for me. Or any of us. I wish Angela would cancel it.”


    So did Tonya, but these people had to have a legal release for the rage or they’d be breaking more laws than they already were. “It will probably get intense.”


    Jayda slipped on her new shoes. “I want the opposite for a while. I’m planning on a cool soak and a long nap in a comfortable bed.”


    “I’ll be here, too. I’ve seen enough blood this month.” Tonya shifted aside to let the woman through. “Come to the small desk. I’ll do your paperwork.”


    Jayda was relieved that she was being allowed to go. She was tired of these walls and the smell of decay lingering through the cleaning chemicals. This smell will always make me think of death now.


    Terry came out of the breakroom, checking his clipboard. He bumped into Jayda, knocking her kit out of her hand. It hit the floor with a heavy metal clank.


    Terry righted them both with a fast arm. “My apologies! Are you okay?”


    Jayda blushed, nodding. Tonya wasn’t the only friend she’d made. “I’m fine. See you in the morning?”


    Terry grinned. “I’ll bring a double tray and a cribbage board.”


    Tonya was happy for them. It made her anxious for herself. Missing Kenn hadn’t eased or gotten easier in the last week. If anything, her nerves were fraying faster now. It felt like everything was moving quicker.


    Tobias glanced over. “It is. The illness is presenting faster than we’re ready for. We need a solution.”


    Tonya took the hint. She gestured at Charlie. “Get Jayda checked out, will ya? I need to go work in the lab again now that all the patients have been released.”


    Charlie was happy to help. He was enjoying working in the medical bay, though he knew the real test would come during the next crisis.


    Molly came through the med bay door and spotted Jayda. She joined them at the small desk. “The boss told me to come be your settling partner.”


    “Cool.” Jayda kept filling out the paperwork. She liked Molly, but she didn’t think of herself as a hero. She didn’t need Molly’s gratitude.


    Molly saw the kit at Jayda’s feet. “I’ll carry that for you.”


    “I’ve got it!” Jayda was too slow to stop Molly from lifting it.


    Molly felt the weight and heard the clinks. She recognized it for what it was. “Jayda, why do you have a kit full of fire extinguishers?”


    The med bay went silent.


    Tonya stopped at the lab door.


    Tobias began shaking his head.


    Jayda’s eyes flooded with tears. “You have to let me out of here!”


    Molly and Charlie sent calming spells as they gently directed the terrified woman back into her room. She’d acted a near-perfect role, but she wasn’t recovered.


    “It’s just in case there’s another fire.” Jayda stopped resisting. Her tears faded. She yawned.


    Charlie helped her into the rocking bed. Molly took off Jayda’s shoes. “Just rest. You’ll feel better when you wake up.”


    Jayda curled onto her side. “Will I?”


    Charlie hoped so. It was sad to see the woman so terrified to live now. He thought of a few things he could say, if she felt like hearing them. I’m scared of fire, too. “Can I stay with you for a few minutes?”


    “Yes.”


    Molly shut the door and went out to put away the stash of fire extinguishers. She hoped Charlie could help her new friend. Jayda was traumatized. If she ever had to face a real fire, she would probably run away like the low-level rookies had during the explosion. She won’t be an Eagle anymore, either. I need to find some way to help her if the medics can’t, even if it breaks the rules.
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    Jennifer shut the office door and locked it. She left the light off, no longer scared of the darkness. That’s my hunting ground now.


    She added her reports to the stack on the desk, then sat on the couch. She still hadn’t found the lurker. While people thought she was reaming Ralph and Sherman, she had time to dig in and search. I told you I would hunt you and I am.


    Jennifer moved mentally through the rocking ship, no longer blocked by the steel beams or the thick walls. Only minds and water resisted her now. She was spending 20 minutes a shift doing this and the other 40 minutes on rounds and handling business. Her only deviation so far had been the pool lesson and disciplining Neil.


    Jennifer skipped over the known descendants. She could dig into them through the hive. She concentrated on the normals who hadn’t gotten a deep scan from her yet. There weren’t many left. She’d been covering them deck by deck, shift by shift. All she had left was the cargo deck and the people who worked on that level. Then she would move to the island and restart her scans there.


    Jennifer connected to young Mike, who was covering the private radio booth for the night while Jonny was off-duty. Everyone wanted to join the matches or watch them.


    Jennifer listened to Mike’s thoughts for a while. She made notes about his awakening sexuality and his fears of being a bad mate. Then she went deeper, hoping there was nothing to find.
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    Wade hurried across the windy top deck of the cruise ship. He cradled a thermos in one arm and a rolled-up stack of papers in the other.


    Neil waved him over to the booth he’d wedged against the rear bridge support wall.


    Wade got in and slid aside so Neil could pull the side shut and fasten it. He’d felt Neil’s pain as he was punished. “Are you okay?”


    Neil nodded. “I actually feel better.”


    “You got a little release.”


    “Yeah. I wish I hadn’t lost it with Kyle.”


    Wade knew Neil missed his friendships with both Kyle and Marc. “Maybe you should join in tonight.”


    “I’m attending. You?”


    “I took tunnel duty. Don’t feel angry.”


    “But you are infected?”


    “Yes. Almost everyone is.”


    Neil didn’t mention his negative test result. He also didn’t bring up clouds to cover or tell a lie. His anger came from a different source, one he refused to acknowledge.


    Wind blew over the top of the cubicle walls, making them vibrate.


    Both men thought of Samantha’s nightmare.


    “Don’t trust time!” Samantha screamed as the wind blew her overboard. Heavy ocean water dragged her down until there wasn’t a bit of air left in her lungs.


    “Most of us are dreaming about the mission team.”


    “Yes, but I think something’s happening with Sam, too. I just don’t know what it is.”


    Neil weighed the papers, frowning. “Maybe she’s about to reach a new level. She did great in the pool.”


    Wade hadn’t considered that option. “Not good.” Wade wasn’t pulled between his new family and the Eagles or his duty. “What did the boss say?”


    Neil looked toward the island even though he couldn’t see it through the booth wall. “She still can’t see anything. None of us can. There’s no way to narrow down whose turn it is to play the survival game.”


    Wade hated how cruel that sounded. He also understood Neil’s bitterness. They never got a real break. Their friends and family were always in danger. Everyone was sick of this circle. “What else are we supposed to do?”


    Neil now knew a part of Angela’s plan. He wasn’t allowed to give away even a hint and it was hard. He’d been ambushed repeatedly over the last two weeks by people insisting that he beg Angela to go get the mission team. He’d passed the messages, but he hadn’t begged. He didn’t know what she was waiting for, but he wasn’t going to flip her cards over until she wanted it to happen. “We’ll cover things as best we can.”


    Wade didn’t want to speak up, but he felt he had to. “The Eagles will probably punish you if you do all that yelling again.”


    Neil knew. “I don’t care. Sam means more to me than my place in this camp.” He pulled the stack of papers closer. “Let’s get a little work done and go to the island.”


    Wade took his seat, but he caught the blowoff. He didn’t invade Neil’s mind, but he worried over it. Neil’s happiness was as important to Wade as Samantha’s and the kids.


    The men stilled as a trio went by without knowing they weren’t alone.


    Ian gentlemanly held Debra’s arm to help her over the cords running along this side of the top deck. “Are you sure you want to go see the matches? This will probably be rough.”


    Wade didn’t see Debra’s gesture, but he heard her thought.


    I need to prove something first. After this, we can leave whenever you want to.


    Wade hoped she was careful. Ian was right. The afterparty was likely to be as wild as the matches. He had volunteered to be a tunnel guard. Neil was attending the party. Sam was staying here on the ship.


    Neil didn’t like it either, but they were all allowed to have their own lives. “She’ll be here with Jennifer and Morgan. She’s safe.”


    “I’m worried for you.” Wade didn’t say more.


    Neil considered skipping it, but rage flared to life hot enough to burn him from the inside out. He pacified himself. It’ll be dark soon. Patience. “I’ll be fine.”


    “Okay.” Wade scanned his sheet. “Where did we stop last time?”


    Neil scanned the master sheet. “We finished with S.”


    “T it is. First?”


    “Trinity Taylor. Deceased. Descendant. Known skills were bone healing, an amazing snare, and the ugly jealousy that got her killed.”


    Wade made notes in his file. “Mine is Lisa Tellier. Alive and here. Not a descendant. Amazing with a knife and not so great with a rifle.”


    Neil copied it into his file. It was the easiest way to get two copies and check each other’s work. “Next?”


    “Tommy Terzic. Deceased. Not a descendant. The best gun in camp for a while, and then an obsession with a dangerous castaway got him shot.”


    Above them, the sky continued to change color, morphing their environment into something darker and dangerous.


    Around them, people continued to go to the island to fight, get drunk, and forget the rules of civility for their one night a month.
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    Angela checked her watch, and then scanned the sky above the town. It was almost dusk now. Snacks were out, drinks were already in hand, and the music was waiting for a single flip of a button. The party was minutes away.


    They’d cleared the center of town and put up the long beach tent near the barn. Lanterns and spotlights were on the few roofs that could handle the weight, and folding chairs littered the grounds.


    Angela was standing on a picnic table to be seen by everyone waiting with bated breath for her call. Angela used the microphone in her hand as grins broke over their eager faces. “Welcome to the first Safe Haven matchups on our island!”


    Angela had to wait for the loud cheer from 200 people around her to fade.


    She lifted the mike again, drawing quiet from the crowd and a protest from sore arms that had gotten a great workout in the pool. “Once a month, we get to be ourselves!”


    The descendants cheered loudly.


    The normals clapped because it was expected. They were scared of the magic users being free.


    The trees around the town were full of birds, squirrels, and monkeys that observed curiously while keeping their distance. Angela had already made it clear people weren’t allowed to use guns tonight. Shooting at the wildlife in the dark, while drunk, was a recipe for disaster.


    The entire town was set up to house, feed, and service them for tonight, including a row of Port-Os that had been brought from the ship and assembled near the barn. Fire cans were waiting to be lit, the beer pit was almost full, and the cage was ready for all the people who needed this outlet. These fights wouldn’t be totally fair, but it was the best she could do with so many different levels of normals and descendants. “There are a few rules for tonight. One: it ends at dawn and starts at sunset.”


    People glanced at the darkening sky and tried to make it go faster.


    “Two: stay in town. It’s our designated area for this event. No partying or fighting on the ship or in the tunnels. Three: don’t break our basic rules. Being ourselves doesn’t mean we can violate moral lines. Please have fun, but don’t make me enforce the magic rules. Jennifer doesn’t want to be here for this. Don’t make her come over.”


    The crowd quieted a little. They understood Jennifer didn’t want to see the violent matches after recently surviving a gunshot wound, but they also knew she would be more violent than anyone else if they pushed things too far.


    “Don’t you mean activate the magic laws?”


    Angela smiled at the curious camp member. “I don’t need to activate something that already exists. I just need to enforce it.” And Pam gave me what I need to put it into the new constitution when I’m ready. Cursing Kendle and Courtney may have influenced their behavior. Pam’s punishment might not be over even after her month in the brig is up.


    Mutters went through the few descendants who understood what that meant. The others glanced at the sky again and waited for the fun to start.


    Angela motioned toward the sunset. “Spend this last minute of daylight thinking about the future, and about how long it took us to get here. We’ve lost a lot of good people, Safe Haven. This is part of what they gave their lives for. Respect it.”


    Everyone watched the sun sink below the horizon. Sore muscles clenched in anticipation.


    Darkness fell across the water and splashed onto the glistening shore. It spread over the tropical dirt and ran up the exotic trees in a fast sprint. Silence smothered every living thing for three seconds; it was impossible to make noise in that total vacuum. The waiting cheer built up in the throats of the fighters and their audience.


    The hush passed, filling the void with screams and shouts of violent anticipation.


    Angela handed the mike to their MC for the night. “Let’s roll.”


    Music and cheers echoed.


    “Match one will start in four minutes. Make your bets, Safe Haven.” Jeff didn’t need to yell yet as the focus shifted away from waiting to enjoying.


    Missy came to his side, followed by Kimmie, Cody, Cate, and Amy. Almost all of them were participating. The kids had on zipping blue jean jumpers. Jeff had no idea where the den mothers had found clothes like that to fit their small bodies, but it would make cleaning them up later a lot easier. “I’m still against this.”


    The kids waited with glazed eyes and twitchy movements. Jeff realized their nerves were high. He pointed at the chairs near Angela. “Don’t get up until you’re called or I’ll pull you out.”


    The kids ran to the seats. They weren’t allowed to bet in these matches with anything except chores. The adults had more leeway, but not a lot. Personal items were allowed, but no ammunition, which couldn’t be spared. The camp stock was already low. Angela had set it up so people could trade personal ammunition for a choice from the stacks of gear and extras they’d been storing in the barn without knowing why it was there. That choice was popular with camp members who weren’t worried about using a gun, but the guards considered it too much gear for one night of betting.


    Jeff went to the boxing ring they’d refitted inside a training cage. The noise level increased as he entered the ring. Angela had made him do this. Jeff didn’t want the memories of last time. He regretted the things he’d encouraged the kids to do, even though it had allowed them to survive. None of it had been good.


    “You’re the barker for her circus.” Adrian joined Jeff near the ring. He was helping. “Kenn will probably do it next time. You’ll pick out his mistakes and train him. Two of you will make it easier to keep control.”


    Jeff snorted. “You have no idea what’s about to happen here.”


    Adrian didn’t rise to the curt tone. Jeff needed this release as much as the fighters. “I’ll be betting on you later.”


    Jeff growled. “No, you won’t!”


    Adrian chuckled to cover his real feelings about this event. We’ll turn into the UN if she isn’t careful.


    Angela caught his thought. She was aware of several people radiating disapproval, but it couldn’t stand against the will of the others.


    Adrian was one of those who didn’t approve, even though he was acting like it. From the drinking to the coming adult matches with no rules, he didn’t like it. Even the lack of clothes bothered him.


    People weren’t wearing many despite the warning of rain. The gusty wind was warm, making it perfect for short shorts, swimming trunks, and bikini tops. They looked like a group of old-world partiers.


    Angela had also decided less was more. Adrian had never seen her in jean shorts and a half top. It was erotic, perfect, dangerous. He wasn’t the only one to stare at her, though most of the females were checking out her many scars and trying not to see themselves that way after a year in her army.


    Adrian stared at her across the people now shoving closer to the ring for a better view of the coming blood. Can you keep this under control?


    Angela’s vision blurred, letting her see the shadowy figures that people were already projecting onto the ground and each other. True selves would be revealed tonight. Control isn’t the goal.


    What is?


    Truth. Angela stood up from her ringside seat. She lifted her cup. “I said let’s roll!”
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    “It’s starting.” Stanley grabbed the string to shut the hatch. “Close it.”


    Guards in the tunnel bunker relayed the order.


    The tunnel was cooler than aboveground. There was only a light draft coming through the guarded sections. The people down here were also calmer. Video games were already being enjoyed and a few Eagles were playing poker. Most of the camp people were watching movies in the small theater area Theo had rigged up. It was a better way to spend the night, in Stanley’s opinion.


    Hatches shut all through the system. They wouldn’t be opened unless there was an injury or until the kids were sent down. Den mothers wearing disapproving scowls were ready to clean them up, treat any small wounds, and then distract them from the rest of the violence taking place.


    Radios crackled with Neil’s excited voice. “Lock it down, Eagles. Stay where you are, folks. We are locked down.”


    Stanley approved. “We don’t need a bunch of bleeding drunks scaring the people who can’t handle this.” The ship was off-limits to the fighters. Angela knew it would get wild.


    Patrolling the tunnels, Conner came through the bullet-deflecting curtains. “I hope it only gets wild.”


    Conner seemed upset to Stanley. His jeans and tank top showed a man’s body that was starting to fill in. He even had the tight jaw line to go with it. Stanley ran through what he knew of Conner and came up with an important detail. “You were in the labs, right? You know how it works there.”


    Conner walked by him without answering. I refuse to relive that life. I’m free now and happy. That other life was the nightmare. This is reality.


    A loud cheer echoed above the tunnels.


    Conner shuddered. I’m not going up there to fight. That is not my life anymore!
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    “Amy wins!”


    The fight had been short and unsweetened. The kids wanted this so much that they weren’t making the fights last. Adrian doubted the adults would either.


    Neil shoved between the still-swinging kids, separating them. He kept nudging Amy with his hip as Adrian lifted her bleeding opponent out of the ring.


    Missy wasn’t happy to lose to the smaller girl.


    Neil shook Amy’s shoulder roughly to make her stop.


    Adrian was surprised Missy hadn’t put up more of a fight. She looks tired, even under the blood.


    Missy kicked him in the shin and ran to her seat. She slung blood over the ground as she ran.


    Cody healed her bleeding hand.


    Amy held up her little fists and snarled at the crowd.


    The adults felt her menace and growled back or shouted at her in encouragement.


    Amy also kicked Adrian and then jumped out of the cage.


    The crowd parted for her, even the hardened killers. The children weren’t being stopped as soon as they drew blood, though Adrian would have preferred that. Angela had set the limit at how much pain or damage they were causing.


    “Next up…Kimmie and Cate!” Jeff grabbed Kimmie’s arm and tugged her close for a fast hug and harsh warning. “Don’t hurt her! We’ll have to leave!”


    Cody held onto Cate and made her listen to a last piece of advice. “You’ll hurt my future if you hurt Kimmie.”


    Cate and Kimmie pulled away from the controlling hands and ran to the ring.


    The crowd cheered.


    Their family and guardians braced to jump in and save them from themselves if it got too ugly.


    Jeff looked at Angela.


    Angela lifted her glass in a toast and then drank.


    Jeff assumed it wasn’t alcohol in her goblet, but he wasn’t sure. Things had an odd vibe right now that was still growing.


    “Betting closes in 30 seconds!” Adrian stayed between the two glaring girls, making them wait. Tables around the ring stayed busy handling the wagers.


    Kimmie dropped into the new fighting stance they’d been learning.


    Cate stood straight and stiff with clenched fists, counting the seconds.


    Adrian stepped back as the bell dinged.


    Angela didn’t watch Cate fire ice against the rules. The kids weren’t supposed to use magic tonight. She didn’t see Kimmie catch it, absorb it and fire back flames. She watched the crowd. And Jeff. He’d told her about the other UN matches. She’d planned accordingly.


    Jeff moved through the men and women, picking out the ones with that certain tension in their face and body language.


    Angela tried to see the predators like Jeff did so she would be able to spot them herself. The tension in their bodies and those darker irises weren’t signs she could always rely on. I will remove all of you from society. I’ll sacrifice other laws to make sure you can’t ever hurt kids again.


    At her side, Ray’s thought was clear. What you’re doing here is hurting them. Look!


    Angela shook her head, ears filled with distorting screams and shouts. “I’ll stop them if I watch it.”


    “That’s why you should! This is wrong.”


    “It’s who they are, Ray. You of all people should understand denying them freedom is wrong.”


    “But they’re getting hurt!”


    Ray’s shout was mostly drowned out by the groaning, cheering crowd that hadn’t expected to see a kid magic battle. Ray observed the girls in horror.


    Angela kept watching Jeff.


    “You’ll give away the honey pot if you keep staring.” Kyle stepped in front of her. “You’re not fighting tonight, Boss. And when it’s over, you’ll go to Adrian’s shack and let him protect you.”


    Angela shrugged. “Okay.” She went toward the ring to help separate the girls as Adrian made the call.


    “Match goes to Kimmie!”


    “Slam you!” Cate kicked Adrian in the ankle and jumped out of the cage.


    “Damn it!” Adrian had bruises all over his legs now.


    Kimmie pointed at Amy. “Round two goes to us!”


    Amy shouted and high-fived Kimmie as she returned to her seat.


    Missy leaned against Cate. “Next time we’ll go in together.”


    Cate nodded. She laughed at Kimmie’s funny face. So did Amy.


    The kids weren’t holding a grudge.


    Adrian sighed. “I wish I could say the same for the adults.”
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    “That’s it for the kids. The next matches will be new people, former UN people, and any Eagle under level two. Two and up will go later.” Adrian was glad they’d only had a couple of kid matches. To him, it meant their children were calming down. He motioned the fighters toward the tables. “Sign up and make your wagers.”


    Jeff glared at Adrian.


    Adrian forced himself to follow through like he’d promised so the partiers would stay distracted. “Let the crowd see some of those moves. Give ‘em a reason to bet on you!”


    Satisfied, Jeff turned back to the conversation he was having with one of the new men from their last UN fight. “So you like the littlest one?”


    “Right. I just want to touch him, though. No sex.”


    Jeff grinned and wrote it down. “Go to the hatch near the creek after they send the kids below.” He continued to the next target in their sting. This would only work on normals and Invisibles, but he’d already found three they could remove. It was a good start.


    A fat camp member with a bare, hairy chest caught his attention. Jeff moved his way. Make that four.


    “Betting is now closed! Back up!” Adrian hated being an announcer for this circus. The crowd was getting rowdier. Most of the normals and camp members were staying close to the ring but away from the betting tables. The scowls were continuous as they observed the chaos that hadn’t been allowed in Safe Haven until now. The Eagle matches had always been controlled, calm, safe. This was the opposite in every way.


    Jonny climbed into the caged ring, grinning for the crowd that cheered him on.


    Sadie took off her Eagle jacket and tossed it to Adrian. “Hold my beer, honey.”


    Adrian laughed with everyone else. He didn’t want to encourage her recklessness, but she did need to know how to handle herself in a physical fight. Magic wasn’t allowed against a normal.


    Sadie smirked at Jonny as she raked him from beanie-covered hair to dusty Eagle boots. “You look scrappy.”


    Jonny didn’t care that he was facing a female. “You look a little fat.”


    Sadie’s gasp was echoed by the females in the crowd. She lifted her chin. “Remember those words, Scrappy. I’m gonna make you eat them.”


    Adrian quickly caught her attention. “No.”


    Sadie reluctantly switched stances out of the nose breaker. “It wouldn’t have killed him.”


    Adrian sniggered and then got out of the ring. He didn’t want her to be too rough and ruin her chances of joining the Eagles later.


    Jonny ran forward at the ding, swinging neatly.


    Sadie ducked it and swung back, landing a light hit on his arm.


    The crowd groaned at the lack of blood, booing.


    Jonny grabbed her by the waist and flipped her over his shoulder.


    Sadie hit the mat and lost her breath.


    “Hey! She’s just a rookie!” Adrian was pissed. I should have let her use the nose breaker!


    Others in the crowd booed at Jonny for being too rough on a new fighter who wasn’t even a part of their camp.


    Jonny put a foot on her heaving chest and declared himself the winner. “Mine!”


    Sadie wanted to keep fighting, but she had to breathe. She gasped in air. “I give!”


    Jonny helped her stand, but he didn’t feel bad. “You good?”


    Sadie punched him in the mouth. “Now I am.”


    Jonny shook it off and grinned at her.


    Sadie left the ring with a cramping stomach and ringing ears.


    Terry directed her to the tunnel hatch so Conner could make sure she was okay.


    Panaji jumped up to go after them.


    Grant grabbed the man’s arm and yanked him back down into their ringside seats near the boss.


    Panaji flushed.


    Grant let go and handed him a beer from the cooler by his feet.


    Panaji took it and hoped no one had noticed his reaction to Sadie being hurt.


    Adrian shoved the microphone into Jeff’s hand and followed. “Are you okay?”


    Sadie nodded. The pain was easing and the humiliation was growing.


    Adrian didn’t like her being downhearted. He preferred her wild energy. “I didn’t want to cheat. I’m sorry. I should have told you that’s his go-to move. I just thought he would have some honor.” Adrian glared toward Jonny.


    Sadie let him help her to the hatch. “Don’t want it that way.” She grunted in relief as the last of the pain faded. “I’m fine. Go help her keep it sane.”


    Sadie went down the hatch ladder and waited for the guard there to check her into the medical tunnel. It was the only hatch open right now and it was heavily guarded.


    Adrian turned back toward the ring and stopped, struck by the sights. The evil in people was coming out. Horns and teeth and terrible shapes were bleeding through the faces of the descendants, showing what they held inside. The normals were backing away, going to the restaurant and the large tent Angela had put up for those who weren’t sleeping under the stars. He could see their fear, taste their revulsion. The air was thick with blood even though very little had been spilled so far.


    Adrian found Angela across the ring. Cody was on one side of her, leaning close to whisper something that pleased her. Dog was in the chair to her left, snout drawn up in a frozen snarl of disapproval.


    Cody noticed Adrian’s attention. He lifted his smaller goblet and grinned widely.


    She’s put a King into place and they don’t know it yet. It’s open, in their faces, and they don’t see it. Adrian swallowed his sadness and went to help cover the betting tables.


    “Next match in two minutes.” Jeff pointed at the females entering the ring with fierce glares and tense movements. “Which battling beauty will come out? Place your bets, folks!”


    Monica smirked. “Always did like wrestling with you.”


    Molly went to her spot and waited for the bell to ring.


    Monica faltered at that intensity. “This is just a matchup, you know.”


    Molly let her hurt anger fly. “They’re dragging your body out.”


    Jeff caught the sudden alertness and stepped between them. He glared at Molly. “Do I need to call the enforcer?”


    Molly backed down immediately. Learning Jennifer could strip her gifts had been enough to keep her in line. “Okay. She’ll limp out.”


    The crowd laughed, mostly. Some were already ramped up so hard that they wanted blood and guts.


    Adrian glanced up. The sky above them had no stars in view. The wind had settled into brief pushy gusts that said rain was coming soon. Lightning flashed in the distance. A cold chill went through his stomach.


    Neil felt it, too. “Stay close to her from here.”


    Adrian scanned the crowd again. “We have time for your match first. Then I will.”


    Neil snorted. “What about yours?”


    Adrian wasn’t tempted. “My bet’s on you.”


    Neil grinned proudly, unable to help it.


    “Match to Monica!”


    Monica spat out blood and stayed back as Molly got to her feet. She stayed ready to defend herself as the angry woman’s eyes lit up bright red. Monica shuddered. She wants me dead. I felt it.


    Molly stomped from the cage with blurred vision. Monica’s harsh headbutt had given her the win. “I’ll be ready for that next time.”


    Terry sent her toward the tunnel.


    Monica waited until Molly was belowground before getting out of the ring. She stumbled off toward the restaurant, a little broken. Molly tried to kill me in there. She strangled me twice and tried to push in my throat. Monica had never been afraid of dying so strongly. I may have to leave now.


    The crowd drew in a collective breath as Zack and Ray moved toward the cage. Both Eagles were skilled, efficient, and descendants.


    As soon as they were inside, Jeff brought up his shield around the cage to contain the magic.


    The bell rang.


    Ray fired first. The light pain spell bounced off Zack’s shield.


    Jeff absorbed the spare energy.


    Zack grinned as he fired.


    Ray also caught the magic blast and absorbed it.


    The men quickly realized they were too evenly matched for a magic battle. They advanced at the same time, thick fists rising.


    Adrian was relieved they were using their bodies. It would encourage the others to do the same.


    Blood sprayed across the cage floor. Zack retreated to let Ray gain his feet.


    Ray spat out blood and advanced.


    Adrian’s relief vanished.


    Zack struck out first this time. He connected with a fist and magic.


    Ray dropped to the mat.


    Grant rose to go help him.


    Panaji grabbed the man’s arm and pulled him back down.


    In the ring, Ray lunged to his feet while swinging.


    Zack jumped the low fist, but he missed the leg sweep. He fell against the bar and dinged his head.


    Ray stepped back to let him recover.


    The crowd booed again. They didn’t want honor; they wanted blood.


    That bothered Ray. He lowered his fist and motioned at the gate. “We’re done. I give.”


    Zack was relieved. His head was ringing and he felt like a tooth was about to fall out.


    He was also pissed. He didn’t want an unearned win. Rage and pride battled in Zack’s mind.


    Ray felt it coming and brought up his shield.


    Zack forced himself to do the right thing. He stumbled from the cage, hands lifting in a victory he didn’t feel.


    Ray left the ring, but he wasn’t calm or happy. This isn’t like before. I enjoyed those cage matches, except the first one where Kyle beat my ass for lying to everyone.


    Ray went to get a beer. He knew Zack wasn’t happy either. We may want a rematch at some point.


    Zack let the medic check him out, but he refused to go into the tunnels.


    Jeff motioned at the other senior men around the cage. “Boss says no rules for you guys. Sign up.”


    The crowd cheered and shouted.


    The senior men exchanged good-hearted grins and taunts, but the rage illness pulsed behind their eyes and stiffened their muscles in anticipation of drawing blood.


    Adrian and others looked at the alpha in warning.


    Angela’s blood-red orbs glared back as she lifted her goblet to them.


    The senior Eagles understood she wanted this to happen. They just didn’t know why.


    “Only normals in these next matches! Any other normals who want to battle? Come sign up during the intermission.”


    The crowd cheered again as two more contenders stood up.


    Ian and Ed grinned at each other and made rough gestures, but it was clear they were friends. Expectations dropped from those who wanted to see violence. Hope went up in those who didn’t.


    Angela looked at Cody. “It’s time.”


    Cody immediately stood up and used a light alpha call. All kids need to go below right now.


    Disappointed, tired, dirty kids did as they were told. They’d all gotten to fight, except for Cody. I’m a future King. We oversee the jousts, we don’t participate.


    Angela forced herself to watch the next match so she didn’t give away the sting. They were using the impression of trusting the kids to care for themselves. And I do, actually. I just know evil is stronger than responsibility most days.


    Jeff subtly signaled their predators.


    Those men faded into the jungle to get to the right hatch.


    Ed and Ian began with level one of kai, disappointing the crowd again. A beer can flew through the air and struck the cage.


    The two fighters barely noticed. They enjoyed the workout.


    The hunger of the audience increased. The noise became a roar that echoed to the people below them as Ed fell and Ian claimed the victory.
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    Conner met Cody at the ladder. He helped Dog and then assisted each child.


    Dog took off down the tunnel to the food area to check on his cats and get a snack. The felines were living on the island now, along with the puppy that had finally started training classes with the Eagles, when they had time for it.


    “How are things up there?”


    Cody held up a hand. He looked like Jennifer in that moment.


    Conner sniggered, but he did wait.


    Cody scanned the guards–Tim, Trent, and Stanley–then he turned to Conner. “It’s still just wild, but it’s changing. Who’s removing the predators?”


    “Wade and Stanley.”


    “Good.”


    Conner was impressed by how Stanley had changed and grown over the last six months. He was a reliable Eagle now.


    “Wait.” Cody recounted. “Amy’s not here.”


    “I’ve got her!” Neil stomped on the closed hatch in Eagle code.


    Conner hurriedly opened it and took the struggling girl.


    “No! Wanna stay! Fight!”


    “Amy!” Cody’s eyes glowed bright blue.


    Conner stared. I’ve never seen our eyes light up like that.


    Amy stopped struggling. She let Conner put her on the tunnel floor.


    Cody smirked. “Much better.”


    Amy ran forward and punched him in the mouth. She kept swinging, taking the boy down under her displeasure.
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    Neil shut the hatch and stayed there until he heard it lock. The guards would get Amy under control and she would be punished, maybe. This was the night to let loose and be wilder than they were usually allowed to. And Cody was assuming that all the kids would follow him, as well as the adults. The boy had a big surprise coming if he didn’t learn how to win everyone over, but Neil wasn’t concerned with all of that. He was listening for gunshots that said their predators had fallen for the sting.


    It was a simple ambush, but there was always the chance something could go wrong. Neil had volunteered to handle it, but Angela had decided he wasn’t in the right state of mind. Wade had been chosen because he wasn’t presenting signs of the rage illness.


    Five rapid shots thundered through the jungle and brought most of the partiers to an instant alertness that broke through the alcohol and the rage.


    Radios blared. “Sorry, Boss. Damn crocs pranked me.”


    People laughed and relaxed at Wade’s call. They didn’t know it was a code for things going according to plan.


    Neil went back toward the ring. I need that release now.


    Thunder boomed above them. The wind picked up, blowing leaves over the crowd and drawing cheers.


    Jeff paused, not sure if they should stop the fun and take cover.


    Angela twisted her hair into a wild mess on top of her head and pinned it. The other short side stood out, reminding them of the explosion and nightmares of the mission team.


    Angela’s inner witch took over her features for a brief second, letting everyone see who she was on the inside. “Let’s roll.”


    The descendants cheered.


    “We are halfway through, ladies and gentlemen! Who’s next to draw blood? Let’s get those challenges underway!” Jeff shouted with the crowd this time. Now that the kids were safe and more predators had been eliminated, his mood was going up. The urge to join the battles was sweeping him off his feet. I didn’t think I had so much anger left.


    “Challenge! Challenge!” The crowd took up the chant as more fighters came toward the signup sheet with rude gestures and insults that weren’t censored. The no-rules matches were here.


    Debra lunged into the cage first. She spun and crouched, pointing at her target.


    Grant glanced around to see who she was pointing at.


    People laughed and pushed him out of his chair.


    Debra ignored all the gestures and mouths moving. Not being able to hear was an advantage in this moment. I have to know before I leave this island.


    Grant got into the cage warily. He’d seen the women fight, but he wasn’t sure how rough he should get. Debra was more than a foot shorter than him and weighed half as much. It didn’t feel like a fair fight.


    Debra ran forward and kicked him between the legs.


    Grant flinched aside at the last moment. His quick rabbit punch to her cheek was all instinct.


    Debra took it and fired back, hitting hard enough to make his feet slide on the damp mat.


    Grant hit her again, bad feeling now bubbling up in his throat.


    Debra went to her knees. She braced for the final blow.


    Grant delivered it lovingly to her jaw. “I’m sorry!”


    Debra hit the mat with blood coming from her lip. “Tank…ou!”


    The medic and Adrian got her out of the ring.


    Grant followed as the match was called and the crowd roared for more.


    Grant grabbed Debra’s arm and pulled her around. “Why did you do that?! There’s no way you could have won!”


    Debra grinned with bloody teeth and pushed into his mind. I’m not scared of anything now. I can face the future openly. She pulled free of his shocked grasp and let the medic walk her to the hatch.


    Grant let the crowd surround him. Someone shoved a drink into his hand.


    Jonny tilted the goblet. “Drink, you badass. Drink!”


    Grant downed the beer, relaxing a little. He’d helped Debra achieve something, though he didn’t understand what it was.


    Ray’s fury simmered as he watched them. He marched toward the cage. “Who wants another piece of this?!”


    The crowd went wild around him and the cage. He lost sight of Grant.


    “I do.” Theo stood up and began dropping gear. His sculpted body drew howls from the women, including Angela.


    Ray was almost glad he was facing a normal. He didn’t want to use magic right now. It would be too easy to lose control. In this environment, he was almost being encouraged to do that. It was frightening. “It’s also liberating.” He settled into his best fighting stance as the bulky engineer stepped cockily toward the cage.


    Ray scanned the crowd a last time, searching for Grant. He found him near the barn with a group of drinkers and Jonny. Grant hadn’t even noticed Ray was in the cage again.


    The bell rang.


    Theo came forward.


    Ray ducked and brought up his arm with his palm open.


    Theo saw the nose breaker coming, but he couldn’t avoid it. Blood and pain exploded across his face.


    Ray forced himself to stop. But I want to do it again!


    Theo couldn’t stay on his feet. He dropped near Ray’s boots. Blood poured from his nose.


    “Match to Ray!”


    Grant finally turned around as the crowd went wild, but he couldn’t see the cage. “Was that Ray in there again?”


    Jonny pushed another opened beer into Grant’s hand. “He won. He’ll be over here soon, I’m sure. Enjoy your drink.”


    Grant was already feeling the first one. He tilted the beer up and drank while the others urged him on.


    Jonny’s eyes never left Grant’s face.


    Ray took a seat by the betting tables so he didn’t go pick a fight. Grant was free to drink with whomever he wanted. Ray accepted it, but not gracefully.


    Jeff caught Angela’s nod. He moved them onto the part of the evening he was dreading. “We only have Eagles left. Who’s ready to see which one is really the badass in this camp?”


    The alert audience sprang into a tension that was almost sexual. Everyone had wondered who would win in a matchup like that.


    Jeff motioned to Kyle. “You have the unofficial title. Are you ready to defend it?”


    Kyle laughed as he walked toward the cage. “I’ve been defending it since I joined the Eagles. I’ve earned this spot.”


    Daryl watched Kyle go by. His resentment replayed Charlie’s comment from the elevator.


    “Are moments like this the reason you’re not as high a level as Kyle?”


    Daryl moved forward before his drunken brain finished thinking it through. “You only got that slot because your team bails you out every time you screw up.”


    A hush fell over the Eagles.


    Angela rotated toward them.


    So did Adrian. No one had expected that.


    Daryl wasn’t finished. “It should have been my team and my slot. I work harder, I shoot just as good, and I’m more of a threat in a fight. You didn’t earn that place. It was given to you.”


    Kyle felt like he’d been punched in the gut. I didn’t know he felt that way. Instead of getting emotional, Kyle made a sweeping gesture toward the cage. “Can I see you in private, please?”


    Daryl didn’t laugh with the crowd. He was dead serious.


    Daryl looked rough before he even stepped into the ring. The three-day beard, wrinkled shirt from yesterday, and slight limp implied he’d been on a drunk before now. The senior Eagle stepped into the cage with rage spilling from his eyes.


    The sky roiled with white clouds and a thick breeze that sent more leaves over the cage.


    Angela settled back to enjoy the show.


    Jeff closed the cage door. I hope you’re ready for this, Boss.


    Angela sent anger back at him. This is who we are now, who you are!


    Jeff refused to be tempted. “Where’s that damn bell?!”


    The loud cheer of agreement from the crowd almost drowned out the ding.


    Kyle heard it first. He waited, cool and collected.


    Daryl caught the end of it and came forward. He preferred to be the aggressor.


    Kyle almost chose the new gift in his mind. The hundreds of people watching him discouraged that. I don’t want them to see how different I am now.


    Daryl tossed out a light pain spell as he swung, hoping to disorient his opponent.


    Kyle let the spell land and ducked the punch. Daryl’s strength was in his knockout hit. “But you don’t have much else, do you?”


    Rage was slithering through Daryl’s mind, twisting him up. He rushed again, using a stronger pain spell and a leg sweep.


    Kyle didn’t seem to feel the spell. He jumped the sweep and delivered the first contact of the match.


    Daryl fired right back, not caring that blood was now trickling from one nostril.


    Kyle wasn’t fast enough to duck it this time. He lifted his shoulder and let the hit glance off.


    Daryl lost his balance and fell.


    Kyle pounced, hard fist swinging. He didn’t let up even when he felt Daryl firing.


    Daryl blasted Kyle off him and up against the cage.


    Kyle smacked his skull on the bars. He instinctively let himself fall to avoid Daryl’s knockout punch. He kicked out hard, using his ears to determine where.


    Daryl went down, face landing near Kyle’s knee.


    Kyle brought his knee up as hard and fast as he could.


    The crowd screamed at the ugly click of Daryl’s teeth slamming against each other.


    Daryl saw darkness flying toward him.


    Kyle grabbed him and jerked him close. “Say it!”


    Daryl tried to swing again, but his mouth was on fire. He gurgled out what Kyle wanted to hear. “Your spot!”


    Kyle let go.


    Daryl hit the mat. A torrent of blood flowed from his nose.


    “Medic!”


    Terry hurried into the cage.


    Kyle stood up, bloody arms lifted in victory. “Who’s the top Eagle?”


    The crowd roared back at him, “Kyle! Kyle!”


    Kyle stomped out of the cage like the old wrestling stars, flexing and growling.


    Terry saw how much blood there was. “Get Daryl down to the healer!” Conner was covering that tonight.


    Adrian stepped into the cage and healed Daryl as much as he could. “Not a good time to open the hatch, Doc.”


    Terry was distracted by the title. “That’s the first time I’ve been called that.”


    Adrian leaned out of the way so the others could pull Daryl out of the cage. “Get used to it.”


    Adrian had them take Daryl to the tent and put him next to Theo, where others were already crashing, having sex, drinking, chatting, and watching over their injured people. The guards would also make rounds of that tent later to be sure everyone up here was okay, but they weren’t covering it right now. Things were too dangerous for most of the normals and even some of the descendants. Despite spending a lot of his younger days enjoying nights like this, Adrian wasn’t having fun. I’m really not the same person anymore. I don’t know if I should laugh or cry.
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    Jeff took back over. “Our top Eagle defended his title and made sure everyone else will think twice about challenging him for that slot…right? Does anyone else want it? Who’s next?!” Jeff heard the longing in his shout as clearly as everyone else.


    Adrian stepped forward. “You and whoever’s crazy enough to get in there with you.” Adrian held out a hand for the microphone.


    Jeff didn’t want to expose himself to this crowd, but the rage needed an outlet. He gave up control and stepped toward the cage. “Whose ass am I beating?!”


    Jack came forward eagerly. His huge chest and arms flexed under the black tank top.


    Jeff grinned at the level two Eagle. “Fresh meat.”


    Jack ignored the laughs and catcalls. He twirled around with a leg in the air like a ballerina, making everyone sure he was about to suffer the beating of a lifetime.


    Jeff’s eyes narrowed. He’s playing me.


    Jack grinned as he entered the bloody ring. “Give me a little taste, so I know what I’m in for.”


    Jeff didn’t wait for the bell. He fired his nastiest pain spell.


    Jack brought up his shield and caught it, but he didn’t know how to absorb it like the others had been doing. The spell broke over him and brought loud screams from his mouth.


    The crowd screamed happily in return.


    Jeff advanced to put the guy out of commission.


    Jack kept screaming as he fired back. Power flew out of his chest and surrounded Jeff. It locked him in an invisible fist and slammed him against the bars.


    Jack wanted to strike again, but his energy level sank to nothing. He settled into his kai stance.


    Jeff was embarrassed someone so low level had gotten in a hit. He fired in a graceful blast. Flames flew from his hands.


    Jack’s screams mirrored the ones they were hearing in their nightmares. Senior men and women flinched and started waking from the bloodlust.


    Terry sprayed the fire extinguisher as Jeff backed up, paling.


    Jack sucked in oxygen as Adrian healed the worst of it. Fresh first-degree burns were nothing for him now. The explosion had allowed him to increase his skills.


    “Match to Jeff!”


    Jeff followed Jack and Terry toward the hatch. “Are you all right, man?”


    Jack shivered at the fresh hell of cool air on his burnt skin. “Yes. Don’t make me teach you another lesson!”


    Jeff laughed, relieved. “I lost control. My bad. Really.”


    Jack was in too much pain to linger for a heartfelt chat. He went with the manly response again. “Suck it up. You lost.”


    Jeff’s anxiety came down another notch. He helped Terry get Jack into the tunnel.


    Conner came up and shut the hatch.


    Jeff frowned. “I didn’t know you wanted to be a part of all this.”


    “I don’t.” Conner marched toward the cage.


    Adrian was angry they’d opened the hatch, but he couldn’t stop Conner from fighting if that’s what he wanted to do.


    Angela got the next moment rolling. “Kyle is the top Eagle in camp, but is he the top fighter?”


    Kyle swung around, slightly offended. “Didn’t I just prove it?”


    Angela shrugged as she faced the other senior man who might be able to challenge Kyle and win. “Is he the top fighter in this camp?”


    Neil wanted to be nice to his friend. He didn’t want to challenge Kyle. He still felt bad for firing on him earlier. His mouth opened. “No, he’s not. I am. Not even Adrian can beat me.”


    “What about his son?” Conner came through the crowd with a swagger that said he knew what he was getting into.


    Neil laughed loudly.


    Conner walked by his dad.


    “Don’t do this!” Adrian was instantly worried for the boy.


    Conner gave Angela and Kyle a cool look. “I’ll uphold our family honor.”


    Angela also tried to get him to change his mind. “Your family doesn’t have any honor.”


    “Me, then. I have enough honor for all of us.” Conner got into the cage without hesitating.


    Neil did hesitate. “This is unfair. If I don’t hurt you, I lose my title. If I do hurt you, people will say I beat up a kid.”


    “That’s not my problem, is it?” Conner gave an annoying Mitchel grin, showing beautiful white teeth and rippling blond hair like a wheat field. “Come on, Todd. Pick on someone who can handle you.”


    The crowd started chanting Conner’s name, impressed with his courage.


    Neil looked at Adrian.


    Adrian shook his head. “He’s a kid, Neil. Eagles don’t hurt kids.”


    “But he’s asking for it!”


    Adrian sighed. “I know. He’s offended that you all forget us now. He believes he can bring back our family name, without the stains.”


    “Then you’d best let him try because there’s no chance you can do it.” Jeff motioned toward the cage. “In or out, Neil. Make your choice.”


    Neil couldn’t walk away. Besides the rage, his title as best fighter was something he wanted to keep. It made him feel good. “And I’m not letting you take that. I’d rather beat your ass than be called second best.” Neil approached the cage.


    “We get to bet!” Jeff slapped the cage door. “Intermission!”


    Angela laughed. “We need a gate in the middle or something.” She handed the microphone to Jeff and scanned her camp.


    They were in a frenzy. People were shoving to the betting tables and they weren’t hiding at all anymore. Demon forms blended with faces and no one cared. This was a descendant party now. Music was blaring heavy electronic beats through the speakers Theo had rigged up this morning. People were dancing, mating, drinking. Are all of them willing?


    Angela spotted a single form who wasn’t.


    Adrian also saw it.


    Angela’s thought was clear. Make sure Ray sees this.


    Adrian grabbed Ray’s arm and pulled him out of the chair by the betting tables. He pointed.


    Ray saw what was happening.


    Adrian held him in place when the man would have rushed forward. “The alpha will handle it. She wants you to see it.” He let go when Ray nodded curtly.


    Angela eased toward the lightly struggling couple in the dark shadows near the barn.


    The music stayed the same, giving her cover, but most of the crowd quieted to observe. Even through all the madness happening, the descendants were acutely aware of her every move.


    Jeff reluctantly stepped toward Angela.


    Adrian stepped in front of him.


    Jeff gestured. “He saved my life. I owe him.”


    “He’s a rapist.”


    “Not yet.”


    “Should we let it happen to prove it?”


    Jeff was trapped by Jonny’s actions. “No.”


    “Good. Let the alpha handle it. It’s not your fault that Jonny is broken.”


    Jeff hated himself for listening to Adrian, but the man was right. Jonny had already crossed a line he could never return from.


    Angela let her witch come through as she approached the couple.


    Grant tried to pull away from the hot breath on his neck. He knew it wasn’t Ray. The drugs he’d been given kept him weak and off-balance. “No!”


    Jonny’s breath in his ear grew ragged. “I’ll be gentle.” He unzipped his jeans.


    Angela’s arm snaked around his neck and jerked him backward, cutting off his air.


    Angela let her witch have control. Jagged teeth plunged into Jonny’s neck and bit down hard enough to crunch through bone.


    Blood gushed from Jonny’s mouth and neck and ran over his body in a waterfall.


    Angela let go and stepped back, licking her lips.


    Jonny fell over at Grant’s feet. Thick blood pooled in the grass and dirt as Ray ran toward them.


    Jeff looked away, heart breaking. I always lose the people I get attached to, but it’s not a curse I’m carrying. This camp is a cursed place for me.


    Angela rotated to give them all the bloody profile they wanted.


    The roar from the crowd sent monkeys fleeing deeper into the jungle.


    Angela’s voice magnified with the double timbre of her witch. “Is this what you want?! Is it?!”


    The descendants cried out in fresh bloodlust, begging her to keep going.


    Angela slung a hand toward the cage, splattering blood over her clothes and the ground. “Let’s roll!”


    Kyle knew Jeff didn’t want to MC anymore. He took over for this match. “Betting closes in 30 seconds! Last call for bets!”


    Adrian shouted over the chaos. “My best gun on Conner!”


    The crowd groaned or laughed at him. There was no way Conner could beat Neil. No one else bet on the boy.


    Sporadic drops of icy rain fell over the island as the storm neared them. Heads tilted up to receive it gratefully.


    Angela let the drops land on her changed face, mind spinning, heart squeezing in the joy of freedom. She walked through the crowd covered in blood, showing her true self, and no one flinched or ran away. Bodies gyrated against her in acceptance and desire, accepting their magnetic bonds.


    Angela let them feel her love, twisting and sliding against them in delight. My people!


    Alpha! Alpha!


    Adrian observed her with deep need as the rain soaked her clothes and hair. He yearned to be with her in any way that she would allow.


    Conner saw his dad’s attention was on Angela. Adrian’s self-restraint angered him further. He glowered at Neil.


    “Bets are closed!”


    Neil wasn’t sure why Conner had called him out, but the glaring was intense. “What is your problem?!”


    Conner pulled the cage door shut and blocked it as if Neil might run.


    Neil’s eyes narrowed, anger rising. “You could at least tell me why I’m being forced to kick your ass.”


    Conner stepped lightly over the gory mat. “Do it and get the answer.”


    Neil couldn’t think of anything he’d done to offend Conner. My problem is his father.


    The bell dinged. The crowd drew in a collective breath, going silent.


    “This isn’t right!” Terry struggled to be heard over the music. “He’ll get killed in there with Neil.”


    Terry was the only one to protest. Even Adrian was now focused on Angela instead of his son.


    Adrian kept his eyes on the prize so he didn’t ruin Conner’s chances. Mitchels were notorious for their advantage-gaining first hits. Conner would do the same, as long as Neil didn’t pull it from anyone’s mind.


    Neil agreed with Terry. “This is a no-win for me, kid. Get out of here.”


    Conner smirked again in the Mitchel family way that irritated them all so much when it came from his father.


    “Damn it, Conner!” Neil could feel the snap coming. He didn’t want to hurt the arrogant teenager. “At least give me a handicap.”


    Conner gestured. “Fine, but I’m not getting out of this cage.”


    Neil sighed. “Yeah, you are, but you won’t be walking.” Neil locked it all away as the bell rang again. “What did you pick?”


    “Something you’re familiar with, but I doubt you know how to fight.” Conner lifted his hand and muttered under his breath.


    Neil didn’t know what was happening. He waited impatiently for this to start so he could end it fast.


    “Hey!”


    “How is he doing that?”


    A knee-high bank of fog rolled through the camp and began covering the ground in a blanket of thick gray clouds.


    Neil’s jaw muscle twitched as the fog gathered around the cage and slipped through the bars. “You sneaky little shit.”


    Conner didn’t waste time gloating. He rolled onto the gory floor of the mat and vanished under the fog.


    Angela watched the fog center around the cage, impressed with Conner’s tactics. He was using Neil’s mental clouds against him. Neil couldn’t see through it. “That’s brilliant.”


    Adrian nodded at her admiration. “He is a Mitchel.”


    Thud!


    Neil took the blow and spun toward the sound of Conner’s feet, but it was too late. A kidney punch took him to his knees.


    Neil quickly rose and ducked, feeling it coming. The clouds were thick and warm, making it hard to breathe. It muted his hearing and distorted the voices of the screaming crowd that didn’t like being denied a view.


    Conner hadn’t recovered enough energy from the healing sessions. He couldn’t hold the fog for long and still fight.


    Neil began using his kai skills to clear parts of the cage in search of him.


    Conner felt the right moment arrive. He let go of the fog and smacked the bars as a decoy noise. Then he dove and rolled, coming up on Neil’s left side.


    Neil turned into the hit.


    Conner’s fist slammed into his forehead and knocked him into the bars.


    The crowd screamed in surprise and longing as the upper layer of fog cleared in time to show them Neil falling forward and Conner’s knee coming up to meet him.


    Crunch!


    Blood flew from Neil’s nose and mouth.


    Conner swung, confidence rising. I could win this!


    Neil lunged out and grabbed Conner’s throat. “Not a chance.”


    He tangled their bodies and took the teenager to the mat. His hand tightened around Conner’s throat without mercy.


    Conner tried to fire another spell, but Neil increased the pressure. Darkness started covering his vision.


    Neil let go and rolled to his feet. He immediately put his boot across Conner’s neck so the boy could only draw in a thin thread of air. “Now tell me why!”


    The crowd went silent to listen. Even the rain fell softer as if Nature also wanted to listen.


    Conner twisted free and punched Neil’s ankle.


    It almost snapped. Neil felt it give a little. Agony flared along the bone.


    Conner drew back to do it again.


    Neil kicked the boy in the face, once and hard.


    Blood flew across the mat and splattered the screaming crowd.


    Adrian stepped forward at the same time as Terry. “It’s over!”


    “Neil wins!”


    The crowd cheered again as Conner refused to give up. He rolled, firing a spell as he kicked out and got Neil in the back of his leg.


    Neil staggered forward.


    Conner’s fist was there to show him the light.


    Bright stars glanced across Neil’s vision. Rage snapped his control. He ducked the next swing and wrapped Conner up tightly against his chest. He smothered the boy with his bigger body.


    “Over! It’s over!” Adrian unlocked the cage door.


    Neil brought up his shield. “Back off!”


    Adrian couldn’t risk Conner’s life by attacking Neil. He searched for Angela. “Please! I’ll do whatever you want!”


    Angela observed with a witch’s face and orbs made of bloody ice. “Let it roll.”


    Neil allowed Conner to draw in air, but he didn’t let go. “Tell me why!” It was maddening the way he refused to answer. Neil fought to control his rage.


    “He’ll snap his neck!” Adrian felt it coming. “Help him!”


    Terry stepped toward the cage door.


    Kyle blocked his path. “Let them finish it.” He trusted Neil to do the right thing, but Conner’s grievance was pulling at all of them. They had to know.


    Neil slammed his head into Conner’s, drawing more blood from both of them. “Just say the words!”


    Conner’s rage sent flames over his body. It burned through his shield and spread to Neil.


    “I’ll let us both burn. Tell me!” Neil barely felt the heat. It matched his rage, but it didn’t matter.


    Conner stared at him in complete hatred. “You were his friend. He loved you the most and you abandoned him like everyone else. You’re not fit to shine his shoes!”


    Neil froze in shameful discomfort as the boy spit in his face.


    Neil slowly let go and lowered his shield. The flames faded as he wiped his face.


    Conner rolled away and stopped against the bars. He shoved onto his knees and got ready to stand. “You sold him out even though he forgave your sins and ignored your flaws. He brought you in to something magical, something perfect, and you let them take it away from him!”


    Neil felt the words sink into his heart. He didn’t know what to say that would make any of it better. Pointing out Adrian’s awful mistakes wouldn’t make a difference to the distraught teenager holding onto the bars to pull himself up.


    Conner’s anger hadn’t faded, though he was unable to do more about it physically. “You all threw him away at the detention center. You didn’t even blink. You betrayed him again and again, and then you gave him up for Marc!” Conner swept the now silent crowd in contempt. “Do you think Marc would do that for any of you? He never gave a shit about this camp. My dad gave you all this second chance and you left him for dead!” He focused on Angela. “And you’re the worst. How dare you act like you care about him!”


    Adrian stepped into the cage. “That’s enough.”


    Conner spat blood toward Neil. “They owe you everything.”


    Adrian blinked away tears. “I love you, too, son.” He helped Conner toward the exit while sending healing energy. “Let’s get you back in the tunnel.”


    Conner glared over his shoulder, ignoring the pain.


    Neil stared back, crushed.


    Conner stumbled as he turned toward the tent. “Put me with Daryl. And get me a beer. I need something to take away the taste of my blood.”


    The crowd cheered for the boy. They were touched by his defense of his father.


    Adrian dropped his gun on the betting table as they went by. It would be added to Safe Haven’s stock.


    “You knew I couldn’t win. Why did you bet on me?”


    Adrian smiled warmly. “You’re my son. I’ll always bet on you.”


    Eagles were humbled again. They nodded to Conner and Adrian in recognition of the truth in Conner’s words. They also remained distant because they’d learned Mitchels couldn’t be trusted. Conner was swaying that opinion with every encounter, but it would take a long time to change such a legacy.


    Angela waved at Jeff.


    Jeff resumed MCing the matches, but his rage had started to fade with Conner’s emotional defense. It made him think of his parents and his missing friends and loved ones, of Jonny. Crista’s face flashed next.


    Jeff pushed it all away and lifted the microphone. “Is that the final match of the night? ‘Cause we still need to get drunk and dance!”


    The crowd cheered again, louder.


    No one else came through to fight. Enough blood had been spilled.


    The rain increased, washing away some of the gore and ugliness.


    Jeff dropped the mike and went to the tables holding the wine and whiskey.


    Adrian got Conner into the tent near Daryl so Terry could check him out. He retreated to make room and found Angela standing right behind him. He rotated as lightning flashed, drawn like a puppet on a string.


    Angela’s normal face stared up at him in regret and desire. “He’s wrong. You know that. You’ve always known.”


    Adrian stepped around her so he didn’t kiss her right there in front of everyone. “Yes. But he’s also right.”


    Angela went into the tent to help heal their injured people. She didn’t talk to Conner as she ran a hand over his wounds, but she opened her heart to him like she hadn’t been able to do before. In another lifetime, Conner might have been her son. I’ll see him that way from now on. I just needed to know he loves Adrian as much as I do.


    Conner refused to cry as her love washed over him and healed more of his injuries. I miss my mom.


    Angela cried for him, sending thick waves of sadness through the tent and out into the crowd.


    Conner couldn’t take it. He opened his arms to her, and a small piece of his heart.


    Angela accepted his gift and stored it away next to Charlie and all of her other children as she hugged him. “I’m sorry.”


    Conner’s anger fled, leaving a hollow ache. “So am I.” He forced a smile. “Where’s my beer?”


    Angela went for it herself.
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    Kyle entered the tent and looked around for Daryl. He spotted the man sitting with Conner while Terry huffed and worked on the teenager’s injuries. Theo was next to them, drinking and glaring at Ray through his broken nose and swollen face.


    Ray was sitting next to the cot where Grant was now sleeping off the drugged beer.


    Kyle waited by the flap until Daryl glanced in his direction. Kyle gestured.


    Daryl sighed miserably. He gestured back.


    Kyle grabbed an empty folding chair and joined them in the medical section of the tent. Angela had ordered them to create a small area for this. They’d brought over medical supplies, cots, and gurneys. Kyle was glad they hadn’t used much of it.


    Daryl knew why Kyle was here. He wanted to make things better, but his drunken pride refused to allow it. “I meant every word.”


    Kyle snorted. “I got that impression. What I don’t get is why. You’ve been there for the runs and the training. You know it’s not true.”


    Daryl ignored Terry’s repeated huffing. “We’ve all been on the runs and we all do the training. Why do you get top slot just because Adrian recruited you first?”


    Kyle didn’t know what to say. He studied the bruised, bloody man in thoughtful silence.


    Daryl shifted in the chair, grimacing at the immediate flare of pain from his brain. “You’re a predator, too. You should have been removed as soon as you brought her into camp. You stand for everything that was bad in old-world men. You don’t deserve to be top Eagle. You shouldn’t be an Eagle at all.”


    Conversations had stopped in the tent. Angela entered with an armful of beers, but she stayed by the flap, waiting to see how this played out. Daryl got me with this one, too. I had no idea he felt that way.


    “When did you decide all this?” Kyle kept an even tone. He thought this accusation had died months ago after his argument with Kenn.


    “It started when Cris died on your run. Were you too busy hunting pussy to protect your team?”


    Kyle’s jaw clenched.


    Daryl finished it, not caring that he was about to get another beating. “There’s no place for men like you in the future, Kyle. Someday, she’ll see how wrong it all was and you’ll lose everything.” Daryl met his eyes. “Like you deserve.”


    Kyle slowly stood up, face red and hands clenched. “You’re wrong, in every way.” Kyle walked from the tent with his head up.


    Angela went to the chair Kyle had left. She held a beer toward Conner.


    Conner and others took her offerings, leaving her with one.


    Daryl took it when she held it out, but he didn’t open it. He stared at Angela in satisfied regret.


    Angela motioned at the blood on her clothes. “I have it on my hands, too–gallons of it. Would you like to rip me apart?”


    “Sometimes.” Daryl’s bitterness came from his mouth. “You’re sacrificing my wife for a possible branch on your damn tree. Why would that bother me?”


    Angela reached over and opened the top on his beer. She dropped the cap under her chair. She didn’t argue with him.


    Daryl knew he was being unreasonable, but his fear was too vivid. “You have to stop her from doing this!”


    Angela still wasn’t sure why he’d attacked Kyle. “Will you tell me?”


    Daryl didn’t feel the need to hold back now that he’d already said so much. “No matter what I do for this camp, I’ll never be as loved or feared as Kyle. I can’t beat him, so I have to live in his shadow. We all do. It’s humiliating. He’s a fucking monster!” Daryl covered his face with his free hand and cried.


    Conner felt bad for him. “Brittani isn’t going to carry the babies long enough. They’re both hiding how bad it is. He’s almost out of energy. He can’t keep filling her up. It won’t last.”


    Angela put a hand on Daryl’s wrist. She healed the rest of his injuries and sent in a mild sleep spell. “We’ll help her. Rest for a while.”


    Daryl didn’t fight the drowsy feeling. He dropped the beer into his lap and leaned against the chair. “I wish I’d never met her. Then she wouldn’t be about to die.”


    He faded into sleep with tears drying to his beard.
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    Neil joined Kyle near the closed betting tables. “Cris died before we opened those slave trucks. It’s not true. You know that.”


    Kyle did. Neil was making sure their audience did, too. “He’s drunk and worried about his wife. We’ll sort it out tomorrow when he’s sober.”


    “Being drunk isn’t a good excuse for smearing someone’s honor.” Neil’s anger hadn’t faded with the fight. He swallowed it with a cool beer that he didn’t want. I need something stronger.


    Kyle nodded. “You and me both.”


    Neil dropped the empty bottle onto a table with the other garbage. “Let’s get really, really drunk and wake up with the type of hangover that can last a month.”


    Kyle laughed. “Deal.”


    As they went by the tent flap, Kyle caught Adrian’s attention. “Are you drunk yet?”


    Adrian frowned. “No.”


    Neil gave in without a fight this time. “Well, we can’t have that. Come on.”


    Adrian smiled in surprise. He went with them to get a bottle.


    Angela’s lips curved. That went well.


    Conner saw it. He realized she had helped all of them by making sure the truth was exposed. Daryl would get help with his family and the three men now going into the barn might resume a friendship forged by the apocalypse. “My dad needs that. Thank you.”


    “People connect and disconnect all of their lives. Sometimes they need a push and sometimes they need to be left alone.” Angela studied him. “Which do you need?”


    Conner had gotten his release. He gave her the truth easily. “I’m tired of being away from my dad. I’m worried about the birth. Candy’s only a few weeks from her due date now. I’m scared of not being good enough for her.”


    “And?”


    Conner watched his dad go into the barn with Kyle and Neil. “I don’t want to be like him, but I do. You know?”


    “Yes.” Angela stood up and stretched her spine until it popped. “Things will be different when the mission team comes home, but we’ll always need to make runs out for supplies and gear. When it gets too hard here for you, volunteer for a run. It’s better to take time away than to betray the people who love you. All of us have learned that the hard way.”


    Conner knew his actions would be kept quiet by the other restless men and women who went on those runs. It was instantly tempting. “I can’t leave Candy alone.”


    “She’s not alone. She has an entire island of people to help her.” Angela didn’t care who was listening as she finished the lesson. “I’ll give you freedom, Conner, and try to help you keep a life here at the same time. All of my army deserves happiness in almost whatever form they want. If you need space to be a true Mitchel, you’ll get it; just don’t be that while you’re here.”


    Conner came down the rest of the way. His body relaxed. “Thank you for understanding. It’s not something I can change. It’s who I am.”


    Angela ran a hand through his soft, blood and mud-streaked blond hair. “Unlike most of the survivors, I don’t hate Mitchels. I’m grateful for your family. I’ll always help you if I can. That’s a promise my family will honor in the future, as well. We’re bound together forever.”


    Conner’s pride went up. He’d just secured the first alliance of the new world for his family.


    “Let’s try to have some fun now.” Angela went out into the partying crowd and let the music carry her away.


    Terry watched her in longing. “God, I wish I was one of you guys.”


    Several descendants glanced over to see who’d said it. When they saw it was their doctor, they shrugged in agreement and resumed their partying.


    Conner also liked the idea. “I can talk to her about that some other time, if you want.”


    Terry almost said yes. Then he remembered the testing Greg and Shawn had gone through. “No. I’ll ask for it myself when I’m ready. If I can’t do that, I’m not strong enough to be like you guys.”


    Conner was sure Terry would pass the tests, but he was also sure there was already a list of people waiting for that gift. “Am I clear? I want to keep an eye on her while she has some fun.” There hadn’t been much of that for their leader.


    Terry nodded. “Go on. I’m going to stay near Daryl.”


    “He’ll be out for a few hours.”


    “I assumed.” Terry yawned. “I think I’m ready for a nap now. I don’t feel as angry as I did.”


    Conner paused. “You didn’t fight anyone.”


    “No, but I still feel better.” Terry laughed. “Maybe just seeing blood is enough to quell the rage.”


    Conner felt that strike a target. He wrote it in his book so he didn’t forget it. Then he went out and found a good post to keep watch over the boss.
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    Neil, Kyle, and Adrian sat on stools in the loft of the barn. The dusty landing held stacks of sleeping bags, chairs, and stools that hadn’t been used tonight. It still smelled like sweat and sawdust.


    Gathered around the window, the trio drank and studied the crowd of partying descendants. Angela was in the middle of the throng, dancing. She moved in ways that drew men and women closer in hopes that she would bond with them through her seductive moves.


    Adrian watched her slide against the willing crowd in abandonment. “She couldn’t have done that when she first joined us.”


    “She’s come a long way.” Kyle didn’t say Adrian was responsible for that, but he thought it.


    Neil took offense on Marc’s behalf. His temper flared again. “So how does this work? We sneak her out for time with the traitor when Marc’s busy or do we sneak him in while Marc’s on runs?”


    Kyle winced.


    Adrian kept watching Angela. She wasn’t holding back and the crowd loved it. He saw enough senior people around her to be confident she was safe, but he didn’t approve of her throwing caution to the wind. “He told me she gets restless and reckless when they’re apart. It’s been true every time.”


    Neil scanned Angela again and also noted the guards staying close, especially Lisa and Dace. It was a wonder either of them was alive after being hurt in the explosion. It was good to see them watching out for their leader, but Charlie, Conner, and Cody had really saved most of their wounded people. Their healing powers were amazing.


    Kyle confessed his reason to Neil without planning to. “It feels like it’s all ending. I had to do something.”


    Neil understood even though he didn’t want to. “You believe putting her with Adrian will give that back to you.”


    “It will. You know it will. They’re perfect together. Imagine the things they’ll push us into doing! We’ll be legends who live forever in the minds of these people and all their descendants.” Kyle hiccupped. “No-o pun intended.”


    Adrian and Neil realized Kyle was drunk.


    Have I ever seen him get smashed? Neil didn’t think so. Drinking was a big part of Safe Haven’s other side, but Kyle had always stayed in control.


    Kyle felt their stares and shrugged. “It’s been a very emotional night.”


    The men chuckled in agreement.


    “It’s not the end.” Adrian still didn’t look away from Angela. “It’s closure. This part is closing and another part is opening–the future. We made it here, to this precipice. Soon, we’ll take the next baby steps in fixing the world.”


    “Do you really believe that?”


    Adrian nodded. “I always knew it would be hard. I tried to take the coward’s way out, but she forced me to face it and now I’m here, watching it happen.”


    “Would you have done it?” That would always bother Neil.


    “Is that the reason you turned on me?”


    “I turned on you because you’re a traitor.”


    Adrian tried to be honest. “I don’t think so now. I did before, but all these months out of leadership, watching someone else run my creation says differently. It’s been hard and I chose her. If I’d handed the camp over to my handlers, it might have driven me insane.” He belched. “But who knows?” Adrian didn’t want their pity or the old bonds to be sewn back together. He wanted new bonds based on the truth–they were all damaged people who’d made mistakes. And we survived.


    A cheer came from the crowd.


    Neil and Kyle scanned and saw some of the dancers were removing clothes to be naked in the rain. The mess brawlers surrounded the women, shouting encouragement.


    Adrian studied Angela. “It’s not my camp. It never will be again, but I’ll be here to help in any way that she needs. If she wants me to lead us back home when it’s time, I won’t say no.” Adrian left them there and joined the crowd.


    He motioned senior men to stop the stripping so it didn’t get out of hand. There were too many people in the muddy mix to keep track of things now. This was a lot different than pool time with sober guards all around them.


    The brawlers reluctantly convinced the women to get dressed, remembering Angela’s words about breaking the wrong rules. Her display tonight told them how she would feel about a rape. It was foolish of the drunken people to invite that possibility.


    “He’s a good man and a total slimeball.” Neil leaned against the loft wall. “I can’t stand the confusion.”


    Kyle often felt that way about himself. “Some things are right and some things are wrong. We say those don’t matter, but this camp was founded on it. She has plans to fix it all. I’ve seen it in her mind. I saw it the day we met, though I didn’t know that’s what it was back then. She’s going to use us to change the world, Neil. All we have to do is make her happy.”


    Neil understood where Kyle was coming from now. “I want that, too. I really do, but setting this up was wrong. They’re bonding while Marc’s gone. What happens when he comes home?”


    “Drama, maybe.”


    “And we don’t need that anymore. Call it an ending or closure, but we just don’t need it anymore.”


    “Then Marc will have to leave.”


    “She’ll never tell him to go.”


    “No.” Kyle saw Adrian approaching Angela’s location. The senior men and women around her retreated a little to let him through. “Her army will.”


    Neil lifted the bottle and took another long drink. It burned his throat and set his stomach on fire. “It’s still wrong to do this while Marc’s gone.”


    “It’s the only time it can be done.” Kyle faced Neil. “Have you noticed the changes yet?”


    Neil blinked at the quick topic change. “In her or the camp?”


    “Both.” Though Kyle wasn’t sure about her. He assumed he would recognize it when Neil said it. “This camp has changed again. Different faces, different shifts and duties, different rules. And people are settling their final issues now.”


    Neil wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Feels different. Not as dangerous, so we’re making our own trouble.”


    “Yes, but that’s not my point.” Kyle put his bottle down, unable to take any more and still think clearly enough for this conversation. “Every single person here is almost complete.”


    Neil frowned, vision blurring a little as the alcohol started to catch up. “Complete?”


    “We’ve scraped off all those old-world layers and replaced them with entirely different people. The last of those scars are being filled in now, while Marc’s not here to get in the way. She triggered it or set it up, and she didn’t just have a random time. She’s even giving us a monthly chance to say goodbye to those old layers.”


    “These matches are for rage release.”


    “She loves a good twofer.”


    Neil flinched. “You sound like her when you say that.”


    “Exactly. She couldn’t do this with Marc here in her face and questioning every choice she makes or getting jealous when she dances with her people. Do you know what that means?”


    Neil did, but he didn’t want to say it.


    Kyle scowled at him. “Stop being Marc’s friend and be an Eagle!”


    Neil had no choice. “It means he’s not good for us. Eagles want him away from leadership, for real this time.”


    “Not just from leadership, Neil. From the leader. She can’t function on all 8 when he’s around. Marc needs to change or leave, and we’ve already seen that he can’t change.”


    “He was doing better…” Neil stopped, remembering recent moments with Marc where Angela had been forced to adjust her plans. People had gotten hurt because of it. “No one picked him to be the leader. She let him push his way into it, but he didn’t earn it.”


    Kyle nodded. “If he’d left them alone, would she have lost their baby? He was so focused on keeping Adrian away from her that she got restless, reckless. And Marc knew she would, but he didn’t account for it. He’s always interfering and then blaming her when something goes wrong.”


    “Like Kendle?”


    Kyle stifled a rough belch. “Maybe. Angela says it was a plan they both made.”


    “That’s one of her changes–protecting people who don’t deserve it because she feels bad.” Neil was too far in to stop now. “I believe she’s letting Marc blame her this time because she feels guilty over not removing Adrian.”


    “He deserved it.” Kyle’s voice rose in passion. “So do we all, though. And some of us have done far worse than be tempted!”


    Neil knew that was true. “Do you believe Adrian?”


    Kyle sighed. “I do. It would have killed him to see the government ruin his Eagles and tear apart his dream. I think he would have fought back in the end. I also think a lot of us would have died before that happened.”


    “Yeah.” Neil forced himself to be fair. “He was an amazing leader. I know it would be better if they were allowed to work together…or whatever.”


    “You just know Marc won’t ever accept it and that means you have to pick a side.” Kyle studied him curiously. “Why are you so bonded to Marc? I know we wanted him to replace Kenn. I understand the victory and the friendship, but why did you pick Marc over Adrian? That happened long before we found out his secrets.”


    Neil let out another bit of poison with an actual shudder. “He offered to give me Becky.”


    “What?”


    “He said he’d set it up if I wanted her. He’s not a good person.”


    “But you did want her.”


    “Imagine what might have gone differently for her if he’d said no, she’s too young and threatened me with my place over it. Rick only took her because I wanted her!”


    Kyle got the point. He even agreed, for the most part. “It always comes back to Becky with you.” The alcohol muted Kyle’s censor. “Is it because Rick and Seth got to fuck her and you didn’t?”


    Neil laughed, shocking him.


    The laughter faded. Deep sadness took its place. “I got her killed, Kyle. I’ve never felt so bad about anything in my life. She deserved better.”


    Kyle watched Neil cry in stunned shock even though it wasn’t the first time he’d heard those words. Neil’s open emotions were another change. Kyle realized everyone had shown emotions tonight that were usually bottled up.


    Neil got control of himself and wiped his face on his shirt. “I’m sorry. You do deserve top slot. You’ve changed the most out of all of us. I’m proud of you.”


    “Damn drunk! Stop crying!” Kyle wiped away tears as Neil laughed. “I love you, too, man. We’ll make it work no matter which side you pick.”


    Neil wasn’t sure which way he would go now. “I’ll talk to the boss about it, but not tonight. She’s happy. Let her have it.”


    Kyle was relieved. “Awesome. Let’s go get you some food, huh?” Kyle stood up slowly, letting his balance adjust.


    Neil felt his body reach the tolerance level and sighed in relief. “It’s about time.”


    He fell over into a pile of sleeping bags.


    Kyle laughed and held onto the rail as he went to rejoin the party. He slid down the last two steps and righted himself at the bottom. Kyle straightened his jacket and wobbled toward the doors. “Some people just can’t handle their alco-o-hol.”
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    “Can we get an updter, please?”


    Jennifer snickered as she keyed her mike. “We’re fine here. No issues.”


    “Goods. That’s good.”


    Jennifer laughed this time. She shifted Autumn higher onto her hip. “Your daddy is very drunk.”


    Charlie swallowed a chuckle. He was Jennifer’s guard for the night. He wasn’t supposed to laugh on duty.


    The ship was quiet and calm despite the storm. The wind was the worst part of it, but Jennifer wasn’t worried about the weather. Samantha’s warning hadn’t included anything dangerous. “And it has to rain sometimes. The song was right about that.”


    They’d just come from the medical bay, where Tobias’s family was covering the patients while Tonya ran the front desk. Jayda was feeling a little better, but the medics still didn’t want her out on her own.


    Jennifer put the baby into her bed as Daisey came. “She’s been fed and is almost asleep.”


    Daisey settled in the chair by the baby bed, smoothing her long blue dress. “We’ll be fine. No worries.”


    Jennifer heard the strain in the older woman’s voice. “Is there a problem?”


    Daisey reluctantly nodded. “Ralph is upset with the boss.”


    Jennifer heard the unspoken plea. “I know all about his conversations with Sherman and the others.”


    Daisey paled. “No.”


    Jennifer rubbed her sore arms. She hadn’t expected swimming to hurt so much afterward. “He’s on the edge. Angela’s waiting for him to make a final choice.”


    Daisey had suspected it. “What should I do?”


    Jennifer was proud of the woman for doing the right thing even though it concerned her new husband. “Keep being yourself. Ralph will need you if he gets punished.”


    “He won’t be eliminated?”


    “No. He’s trying to protect the other normals. He’s not wrong for trying, just in how he’s going about it.”


    “He doesn’t know what else to do. He thinks Angela doesn’t care anymore.”


    “That couldn’t be farther from the truth.” Jennifer went to the exit so she could resume her rounds. “Have faith in her and in Ralph. If she thought he’d go the wrong way, Angela probably would have already handled it.”


    Daisey tried to relax. “I will.”


    Jennifer scanned the quiet ship deck, then marched down the steps to check on the cargo deck. It was the only place where people were still working, other than the med bay and the mess. Brittani’s parents were getting things ready for a crowd of hungover people to return to the ship right after dawn.


    Charlie stayed close and tried not to get distracted by the thought of his mom on the island partying with Adrian and the Eagles. He’d been invited to join them, but he didn’t feel like he could trust himself in that environment. I’ll say stupid stuff, get drunk, get sick, and feel like shit for two days afterward. No thanks.


    Jennifer opened the cargo door.


    Chad came from the guard post with quick steps. “Identify yourself!”


    Jennifer approved. “Give me an update.”


    Chad relaxed as he saw her and Charlie. “We’re good here. Sam’s still working, though. Not sure she should be.”


    “I heard that!”


    They all chuckled at Samantha’s shout.


    Jennifer went into the garden area.


    Samantha was covered in bits of dirt, straw, and green debris from the plants. It was even in her hair. She was adorable. Motherhood certainly agreed with her.


    Charlie scanned the earthy-scented room, then waited in the hallway.


    Chad returned to the nearby guard post and noted the time on his sheet. Jennifer was coming through once an hour, at almost the exact same time every rotation. Angela would be proud of the girl for doing the job even though she could have stayed in the office all night and gotten updates over the radio.


    Charlie listened to the women chat about the garden, and he kept track of the guard, but his mind stayed on his mom and Adrian.


    Samantha waved at the small radio booth in the rear corner. “Mike and Leeann just left. Things are quiet.”


    Jennifer was glad. “How are those two?” She hadn’t found anything in her scan of Mike’s mind, but she hadn’t been able to go very deep. He had a dark spot that she assumed meant he was Invisible. Jennifer had made notes on it for the boss.


    Samantha shrugged. “Mike seems happy enough. Leeann’s very quiet these days. I think not having her memories or her gifts is changing her a little.”


    Jennifer was just glad the girl had stopped trying to run away. “Well, she’s been wild, so maybe it’s for the best.”


    “Maybe. I wish she’d talk more so I could judge it better.”


    “We’ll work on bringing her out of her shell.” Jennifer rubbed her belly. The smell of stale food and lingering smoke wasn’t pleasant, but it also wasn’t so bad that it upset her stomach. Now that she was in the second trimester, the nausea was better. “She’s got Mike working on it, too, I’m sure. He’s a good kid.”


    Samantha nodded. But I’m not so sure.


    Jennifer stored that reaction, but she didn’t think Samantha was correct. She’s just tired. Jennifer saw the twin boys sleeping in the stroller. “Maybe you should take them to bed.”


    Samantha stretched her sore arms. “I’m almost done here. I’ll quit soon, I promise.”


    Jennifer knew Samantha was enjoying the alone time while her men were on the island. “Just don’t overdo it, okay?”


    “I won’t.” Samantha brushed dirt from her hands. “It feels good to work again.”


    “You’ll be sore.”


    Sam laughed. “I already am.”


    “Well, when you’re done, have the guard help you to your cabin. Chad doesn’t mind being your pack mule. Right, Chad?”


    “Not at all!”


    They chuckled at Chad’s shout from the guard post.


    Samantha sighed. “We could really use a pack mule. It won’t be fun carrying all these pots and planters to the island when the boss calls for it.”


    Jennifer wasn’t eager for that either. “Maybe we can use the horse to haul some of it.”


    “Maybe.”


    At the guard post, Chad stopped a protest, but he hated that idea. Animals are not meant to be our labor force!


    Charlie looked over at him.


    Chad flushed.


    Charlie wasn’t mad. He had a soft spot for animals, too. But I also love eating most of them, so I guess that makes me a hypocrite or something.


    Jennifer came out of the garden. “Once you get her to the cabin, shut it all down here and lock the doors. No one in or out until the morning shift.”


    “You got it.” Chad tried not to draw her attention. He was scared of her, though he wasn’t proud of that.


    Jennifer felt his fear. It bothered her, but she needed that image with the camp to help keep the peace. She moved by the guard without offering comfort.


    Charlie smiled at Chad as he went by.


    Chad nodded back and watched them leave. This is a good place. I’m glad Safe Haven brought me in out of the wilderness.


    Jennifer went to the brig while wishing everyone felt that way. “Come on. We’ll check on Pam and Allison and then go to the mess for a snack.”


    Charlie kept pace and brought up something that was troubling him. “Allison volunteered for brig guard duty so she’d have a chance to talk to you again. You know she’s going to ambush you about living forever, right?”


    Jennifer was almost bouncing through the hallway now. Her mood was great. “Things are covered and calm. And I’ve had time to think about it. We can have that conversation.”


    Charlie’s sleepiness faded a bit. He was also interested in that topic, though not the way Allison was. She was talking about it all the time, like she was obsessed. People were starting to notice.


    Jennifer had noticed, too. “It’s normal for her to feel that way. It’s normal for all of us.”


    “Yeah, but she might make a bad deal to get what she wants.”


    Jennifer slowed, turning toward him. “What do you know that I don’t?”


    Charlie had been waiting for the right moment to drop the news when it wouldn’t cause Jennifer to flip into their enforcer. “Are you calm?”


    Jennifer understood he was also scared of her. “As much as I can be until the boss and the others return. What’s up?”


    Charlie reluctantly let out his concern. “Allison is Invisible, and she and Pam are good friends. Everyone keeps forgetting that. She shouldn’t have been put on duty over a friend.”


    Jennifer resumed her walk toward the brig, now worrying. “I hope you’re wrong.”


    “So do I, but you’re hunting for a normal who popped and didn’t tell us. It seems like something a person obsessed with living forever might do...”


    Jennifer broke into a run.
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    Rico heard bootsteps go by the closet he was in. He assumed the guard here on the cargo deck was doing an extra round of all the rooms.


    Rico pushed the closet door open.


    The squeak drew Chad’s attention from the guard post. He spotted Rico. “Hey! What are you doing in there?!”


    Shit! Rico stepped out, hand sliding to the knife on his belt. “I found something. Come take a look.”
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    “Jennifer’s coming.”


    Allison shrugged. She flipped over another card and put it on the pyramid in front of her. “Rico didn’t come by yet for the updates. She’s probably getting them herself.”


    The brig was neat and clean, with only the one occupied cell. It didn’t get much use, but they still kept it ready.


    Pam retreated into the corner of her cell. “She’s pissed again.”


    Allison looked up as the door opened. “Everything okay?”


    Jennifer scanned both females and the jail. She realized she’d overreacted and covered. “Good workout to run here. I was getting sleepy.”


    Charlie also scanned the brig. He was relieved the two women were here and not conspiring. Pam’s thoughts were bored and sleepy, though fear of Jennifer was waking her up. Allison’s mind was as dark and impenetrable as ever. “Sorry.”


    Jennifer wasn’t upset. “It’s fine. Watch the hall for me. I’ll hang out here for a while and then we’ll go to the mess.”


    Charlie shut the door and leaned against it, but he listened to the women as well as the empty hallways. Something doesn’t feel right.


    Jennifer ignored his bad feeling this time. She wasn’t in the mood for another false alarm. She took the seat across the desk from Allison. “How are you?”


    Allison yawned. “Tired, but still okay. The…transfusion from Conner really helped.”


    Pam heard the hesitation and knew Allison had hedged, but she couldn’t read her mind to find out why.


    Jennifer talked with Allison, but she began scanning Pam’s thoughts for trouble. Because of her illness, Jennifer had skipped her in the search.


    Pam felt it. “I’m not a lurker. I’m a bitter, drying-out drunk hoping for a chance to prove I can change.”


    Jennifer saw Pam’s hand shaking.


    Pam quickly shoved it into her pocket. “I’m fine. Just some withdrawals.”


    Jennifer hadn’t considered being in here would dry Pam out. But Angela did.


    Pam nodded. “That’s probably why she picked this. She’s trying to help me.”


    “Will it?” Allison wanted Pam to get better and get out of here early. That might happen if she did well.


    Pam shivered. She rubbed her cold arms as sweat started to form on her neck. “Yes. I can do this.” Pam held up a finger. “Excuse me.”


    Jennifer and Allison grimaced as Pam vomited into the bucket in the corner.


    Allison got up and retrieved the hand towel from the small sink in the bathroom. She hung it on the bars of Pam’s cell, then returned to her seat.


    Jennifer now felt bad for Pam. And I shouldn’t. She broke a rule and she’ll pay her debt for it. Jennifer studied Allison. “Are you still Invisible?”


    Allison frowned. “Of course. I don’t want to be like you guys yet. I’ve made that clear.”


    Jennifer pushed. “But why? As one of us, you’d have a better chance of the cancer staying gone.”


    “Or I’ll unlock an obsession that I can’t control.” Allison glanced over at Pam’s pale face. “She wants to drink. I want to suck down lifeforces like spaghetti.”


    Jennifer winced. Her stomach clenched. “Yeah. Don’t do that. It’s not good, and it didn’t make me immortal.” Jennifer rubbed her shoulder. “It also didn’t help my mental state.”


    Allison waved. “Thus, the reason I don’t want to be unlocked yet. When I think I can handle it, I’ll come to you.”


    That pleased Jennifer. “Good.”


    “I’m killing time until the next shift comes in. Want to play a hand of poker? I promise not to talk about charms or magic.” Allison looked over at Pam. “At least, not here.”


    Jennifer was tempted. She’d made almost continuous rounds of the ship and other than the garden and mess, everyone was in their cabins and settled for the night. “Let me make sure Samantha got to her cabin first.”


    “Cool.” Allison swept the cards up and began shuffling them.


    Jennifer keyed her radio. “I need an update on Samantha and the cargo deck.”


    Samantha’s out-of-breath voice came back. “Headed to my cabin. Forgot to turn out the cargo lights.”


    Jennifer wasn’t worried over that. “We’ll cover it. Goodnight.” Jennifer gestured at Allison. “Deal me in.”
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    Down in the tunnel bunker, Wade caught the guard’s attention. “Was that Samantha?”


    Stanley shouted over the music. “She’s going to bed. Ship’s fine.”


    Wade was glad she was going to get some rest. Most people down here in the tunnels were wishing they could do the same now, but it was only 1 a.m. and the party above them wasn’t over yet.


    Wade entered the kids’ area on his round of the bunker. He was doing it twice an hour, but nothing was happening here. People had chosen an area and were staying there. Even the medical area was quiet now. Their few patients were resting and recovering while thinking about the mistakes that had brought them down here.


    Only a few of the kids noticed when Wade came through.


    Wade saw most of them were sleeping despite the noise. The adults couldn’t do that. Kids weren’t bothered by noise in the same ways.


    Amy opened her eyes. She was in her cot. “Have you got my dollies?”


    Wade stopped. “I haven’t seen them.”


    Amy’s lids shut as sleep pulled her down. “Someone took my dollies.”


    Wade didn’t promise to replace them like he might have with one of her other toys. The lifelike twin dolls had been unique in this camp. He hoped they were found in a laundry bag.


    Dog peered up at him from the floor under Amy’s cot.


    Wade liked it that the wolf was with the kids. They were safer while Dog was on duty.


    Wade stopped at the small table where Cody and Cate were coloring. The twins were at a table alone so they couldn’t fight with the others. It bothered Wade that they weren’t adjusting as well as they needed to.


    Cody was sporting a bruise on his cheek and a split lip. He kept glancing over at the cot where Amy was. Wade felt bad for the boy, but he didn’t let it show. “What did you learn from that encounter?”


    Cody’s grip tightened on the blue crayon. “Some people don’t want a king.”


    Wade waited.


    Cody frowned up at him. “Or maybe they just don’t want me as a king.”


    Wade used a gentle tone. “People don’t want rulers at all, Cody. They want a good leader.”


    Cody’s face squeezed together. “But I am good. Amy was nice to me before. I don’t understand.”


    Cate snatched the blue crayon from her brother’s hand. “Amy doesn’t like me. She believes you’ll give me power over her.”


    Cody nodded. “I will.”


    Cate smirked at her brother. “I know.”


    Wade frowned. “People won’t like that. They only want the leaders they pick.”


    Cate looked up this time. “My dad is a leader here and they didn’t pick him.”


    “Yes, and we aren’t the least bit happy about it, kiddo.” Wade swept their drawings and recognized the protection pictures. “Do we need those?”


    Cate resumed coloring. “It was Cody’s idea.”


    Cody snatched the blue crayon from her hand. “I don’t know where they go yet.”


    Wade felt danger enter the air. “Are we about to have another problem?”


    Cody wasn’t sure. “I think I’m just being careful, like my dad would be.”


    Wade was relieved. I’m not ready for more trouble yet. “Do you guys need anything?”


    Cate took a chance. “Can you make the alpha go get my daddy?”


    Wade felt her pain. He hated denying the girl. “I’m sorry. No. Is there something you guys need that I can give you?”


    “No.”


    “Nope.”


    Wade moved on, but he was bothered by the simple encounter.


    He passed by the bathroom area without breathing deeply. Port-Os with giant buckets and vents were keeping the smells down while the digging crew continued to clear room for their septic system, but it still wasn’t pleasant. He lowered the curtain between areas and checked on their injured people next.


    He strolled by the sleeping patients and entered the living area.


    Camp members and guards glanced up in concern. Candy stiffened on the cot by the heater. She’d come here for the warmth. Her back was hurting and she kept getting chills.


    Wade realized his expression was causing them to worry. He kept walking. He didn’t feel like conversing. The constant music was giving him a headache and he was tired. I’ll be glad when this party is over. I hate being away from Samantha and the kids.


    Wade hoped Neil was having fun, though. A lot of their people needed this break from always following the rules and trying to be perfect.


    Wade went to the gaming area to check on Sadie and the others. He didn’t believe there would be problems even though she was the only female among that group, but he refused to take chances.


    Back in the kids’ area, Cate yawned widely. “Bed now.”


    “Okay. We’ll finish these in the morning and take them with us.” Cody climbed from the chair and went to the cots that were waiting for them.


    Cate held the blanket so Cody could crawl into bed. She kissed his cheek and covered him up. “I’d want you as my king even if you go all bad.”


    “Thank you.” Cody shut his eyes.


    Cate crawled into her own cot and tugged up the covers. “I wish Daddy was here.”


    Cody yawned. “Me, too.”


    “Do you think we can go get him on our own?”


    Cody snuggled into the cot. “We don’t need to. After tomorrow, things will move faster again.”


    Cate tried to focus through the sleepiness invading her body and brain. “What does that mean?”


    Cody fell asleep before he could answer.


    Cate settled into the bed and ducked under the covers. No dreams tonight. No dreams tonight. She fell into a deep slumber and stayed there as the music continued to pound through the ground above them.
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    “Should I make them turn it down?” Adrian was handling security now. Most of the Eagles were too trashed to walk, let alone do guard duty. Only the few who’d volunteered to stay sober were still patrolling the edges of the sprawling party.


    Angela checked her watch. It was 3 a.m. Dawn was a short few hours away. She scanned the crowd around them.


    Dozens of men and women were still drinking and dancing. The rest were in the tent, the barn, or passed out in the mud. She nodded. “Pass the word that we’re almost done. Then point out the snacks. They need to eat a little or we’ll have a lot more puke to clean up.”


    Adrian went to handle it.


    Angela swept those closest to her, judging their happiness. The mood was good and a lot calmer now. This event had given her a lot of progress on her plans. She was pleased with most of it. Letting them have this outlet now while she could oversee it had been a good idea. In a few months, when she wouldn’t be as mobile, Adrian would cover it and Neil would be his right hand.


    Angela resumed dancing in the center, drawing a small cheer from those who’d noticed her withdrawal. They shifted closer again, slick, muddy bodies encouraging her to join in like she had earlier.


    The sky opened up with yet another spat of cold rain, soaking the dancers.


    Angela lifted her arms and welcomed it. She always felt hot now. She’d been horny in her last pregnancy. This time, she was putting off too much heat. The cold rain felt wonderful on her skin.


    Adrian came back through the dancers, frowning. It wasn’t safe for her to be without protection now.


    Descendants scowled at him with bright red eyes.


    Adrian didn’t back down. The other dancers thought they were guarding her, but it would only take one bump and fall for her to be hurt. The mud was up to their ankles in places.


    Angela rotated toward him. Her eyes were also bright red. “I have three hours left!”


    Adrian gave in, letting go of his worry.


    Angela surprised them both by tossing an arm around his neck. She lifted a brow.


    Adrian wasn’t stupid. He stepped closer and let the music carry them both away.


    Conner observed them from the flap of the muddy, stinking tent. It was impossible to miss the sparks, but it wasn’t as sexual as he’d expected. He could tell Angela was holding back.


    Conner assumed she was giving his dad this time because of her guilt. Conner didn’t regret his outburst. It had already helped his dad. People had been nicer to him all night, and he’d been included. Now, Angela was giving him a little of the attention he longed for. So far, his plan had gone perfectly. Getting my ass beat by Neil was worth it. All that’s left is for them to sleep together.


    Conner yawned, yearning for that vision of the future. They were meant to be together and build a world where people were safe and happy. I’m sorry, Marc, but I hope you don’t come back.


    Conner wasn’t the only one to think that as they watched the dancing leaders. For that one moment, it was almost possible.


    “You really are a sneaky little shit.” Terry grinned to show he wasn’t pissed as Conner turned around.


    Conner laughed at the tired medic. “Shhh.”


    He led Terry further into the tent so Angela didn’t hear them. “As soon as I figured out what the Eagles were trying to do, I started helping.”


    Terry frowned in confusion. “What are the Eagles doing?”


    Conner realized the medic didn’t know. “They’re putting Angela and my dad together and letting nature take its course.”


    “So you’re not really mad at Neil?”


    Conner’s eyes lit up.


    Terry understood. “Oh, great. Another conniver who likes a twofer.”


    Conner indicated the other sleeping, snoring, dreaming people in the tent. “Why haven’t you crashed yet?”


    “Since I’m not drinking, I promised the Eagles I’d make sure the boss made it to Adrian’s shack.” Terry had been honored to be asked because he was a normal.


    Conner denied that. “I’d get a spot ready in this tent. They’ll dogpile when they crash.”


    “Dogpile? As in all of them sleeping on top of each other?”


    “Yes.” Conner didn’t tell the man that’s how most descendant families slept. Separating, even by one room, was often too much to keep them together.


    Terry took his word for it. He went to clear out the center chairs and stools. It was the only place that didn’t have people or puke.


    Conner took the unobserved moment to pretend it was his mom in Adrian’s arms and not the woman he’d replaced her with.


     


     


    4


    Grant woke up with a pounding headache and a spinning stomach. Bright sunlight struck his face and tipped the scales. He sat up, hand covering his mouth.


    Ray handed him a bucket.


    Grant emptied his guts, groaning.


    Ray waited patiently, holding a towel and a clean shirt. He’d known how this morning would start.


    Grant wiped his mouth. “Where are we?”


    “Adrian’s shack.” Ray hadn’t taken them below into Adrian’s tiny bunker. Getting Grant this far had been hard enough.


    Grant took the clean shirt, not asking why he wasn’t wearing one. He groaned again as his head spun. “What happened to me?”


    Ray didn’t want to tell him, but there was no way he wouldn’t find out. “Jonny’s dead. You were covered in his blood.”


    Grant stiffened as a memory filled itself in. “He was touching me. I kept saying no…”


    Ray’s fury flared back to life. “He tried to rape you. He’s dead now.”


    Grant was horrified and humiliated. “I only had two beers!”


    “We think he drugged you.” Ray took the bucket outside and dumped it.


    Grant didn’t have control of his emotions. He fought tears. “I got him killed.”


    Ray came back to the doorway of the shack. “He got himself killed. You didn’t do anything wrong.” Ray was upset that Grant hadn’t been more careful, but now wasn’t the time for a lecture.


    Grant was devastated. “I didn’t think he was like that. He’s been a good friend.”


    “No. He was a hunter biding his time.” Ray took the dirty towel and tossed it into the cold fire pit in front of Adrian’s shack. “Angela handled it in front of everyone. It won’t happen again for a long time.”


    Grant was relieved that Ray hadn’t been the one to do it. Tears of shame clouded his vision. “I’m so sorry!”


    Ray came over and held the man while he cried. “Shhh. It’s okay. You’re okay.”


    Grant held onto Ray and sobbed. “I’ve lost it all!”


    Ray realized Grant was worried about his place in camp and in the Eagles. “No, sweetheart, you didn’t. Jonny tried to take advantage of you. There’s nothing to be ashamed of.”


    “Men don’t get raped!”


    Ray snorted softly. “That’s like saying only little girls get molested. It just isn’t true.”


    Grant slowly recovered. He wiped his face on the clean shirt.


    Ray handed him a bottle of water and the bottle of aspirin from his pocket. “When you feel better, we’ll get you to the ship so you can shower and eat something.”


    Grant grimaced. “I don’t want to face anyone.”


    “Most people are still in town or under it. Only the top deck guards will see us.”


    Grant nodded, then held his head as pain went through it. “I feel like shit.”


    “Yeah, being drugged will do that.” Ray helped Grant to his feet. “Come on. We’ll stop by the medical bay so Tonya can check you out.”


    Grant let Ray lead him out into the bright morning sun. “I’m never drinking again.”


    Ray chuckled. “Okay.”


    Grant didn’t laugh. “I mean it. From now on, the only alcohol I’ll drink is a toast at our wedding.”


    Ray knew this wasn’t the best time for what he’d been stewing on all night. He brought it up anyway. “About the wedding… Would you like to get married in a few weeks?”


    Grant staggered down the steps. “I would.” He leaned over the fire pit.


    Ray listened to him vomit while making plans. Seeing Jonny’s obsession so clearly last night had convinced him it was okay to get married. If Jonny thought he could get away with raping a man in front of everyone, then a gay marriage isn’t going to cause shock. We can be happy now. Angela had paved that path with blood when she bit into Jonny’s neck.
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    “Shift change! Open up!” Morgan stomped on the muddy hatch in Eagle code. He scanned the town while he waited. Things had clearly gotten wild. There was trash, blood, mud, and vomit from one end of town to the other.


    Morgan scanned Jonny’s stiff corpse. Lying next to the barn, it looked like part of his head had been ripped off. But there’s only one body, so it could have been worse.


    Morgan saw Jeff. He was in a chair by the cage and hunched over, but his eyes were also on the body. “What did he do?”


    Jeff didn’t answer.


    Morgan assumed Jeff was too hungover or maybe even still drunk.


    The hatch opened.


    Kimmie climbed out, shoving him out of her way.


    Morgan watched her run to Jeff and hug him. Must have been rougher than I thought. Morgan went down the ladder.


    Kimmie held onto Jeff. “It’s okay. You’ll be okay.”


    Jeff didn’t look away from the body. He’d been staring at it for hours. “I can’t stay here anymore.”


    Kimmie’s smile lit up her face. “Really?”


    Her sudden mood change drew Jeff’s attention. “You want to leave?”


    “Too many rules.” Kimmie looked at the body and quickly glanced away. “Too much death. It was better before we came here.”


    “Even though we were being chased by horrible people and you were hurt?”


    Kimmie shrugged. “At least out there we could be ourselves.”


    Jeff had been stewing on what to do with the girl. “You’d be safer here.”


    Kimmie hugged him again. “Don’t leave me! I’m a big girl. I can help you!”


    Jeff faced something everyone else had worried about. “What if I’m not good for you?”


    Kimmie touched his face. “You’re my dad now. Why wouldn’t I be safe with you?”


    Jeff examined that and found it a perfect fit. That’s why we bonded so hard! We’re a family.


    Kimmie settled on his knee. “You’re not bad. It’s this place.” Her eyes went over the tent where 100 descendants were sleeping and snoring. “And these people.”


    Jeff had been telling himself that for months now. “It’ll be hard out there. And I can’t promise you won’t be hurt or taken again. I’m only one person.”


    “I’m not scared of out there.”


    Jeff leaned his head against hers, heart calming. “What are you afraid of?”


    Kimmie shivered. “Turning into one of them.”


    Hearing his biggest fear spoken aloud made up Jeff’s mind. “I’ll talk to someone about a boat.”


    Kimmie shook her head. “They won’t let us leave together. They believe you’re bad. That’s why you think it.”


    Jeff stared at her, stunned. “Is that true?”


    “You didn’t feel bad until we joined Safe Haven.” Kimmie stood up. “We should just leave right now.”


    “We don’t have any gear, even if I steal a ship.”


    “It’s not stealing. It’s our share of the supplies.”


    “Supplies.” Jeff remembered the island drops. “We could collect supplies from Henderson Island on our way back to the mainland...”


    Kimmie kept her voice low so her excitement didn’t wake anyone who would stop them. “Let’s do it. Right now.”


    Jeff thought about staying and trying again to fit in.


    His eyes went back to Jonny’s body. Something snapped. “Okay.”


    He stood up. “Go to our cabin. We’ll pack and slip out while they’re all recovering.”


    Kimmie grabbed his muddy hand and skipped alongside him. “I can be ready in five minutes.”


    “Impressive.”


    “I never unpacked, so I just need to add a couple things to my kit.”


    Jeff was stunned again. “I didn’t unpack either.”


    The pair walked calmly toward the cruise ship, both feeling better than they had in a long time.
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    In the tent, Adrian looked down at Angela.


    Angela shook her head against his bare chest. “Let them go and good luck to them.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes. Safe Haven is supposed to be a place of light and safety. If they don’t view it that way, holding them here is wrong.”


    Adrian wasn’t sure that was the right choice.


    Angela was. “We’ll see them again.”


    “You think?”


    “Yes. In three years.” She lifted her head. Her damp, wild curls fell over his scarred skin. “Have you made your choice?”


    He snorted softly. “Like there was ever a doubt. I’ll do whatever you want. You know that.”


    “Yes, I do.”


    Adrian shut his eyes as she snuggled closer. The feel of her lying on his half-naked body was amazing. “Thank you for last night.”


    She chuckled. “It’s still last night.”


    Adrian rubbed her bare arms. “What happens when Marc comes home?”


    Angela stretched against his hard body, nerves lighting up with need. “Let me worry about that.”


    “Okay.” Adrian held her close and let sleep drag him back under.


    Angela stayed awake, feeling their embrace and the cool morning air. People were piled all around them in the tent. It looked like a bunch of muddy dogs that needed a bath. Smells like it, too.


    Angela thought about the coming day and shuddered.


    Adrian’s arms tightened around her.


    Angela let herself take another 10 minutes right there, where she was happy for the first time in ages. Not even Marc makes me feel this way anymore. I understand why Jeff’s leaving. We can’t be ourselves here.


    She shut her eyes. But I’m not running from this challenge or any other. This is my camp and I’ll rule it until I die.
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    “People died last night.” Ralph sipped his cooling coffee and kept his voice down. He’d heard returning guards discussing it. “They were all normals.”


    Sherman wasn’t surprised. He stirred powdered creamer into his mug. No one else was out and about yet on the normals deck. Morning noises came from a few of the cabins, but not many. “All descendant parties are like that. They’ll say there was a good reason. I think they just like killing our kind.”


    Ralph and Sherman went to a table in the far corner of the lounge. Both men were fully dressed despite the early hour. Neither of them was sleeping much right now. The nightmares from the mission team were enough to make them glad of it.


    “I started spreading the truth last night. It didn’t do much. Jennifer’s converts got to them first.” Sherman stared through the window at the island. “We may need to do something more drastic than just talking.”


    Ralph heard steps. He waited for them to go by the hall door. He frowned upon seeing Jeff and Kimmie. “They’re all starting to come back onboard. We need to be careful.”


    Monica went by next. She didn’t look through the window.


    “She’s like us.” Sherman had been watching everyone. He knew who they were and what they were capable of. “We can try reaching them one at a time.”


    Daisey came from their cabin. She saw Ralph talking to Sherman. Anger filled her with adrenaline and determination.


    Ralph smiled at her as she stomped over. “Good morning.”


    “No, it’s not!” Daisey put her hand on her hip. “You listen to me. If you don’t stop this right now, I’m leaving you.”


    Ralph’s heart clenched. He sat his cup on the table. “What?”


    “I’ll divorce you if you rock this boat again. They already know you two are a problem. I’m not going down with you.”


    “Be quieter!” Sherman glanced around for witnesses.


    Daisey ignored him to play her trump card. “Do you want to be alone again, with just your sons?”


    Ralph flashed back to right after the war, before they’d joined Safe Haven. His middle-aged sons had been useless in the apocalypse. They were only trained for office work. Even now, they were stockboys and pencil pushers instead of Eagles. He barely spent any time with them these days because he was ashamed of his parenting. I should have taught them to be stronger.


    Daisey knew what he was thinking. She’d planned this conversation around it. “Those boys love you. If you get banished, they’ll go with you. What happens to them then?”


    In all his worries, Ralph had forgotten the loyalty of his kids. Daisey was right. They would follow. “I won’t be able to keep them alive.”


    “Keep your voices down!” Sherman scanned again to determine if anyone was listening.


    Daisey turned on Sherman. “Oh, shut up! I’ll turn you over to the enforcer and ask for removal. Don’t mess with me!”


    Sherman shut up.


    Ralph tried to reason with her. “They’re killing people on our side. We have to do something.”


    “What you can do is not pick a side at all! Stop this right now. All it will take is one more murder or kidnapping and this camp will tear us apart. We’ll lose everything.”


    Ralph couldn’t take her anger, but the tears starting to roll over her puffy cheeks hurt him. He made his choice to stand with her, even if it cost both their lives. “Okay. Please don’t cry.”


    Sherman didn’t have any family here. “I’ve got nothing to lose except my life to slavery. You two do what you want. I’ll do the same.” He stood up, taking his mug. “Excuse me.”


    Daisey watched him leave. “He’s trouble.”


    Ralph was ashamed. “I twisted him up. He’s not wrong, though. We’re in danger every second that we stay here.”


    “No, we’re not! You’ve been brainwashed into thinking that, but this is a very safe place. And we’re loved. Even in the old world, we wouldn’t have been because we’re older. They respect us here and they care for us. Don’t take that away from me. Please.”


    Ralph surrounded her with his arms and gave in. “I’m with you. We’ll stay and do what we’re told. Hell, how bad can it be?”


    “Stop it.” Daisey gave him her full feelings now that they were alone. “It’s easy work when we don’t rock the boat. We get to help rebuild our country, and we’re together. We don’t need to be involved in making laws and politics. We can just go with the flow. It’s gotten us this far. I trust fate to keep protecting our kind.”


    “I can’t stay out of the politics.”


    “Why not?!”


    Ralph sighed. “I’m on the council.”


    Daisey gestured at the shocked people coming from their cabins. “Not anymore. That’s supposed to be a secret. If you don’t remove yourself, the boss will do it for you.”
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    “Hey.” Dace joined Charlie at the front top deck guard post. “Have you seen Chad or Rico?”


    “No.” Charlie finished his scan of the beach. “Late for their shifts?”


    “Rico didn’t report at all last night and Chad hasn’t been seen since midnight.”


    Charlie rotated toward the ramp, frowning. “Chad’s probably sleeping off a drunk in a closet. Rico, I don’t know about. Have you alerted the point man?”


    Dace nodded. “I also posted a couple of notes. I’m doing another round of the ship and then I’m calling for a search. We can’t have the new people roaming free.”


    Charlie jerked a thumb. “Maybe they’re both on the island. They might have snuck over.”


    Dace had already thought of that. “Morgan has duty over the tunnel bunker now. He’s checking on it.”


    “Good. Do your last search and report to the point man. I’ll let the boss know there might be a problem.”


    Dace scowled. “Don’t put it like that. Things are calm again. We don’t want that fire brought back to life.”


    “Fair enough.” Charlie keyed his radio. “Sorry, folks. Eagle duty just got bumped up by two hours. We need you to cover open shifts. Please report to your next duty post as soon as possible.”


    Dace caught on quickly. “I’ll let them know as I hit each deck.”


    “Yep. And don’t forget to check those closets.”


    “I won’t. Should I tell Samantha to go to her cabin until we’re done?”


    Charlie’s gut rolled over. “What?”


    “She’s still in the garden.” Dace frowned slightly. “At least, the babies are. They’re sleeping in the stroller. I assume she’s in there too behind the plants or something.” Dace went to the rear deck to start there and give people time to report for duty.


    Charlie connected to the hive. He didn’t try to hide his concern. We have two people unaccounted for. Chad and Rico haven’t been seen since last night. Please advise.


    Morgan answered, I’m searching the tunnels. Standby.


    Charlie resumed his scans and rotations. He smiled at people going by and even laughed at birds playing in the surf, but his mind stayed on the lurker. Whoever was out there was waiting for the right moment and they had unlimited patience. That was bad. Patient killers were more likely to be good at achieving their goals.


    But who are they after? Charlie ran through the traps they’d set using leadership and kids as bait. Angela and Adrian had insisted, and the traps had been based around the safety of the possible targets, but the den mothers had hated every second. It had been a relief when nothing happened. It’s also another concern. They’re not just patient; they’re smart


     Charlie scanned the bridge.


    Jennifer nodded at him and resumed her own scans. She had napped on the office couch and gotten back up with the sun. She’d carried a bad feeling since waking.


    The ocean was once again calm, with beautiful blue and green waves that rocked the ship, but it wasn’t soothing this time. Each wave mocked her. I’ve missed something. That’s the only answer for feeling this way.


    The guard in the bridge behind Jennifer gestured. All clear here.


    Charlie gave the scarred woman a nod. It was good to have Hannah back on duty. It was her first full shift since the explosion. No one had thought she would survive. The healing power of their medics was astounding.


    Jennifer agreed. Tobias and Charlie were handling anything that came their way, with Conner, Tonya, Morgan, and Terry backing them up. Terry wasn’t a magic medic, but he was still a gifted healer who they’d all accepted would one day be like them. Jennifer assumed Angela would share her gifts, like she had with Greg and Shawn.


    Jennifer stopped her mind from taking that path. Thinking about the missing mission team was a bad idea while she was on duty. “May you all come home alive and unharmed.”


    Charlie echoed that sentiment, even for Kenn. He liked Tonya. It would crush her to lose the Marine.


    Hannah stepped to the bridge doorway to do a sweep in that direction.


    The red light above the elevator clicked to green as she walked away.


    A bloody man stepped out and moved toward Jennifer.
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    “Good morning.”


    Wade yawned. “If you say so.”


    Morgan chuckled. “Long night?” He didn’t hear many people awake down here either. The tent above them had been radiating snores from every direction. These tunnels were much the same. He didn’t even hear kids up yet, playing without supervision.


    “Considering I’ve been up for 20 hours now, yes.” Wade was just glad the music had finally stopped. He listened to the birds through the tunnel walls and was glad he wasn’t up there yet where the noise would ring through his brain. It felt like he was hungover. Neil enjoyed it and I feel it. How is that fair?


    Morgan handed him the morning folder. “We have a couple missing people from the ship. We think they snuck off to join the party.”


    Wade pulled the folder closer. “I’ll do a search up there for them as I go to the ship. The only people down here are those on the list Angela gave me yesterday.”


    Morgan was sure that was true. Wade clearly hadn’t been drinking and he was a good point man for any location. “I’m doing my first walk-through. Call me if you need me.”


    Wade tiredly scanned the short list. “Rico. Chad.” He frowned. “I don’t know about Rico, but it’s odd for Chad. He’s always on time.”


    Stanley laughed from his post over the hatch. “That’s funny.”


    Wade yawned. “What do you mean? He is always on time.”


    Stanley gestured. “I mean the name pun.”


    “What?”


    “Chad’s last name is Time.”


    Wade’s fuzzy mind showed him another camp member who’d had that last name. “Shit!”


    He hurried to the folder he’d brought along but hadn’t worked on. He scattered the papers across the table and grabbed the list. “Chad Allen Time. Alive and here. Not a descendant.”


    He checked Neil’s list. “Don’t be there. Don’t be there.” He already knew it was. “Christopher Allen Time. Deceased. Descendant with an animal gift and a talent for murder.”


    It’s his son. And there’s only one reason for him to be here without anyone knowing. “He’s our lurker.” Wade dropped the papers, mind spinning. “Why would he do that? What would he want?”


    Revenge immediately came to mind. Wade recalled who had killed Chris. His stomach lurched.


    Check on Samantha?! Wade’s mental call jarred the hive, but he didn’t get an answer from Sam, saying she was fine, to stop yelling.


    Wade grabbed his radio as he ran to the hatch. “Check on Samantha!”


    Stanley didn’t know what was happening. “Who’s Christopher Time?”


    Morgan had returned at the shouting. “He was our veterinarian, until Samantha executed him for being a serial killer.”


    Wade lunged up the ladder, shouting mentally and through his radio. “Neil! Sam might be in trouble! Neil, wake up! I need you!”
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    Samantha knew she was in trouble before she woke up. The sense of danger followed her into alertness, making her stomach cramp.


    She opened her eyes, blinking away crusty tears. Was I crying?


    “Ah. You’re awake. Great. I’ll be right down.”


    Samantha recognized Chad’s voice through the speaker on the camera, but she didn’t understand the anger in it. She slowly sat up on the bunk.


    Sam looked around the bare room, stomach cramping again. “Where am I?”


    The room had been emptied of everything except a small desk and this cell. Sam couldn’t view through the filthy porthole, but she could feel the ship sailing through the water. We’re moving!


    The sound of babies crying echoed faintly. Sam recognized it, but her thoughts wouldn’t come together.


    The small room was caged in. Her brain woke another level. “I’m in a cell!”


    Sam tried to connect to the hive. Neil? Wade?


    There was no answer.


    Samantha reached for her gun and found her belts gone. Even her boot knife was missing, as were her boots. The jeans and short-sleeved top were the same ones she’d had on when she went to work in the garden.


    Samantha tried again, reaching out to Angela this time.


    Where is everyone?! Samantha groaned as pain flared along her neck. She caught a flash of being hit. “It was Chad. Chad hit me.”


    Samantha connected that to the cell and began to understand she was a captive. Not for long.


    Sam got ready to blast the cell open. As soon as her witch returned, all hell would break loose.


    The blue and white UN walls mocked her courage.


    Footsteps echoed outside the room. She tensed as evil washed over her in a breathtaking wave. He hates me.


    Chad’s face appeared in the barred window. His grin widened like a hungry wolf. “Hiya! Miss me?”


    The sound of her sons crying echoed loudly through the hallway.


    I’m going to kill him slowly!


    Chad still had on his Eagle gear. It infuriated Samantha. She gathered energy to fire on him.


    Chad opened the door and stuck one hand in his pocket. The other held up a familiar object as the crying babies went quiet. “Before you try to blow me away...”


    Sam saw the diaper bag in his grip. Her heart dropped into her boots as her mind finally connected the pieces. I thought he left them in the garden, but he must have gone back for them. “Where are they?!”


    Chad set the diaper bag on the small desk and perched next to it. “It was too hard to carry their baby seats, but they fit perfectly in this bag.”


    Sam studied the shapes of her children, not discerning any movement. The tip of a hand was showing above the edge of the bag, along with the missing yellow blanket, but that was all she could see. “Please don’t hurt them. Please.”


    “I won’t.” His smile vanished. “Unless you resist and then they’ll go overboard.”


    Sam glared, shoulders shaking with fear and anger. “I’ll kill you for this.”


    “You have a habit of killing. That’s why you’re in there.”


    Samantha tried to think straight, but panic was starting to set in. Neil! Wade! Angela!


    Chad knew she was trying to connect to the others. He laughed at her. “We’re miles from that island, Sam. They can’t hear you.”


    Samantha felt her witch return as her system began clearing out the drugs. In a few minutes, I’m going to kill him. First, I need the key to this cell. “Why are you doing this? I thought we were friends!”


    “I almost didn’t. Safe Haven’s light was cleaning me, erasing the darkness from my past.” He glared angrily. “But your mates kept working on that damn list! I ran out of time.”


    He laughed crazily as his mood flipped. “It’s good that Jennifer screwed up and patrolled the ship at exactly the same time each hour. I might have had to take you from your bed if not for that.” He laughed again.


    Samantha assumed Chad was in the later stages of rage illness. “It’s not your fault, Chad. You’re sick. I can help you.”


    “Yes, you can, and you will.” He pulled a syringe from his pocket and slid it across the floor. It went under the lowest cell bar and hit Samantha’s foot. “Take that.”


    “What is it?”


    “Just something to keep you under control.”


    “You have my babies. You don’t need it.”


    “Take it right now!”


    Chad’s shout was terrifying. Sam still refused. “No.”


    Chad started to pick up the diaper bag. “I wonder if babies float at all?” He shrugged. “Guess I’ll find out. I hope the drugs I gave them won’t stop you from feeling them die.”


    “No! Wait!” Samantha scrambled for the syringe. “I’m taking it!”


    Chad watched as she injected herself. He’d almost done it when he took her from the cruise ship, but he’d decided this way was better. He wanted her to know everything that was happening.


    “Why are you doing this?” Samantha felt the drugs hit her empty stomach like a rock. She fought not to gag.


    “Yes, let’s talk about that.” Chad returned to his perch on the desk. “You know my father.”


    Sam frowned through the nausea. “I didn’t know you had family in Safe Haven.”


    “You don’t know a lot, but we’ll cover it.” Chad gave her a charming smile. “Your vet was also a Vet. But it wasn’t enough to stop you from blowing his brains out.”


    Samantha froze. “Chris.”


    Chad nodded savagely. “You killed my father.”


    Samantha tried to think of something to say, but nothing would erase the hatred in Chad’s eyes. She grabbed onto the only thing that came to her scared mind. “You’re not like him, Chad. He was a killer. You haven’t done anything wrong yet. Just let me go.”


    “My father was a hero! He removed scum from the earth all his life!”


    Samantha trembled at the madness in his voice.


    Chad noticed and enjoyed it. “My dad joined back in Utah. I made it home to find out he’d left. I tracked him to Safe Haven mountain and then the trail went cold. There was no way into you guys at that point. You had stopped taking refugees. I was one of the last few people allowed in while you were camped on the beach, stocking the ship. It took me weeks to find out what had happened, but you know how Eagles like to drink and talk. I acted drunk and they spilled their guts.” He glared. “Imagine my shock when I found out who killed my father.”


    Samantha knew not to speak now. The madman was enjoying telling his story. Interrupting that mental play would only bring her pain.


    Chad frowned through his sore lip. Humiliation still covered him like a coat. Everyone knew Stanley had put him down and he hadn’t fought back. If he had, he would have revealed his fighting skills. “Do you have any idea how hard it was to act like a rookie and a harmless idiot? I almost couldn’t do it. I let my gun skills be known. I hoped they would put me on duty over the boss. It’s good for her and you that they didn’t. I wouldn’t have missed those two shots. I’m a Navy Seal!” He glared again. “Like my father was.”


    Samantha was shocked again. “I didn’t know Chris was military.”


    “That’s because you never tried to figure out what made him tick. You didn’t care about him.” Chad’s delighted rage increased. “He was a POW for years. When he finally came home, he taught me everything he knew–including how to kill an enemy in gruesome ways.”


    Now Samantha tried to buy time with her response. “Why didn’t you act sooner?”


    He gestured at the diaper bag. “You were pregnant. Then the radiation sickness hit and I realized Angela was the real power. You killed Chris because she gave you the order.” His crazy eyes dilated. “She trusted you to remove a man who’d murdered dozens of people and gotten away with it. Until the war. Until you.”


    Samantha felt the fresh drugs trying to rob her of her gifts again. I can’t wait for a key. I’ll have to take him out now and hope we’re rescued. “You’ve been on duty around me plenty of times since the birth. Why did you wait?”


    “I needed time to form a plan that would work. A lot of schemes have been tried on Safe Haven and only a couple of them had any effect.”


    “Still, you waited a long time.”


    “Angela recovered from her miscarriage. Charlie is almost grown. Neither of those losses would stop her or damage her. Vlad didn’t think it through. He should have let her deliver and get fully bonded first. That would have killed her and destroyed your camp.” Chad walked away from the diaper bag, glancing out the small window.


    Sam blasted her strongest spell toward him before the drugs took complete control.


    The spell immediately rebounded and slammed into her chest.


    Samantha hit the ground, gasping for air as pain lit up her nerves and brought tears.


    Chad had spun around as she fired. He laughed cruelly again and reached for the diaper bag.


    Samantha’s terror brought adrenaline and panic. “Please, don’t hurt them! I did it. It was even my idea. The babies have nothing to–”


    Chad drew his knife, stopping her pleading.


    He began cleaning his fingernail. “That’s why, Samantha. You’ll do anything I want to keep them safe.” He grinned widely at her. “Right?”


    She swallowed the awful taste of slavery without hesitation. “Yes. How long do you want this atonement to last?”


    Chad went back to work on his nail. “Three days.”


    She stared suspiciously. “That’s it?” She had been expecting years. I can do this to protect my babies. Melvin and Henry lasted three times that long before I killed them.


    “Yes. When the time’s up, I’ll call Neil to come get your boys. I don’t want to hurt them. They’re actually cute.”


    Samantha swallowed again. It was harder to get by the lump in her throat this time. “And me?”


    Chad leered cruelly, going from her head to her feet. “If you survive, you can’t go home. The kids can, but you’re banned from enjoying any future with them.”


    “I don’t…” She got it all at once. “I have to give them up.”


    Chad put away his knife. “Make it official so the fun can start. I’ve waited a long time for these three days. My patience is almost gone.”


    Samantha studied the diaper bag, heart breaking while sweat broke out on her neck and dripped down her spine. “If I say no?”


    “I’ll kill them in front of you and do what I want anyway, but there’s no way you’ll survive.” He tapped his watch. “Ten seconds. Possible life or immediate death? The choice is yours.”


    Samantha stopped stalling. She nodded in terror as her heart thumped painfully. “I agree to your forced terms, on one condition.”


    “What?”


    “If you hurt my kids in any way, you’re cursed and it can never be removed.”


    Chad shrugged, standing. “Don’t care about curses or even living past these few days, truthfully. I agree. Now make it official!”


    Samantha couldn’t use her gifts now, but that wasn’t needed for this. All she had to do was speak it. “We have a bond in place. I’ll honor it.”


    Chad grinned as old magic swirled through the air and settled over both of them. “Perfect.”


    He marched toward her with eager green eyes.


    Samantha fled into her mind, whimpering. She knew this would be bad.


    Chad unlocked the cell door and tossed the keys onto the desk. “What part of your body do you like the most?”


    Samantha’s hand automatically came up to her hair as she retreated against the wall.


    Chad lunged forward and trapped her with his body. He tangled his hand in her thick tresses and began ripping them out while she screamed.
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    Jennifer rotated as the elevator opened. She saw the bloody man first. “Rico?”


    The guards noticed and reached for their weapons.


    Jennifer connected to his mind automatically and found a powerful descendant. “You’re the lurker!”


    She slid in front of him and brought up her shield just as Hannah fired her gun.


    The shield deflected the bullet. It slammed into the bridge wall and stuck there.


    Guards and hungover Eagles in town took off running toward the beach at the sound of a gunshot.


    Rico tried to catch himself on the wall and smeared blood down it as he fell.


    Jennifer kept her shield up and dug into Rico’s mind while the other guards flooded into the bridge, shouting threats.


    “Took her.” Rico staggered to his knees. “Gone.”


    “Who’s gone? What happened to you?”


    Rico tried to stay conscious. “He took her. Samantha’s gone.”


    Fear filled Jennifer’s mind.


    Rico collapsed at her boots.


    She lowered her shield and grabbed her radio. “Medic to the bridge!”


    Dace and Charlie disarmed the beaten man while Jennifer ran down the steps. “Search the ship! Find Samantha!”


    Wade’s frantic voice came over the radio. “Check on Samantha! She’s in danger!”


    Guards all over the ship ran toward the garden or the descendant deck.


    More people on the island began waking to the changed mood. Groans and rocking stomachs were ignored as Eagles grabbed the little gear they’d brought and stumbled toward the ship to help.


    Dace and Charlie stayed next to Rico. The man had been badly beaten. It was a wonder that he’d made it up here.


    Rico rested his swollen cheek on the cool floor. “It’s ticking. The closet is ticking.”


    Dace’s heart thumped. “Explosives?” He grabbed Rico’s arm. “Are there explosives on this ship?!”


    Rico passed out, slumping to the floor.


    Dace let go and ran out of the bridge. “Evacuate! We have to evacuate!”


    People flooded the ship, not hearing the order.


    Angela made it onto the ship in the first rush. She passed the bridge and ran down the ramp. “Check the closets. Do not open any bags you find. Mark those doors.”


    The thoughts from Rico implied there were bombs all over the ship. Searching for them was a huge risk, but she didn’t have a choice. We need this ship. It provided all of their power and water. The land setups weren’t even close to being ready.


    Adrian stayed at her side and followed her down to the cargo deck.


    “We have two unaccompanied minors in the garden!”


    Jennifer’s radio call made Angela angry. “Say that again.”


    “Samantha’s twins are here, Boss, but she isn’t.”


    No one knew how long the kids had been there, alone. They could hear the boys crying in the background of Jennifer’s call.


    “Get them to the beach, then help evac the med bay. Everyone else needs to search the closets. Don’t open any bags or boxes, just listen for noise.” Angela kept going to the cargo deck.


    Wade and a very hungover Neil flew by them and jumped the steps to the garden area.


    Adrian followed Angela, not sure why she was going to the cargo deck.


    “It’s the only way someone could have gotten off this ship without the guards knowing.”


    Angela slid down the rail and was struck by memories of doing this the night of the fire. We might be about to repeat that, body. Try to get ready for it.


    Angela’s witch began shoring up her bodily systems. She also stayed ready to flee. It’s how things worked for their kind.


    Angela ran into the cargo hold. She could already feel a draft that said her suspicions were correct. “Damn it! We didn’t fix the sensor light!” She stared at the open ocean behind the ship. Water was sloshing lightly over the floor, soaking the bits of gear it could reach.


    The cargo rooms were still full of supplies and crates, but Angela didn’t need to search through them. She pointed at a row of recreational boats and paddles. “There’s a canoe missing from that wall.”


    Adrian scowled. “A canoe won’t stand up to the waves in an ocean. He’ll drown them both.”


    “Maybe that’s the plan.” Piper hurried in and handed Angela an envelope. “This was on Chad’s pillow in his cabin.”


    It was identical to the ones she’d used against the government. Angela ripped it open with a chill.


     


    You took my father so I took your weather girl. She is not coming back. Have fun disarming my bombs. It was great of Wade to teach me how to set those timers. They’ll all go off at noon.


     


    Angela dropped the letter into Adrian’s hand. She concentrated, listening to that little voice telling her something wasn’t right here.


    Adrian already had it. “He’s keeping us busy so he can get away with his prize.”


    That fit, but she still couldn’t take the chance. Angela keyed her radio. “I want all camp members and kids off this ship! Everyone else will meet me on the cargo deck to start a sweep. Get down here right now!”


    Adrian went to the small stockroom closet in the corner and gently pried open the door.


    Tick…tick…tick…


    “Shit.” Adrian considered opening the kit on the shelf, then shut the door instead. “We’re in big trouble.”
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    “We found 10 backpacks. Exactly half of them are making that ticking noise.” Jennifer ignored the shouting coming their way as she updated Angela. People with hangovers and nasty attitudes were gathering on the beach to harass the guards and each other. No one had woken in a good mood. “We swept the entire ship in an hour. We still have some time before noon, if that’s correct. He could have lied about when they’ll go off.”


    They were the only ones on this top deck. The rest of the ship was empty now. There hadn’t been many people to evacuate. Even most of the normals had gone to the island to enjoy fun in the bunker. Jennifer swept the bridge.


    Grant nodded to her. He was ready to sail the cruise ship to wherever they wanted it, but he didn’t feel any better than he had upon waking.


    Angela scanned the ocean harder, trying to find a tiny canoe with a precious life. “Keep going.”


    “Everyone is off the ship except for this group right here, and Neil and Wade. They’re gathering gear for the rescue party. Tonya has their twins in the beach tent. She’s feeding them. She also gave them a checkup. They’re fine, other than being hungry and a little rash from sitting in dirty diapers overnight.” Jennifer smothered her guilt and anger. It had happened on her watch. She would never forgive herself. “Tonya had the medics do a fast check of the drugs while everyone was being evacuated. We’re missing a vial of the crap the government was using. Tonya gave me a name, but I can’t pronounce it. We collected it from the UN ships after the last battle.”


    “That explains how Samantha was taken without alerting anyone.”


    “Yes, and why Wade and Neil can’t connect through their personal bonds either. When she wakes up, we might be able to hear her.”


    “I’m already listening for it. I’m sure her men are, too. Keep going.”


    Jennifer delivered the rest of the update. “Rico has three broken ribs and a concussion. The medics got him alert enough for a statement. He says he found a ticking backpack in the cargo deck closet and Chad attacked him when he tried to report it.” Jennifer lowered her voice. “Rico is a descendant. He’s been hiding things from us. He saw Tonya in that closet. It’s her kit. He wasn’t going to tell on her until he heard it ticking.”


    Angela’s heart sank. We may lose two strong women this time. “Let’s not announce that right now.”


    “Too late. A group of normals overheard the medics grilling him. It won’t be long before Neil finds out.”


    “And Tonya has his twins.” Angela motioned. “Tell them it was my order.”


    “What? Why?”


    “Because it was. Chad’s just using it to delay us.”


    Jennifer felt that, too. Every second they spent here searching and calming the herd was another second where he was taking Samantha farther away from them.


    “We’ll handle this the old fashion way for now. Give Neil the note.”


    Jennifer paled. “He’ll go nuts. He’s barely staying calm right now to collect the gear.”


    “I don’t want him calm. I want him to go nuclear and lead us right to Sam.”


    “What about this ship?”


    Angela sighed. “Theo wants to put each backpack into a concrete box and move them. I’m going to let him try. We don’t have anything better to hold them.”


    Loud, terrified voices came up the ramp, followed by the grunting of Eagles carrying all the gear and supplies Neil and Wade had chosen.


    Jennifer reluctantly pulled the letter from her pocket and held it out as Neil hurried toward them.


    In the bridge, Ray stood next to Grant and scanned for trouble. He wasn’t happy. Grant had volunteered to sail the ship out into the ocean a little before noon. Angela had agreed, providing they followed with another ship so they could evacuate Grant. Ray didn’t want them to take the chance at all. He’d argued that Chad may have lied about how long they had to disarm the bombs.


    Grant clasped Ray’s hand and tried to focus. He had a thread nagging in the rear of his mind. “I don’t understand why he would have taken her in a canoe. He has to know they’ll drown.”


    Ray had already read the letter from Chad. “Pretty sure he’d be okay with that.”


    “Not really.” Grant tried to think like a man bent on revenge. “He wants her to suffer. A fast drowning wouldn’t be enough.”


    “Shut up!” Wade glowered toward the bridge. “Just shut up!”


    Ray pointed at Wade. “Stay right there.”


    Neil read the letter; color drained from his face. He let go of it and turned to Angela.


    Angela shook her head at his thoughts. “I would never punish her in your place, Neil. Stand your ground. We’ll get her back.”


    Neil remembered the last time Samantha had been taken. She’d been returned unharmed, thanks to Angela trading herself.


    “And I’ll do it again. Keep it together.”


    Neil tried to pretend it was someone else’s mate so he could still function. “I’ll get the kits packed.”


    Angela didn’t believe they would need them for this run, but she let him go. Neil needed to stay busy until they could leave.


    Grant ignored all of it, following the thread. “He’d want to take her somewhere. And he’d want it to last, so he needs…supplies. At least food and water for himself, and maybe even medical gear so she doesn’t die too soon.”


    Wade stomped toward the bridge. “I’ll make you shut up!”


    Ray stood pat in the doorway.


    Neil grabbed Wade’s arm as he went by. “Listen!”


    Wade forced himself to leave Grant alone.


    That wasn’t what Neil meant. He was listening. Samantha would try to reach them. She has to be able to get through.


    Grant stood up and paced the bridge, picking at the thread. He almost had it. “Where would he get supplies? Nothing’s missing from the ship.”


    Ray wanted to help. He tossed out ideas while keeping an eye on Wade. “From the islands?”


    Grant nodded. “Maybe, but which one?”


    Jennifer and Angela were both listening to him now. “That’s it.”


    Grant came to the door, gently pushing around Ray. “Does Chad have military experience?”


    Jennifer shook her head. “I thought so, but Stanley took him out.”


    “Could he have been faking?”


    “If he’s Invisible, yes.” Angela moved toward Grant. “Why? What did you catch?”


    Grant rubbed his neck. “I’m so hungover right now, Boss. Like I was last week.”


    Angela nodded. “I remember you stayed and did your job anyway. We were all impressed.”


    “Not Chad.” Jennifer remembered that moment, too. “He said you were all jacked up and laughed.”


    Grant shook his aching head. “No, he said I was Applejacked. It’s a navy term. He’s been playing us.”


    It all fell into place.


    “He faked it.” Neil’s fury sent a rush through his body and took him to his knees. “He’s already had her for hours!”


    “If he is Navy, he might be able to sail our bigger ships.” Grant went to the console and began activating monitors and tracking screens.


    Wade didn’t understand. His anger was taking up too much of his thoughts. “Why does that matter?”


    “Theo found the tracking beacons on the UN ships. He activated them so we could find any that might break an anchor during storms. We hoped to recover them.”


    Jennifer nodded. “And that would explain why Chad took her in a canoe. He just paddled around to the small cove.”


    “I’ve got it!” Grant pointed as people came toward the bridge. “He took the whaling ship.”


    Neil beat the others to the monitor. He stared at the moving dot in terror. “He’s 50 miles from here!”


    “Not for long.” Angela went to the deck and started sorting the pile of supplies and gear. “We leave in 10 minutes, Eagles. Grant will sail us over to the cove and then take our ship away from the others. I want everyone evacuated. Do not disarm those backpacks. Get clear and get back to the island.”


    Ray approved. Losing the ship would be bad. Losing Grant and Theo with it would be much worse.


    Wade’s mental block of anger and terror faded a notch. It allowed him to think. He rotated toward Angela with violence on his face. “You let this happen.”


    People stilled at the accusation.


    “You knew this was coming and you let it happen!”


    Wade’s voice carried over the light breeze and drew the attention of people on the pontoon bridge and the beach.


    “Adrian wouldn’t answer me when I asked him about it. He was covering for you!”


    Neil kept trying to reach Samantha. He could almost hear her calling for help.


    “I didn’t know who or when.” Angela strapped on a vest over her muddy half top. “We all knew there was a lurker.”


    “I don’t believe you!”


    Angela shoved extra mags into the slots on her belt. “I understand. Anyone would be upset in this situation.”


    Wade wanted to let it go, but his fear for Samantha was consuming him now. The anger was fading into an emotion he couldn’t control. “We’ll leave. If you’re lying, we’ll resign and go.”


    Neil didn’t agree or disagree. He was trying hard to connect to Samantha through their bonds.


    Angela zipped her jacket and circled her finger in the air, calling the Eagles from the beach. “We leave in nine minutes.”


    “That means we’ll lose this ship!” Dace scanned the beach, where the crowd was growing. “We don’t have enough food or water to survive on the island.”


    Angela already knew. Keeping most of it on the ship while she convinced people to live elsewhere had been a huge mistake. “But we can’t spend time unloading it. Chad might have counted on that. He’s making me pick between Samantha and our survival.”


    Those who knew her best knew what choice she would make. They hurried to the gear pile and started pulling out what they needed.


    The others stared at her in fear and mistrust.


    Angela kept gearing up. “I already made the call. Food and water can be replaced. Samantha cannot. Get off this ship and do it right now.”


    Jennifer had been keeping track of the beach crowd. “We have another problem.”


    Angela motioned. “Don’t hold back.”


    Jennifer hurried to the ladder and began the descent. Things on the beach were getting ugly and Angela didn’t have time to calm them. Good thing that’s not my job.


    Jennifer made a seamless transition into enforcer as she stormed across the pontoon bridge. She welcomed the feeling this time. It replaced the guilt.
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    “Are those your backpacks!”


    “Tell the truth!”


    “Are you a spy?!”


    Tonya retreated from the angry crowd filling the medium-sized tent. They’d put it up to offer protection to their weaker members, but it had become a trap. The rioters were crowding inside, preventing anyone from leaving. If a fight broke out, kids and elderly people would be hurt. The rioters were mostly descendants and they were furious. Any normal in their sight was a possible target right now.


    Tonya handed the baby to Daisey and led the crowd away from the kids. The den mothers were holding all their infants and toddlers. The Eagles were helping Angela search the ship. There was no one here to deflect the anger.


    Tonya held up both hands. “I’m unarmed and I would never do that! I’m one of you.”


    “We have a jail now!”


    “Yeah! Get her and drag her up to the jail!”


    Tonya stopped against the rear of the tent. She was ready to dive under the loose edge and run. “I didn’t do anything. That’s not how Safe Haven handles crime anyway!”


    The brawlers from the mess surprised everyone by pushing through the camp members. They formed a line between Tonya and her accusers.


    “Back off!”


    “Go sober up!”


    “The boss will arrest her, not you!”


    The rioters pushed the brawlers. The brawlers pushed back. Loud shouts filled the tents. The babies started crying. Rage sparked. Muscles tightened in anticipation.


    Jennifer opened fire.


    Rioters fell, screaming in pain.


    Jennifer didn’t have mercy on anyone. If they were shouting or threatening, she took them down.


    The mess brawlers stayed in front of the redheaded medic. Everyone else waited to see what would happen to Tonya.


    Jennifer didn’t have a choice. “You’re being arrested on suspicion of conspiracy and attempted murder.” Jennifer gestured at the brawlers. “They’ll make sure you get to the jail. They’ll stay and guard it until the boss gets back.”


    Tonya nodded immediately, relieved. “Bring them all by for feedings?”


    Daisey cradled Tonya’s son to her big chest. “I will. They’ll be fine.”


    Jennifer kept her enforcer form as the brawlers walked Tonya out of the tent. “Chad set her up and you’ve all fallen for it.”


    “Those are her backpacks!”


    “The boss told her to put those packs in the closets! She didn’t add the explosives. Chad did!” Jennifer didn’t offer more details because she didn’t have them yet. “Stop acting like animals every time something goes wrong! Even Neil is being reasonable and it’s his mate!” She walked out. “I hope Angela banishes you all for rioting.”


    That hadn’t occurred to the angry, scared people. Most of them turned toward the town while trying to come up with an excuse for their behavior.


    Ralph stood by Daisey and watched them leave. “I helped stir them up with rumors. I should be punished.”


    Jennifer glared over her shoulder. “Yes, you should be.”


    She went to the smaller crowd of arguing men and women on the beach. You also gave Angela what she wanted, so I wouldn’t count on that happening. You just keep playing into her hands. By this time next month, we’ll all be under magic rules and happy about it.
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    “I need to talk to him.”


    Terry scanned the rescue team and approved of the hard-asses even while disapproving of Angela being geared-up to go along. He didn’t think she should leave.


    Terry opened the tent flap and held it so Angela could come in with her team. They were two minutes from leaving.


    Angela went to the cot in the temporary medical tent.


    Rico had been medicated, healed by Charlie as much as he could be, and his ribs had been wrapped. A guard stood outside the tent in case the rioters returned. Those people had been sent to clean the town, but Angela doubted they were doing it.


    Rico tried to sit up.


    Angela waved that off. “Stay still. Just answer questions for me.”


    Rico forced his body into a sitting position anyway. He groaned at the broken ribs, but he still did it. “I’m sorry.”


    “Why didn’t you call for help?” Wade would have done that right away.


    “He attacked me.” Rico’s face was hard to look at. “He’s a much better fighter than I thought.”


    Angela held up a hand to stop the others. “I need to know why you didn’t answer Jennifer’s call. You’re one of us, but you hid and distracted us from the real threat. Why?”


    “I hate magic. I hate myself for being this way.”


    Angela caught flashes of his past, where being a descendant had caused him pain and misery over his 30 years. She sympathized.


    Then she motioned at Neil and Wade. “Dig in.”


    Both men shoved into Rico’s thoughts and began tearing down his walls.


    Angela checked her watch. “One minute.”


    Neil ripped away walls, but there was always another one there. “He’s too good.”


    “This will take too long. Call Jennifer.”


    Angela denied that. “Not yet.”


    “He’s hiding something!”


    Angela felt it, too. “I have sympathy for you, Rico. You’ve tried hard to fit in here and you’ve been rejected, insulted, and mocked for it. You’ve done well in my army so far. Please don’t make me call the enforcer to break you down. She has no mercy anymore.”


    Rico’s eyes went to Terry. “Make the normal leave first.”


    Terry threw his hands up. “I am the leading medical officer on this island! I am an upstanding member of this camp. I will not be ordered out!”


    Angela grunted. “Finally!”


    Terry realized she’d been waiting for him to do that. He fell silent, trying to figure out why he hadn’t done it sooner.


    “He stays.” Angela studied Rico and found the right button to push. “Tell me.”


    Rico was terrified of Angela and he was already weak and in pain. There’s no way I can keep it from her. “I hate you.”


    Angela waited as everyone else glared.


    “You killed them. They weren’t all bad and you removed them like gum from a shoe.”


    “He’s a UN man!”


    “Kill him now, Boss!”


    Angela snorted. “For being forced to admit a feeling all of you have experienced for me in the past.” She looked at Wade. “Or feel for me now?”


    Rico kept glaring at her. “Safe Haven’s light was working on them. They were changing, but you weren’t happy with how long it was taking. You’re not a good leader.”


    Angela sighed. “It wasn’t the length of time, Rico.”


    “Then why? Why did you kill them all and not me?!”


    Terry recognized the symptoms. “He has survivor’s guilt.”


    Rico’s tears slid over his bruises. “They were my only friends.”


    Pity filled the tent from some of them.


    Adrian gestured dismissively. “I’m sure she saw something in the future that made her choice easy.”


    Angela frowned. “Deciding to kill is never easy for me.”


    Rico stared at her. “So you did see something. Why didn’t you just say that?!”


    She shrugged. “Would you have been okay with us removing people based on crimes they haven’t committed yet?”


    “What? No! I’m still not.”


    “Well, there’s your answer.” But Angela wanted him to understand what had tipped her choice. “I saw a gang rape and the others cheering it on. I eliminated all of those who didn’t try to stop it. Rape is punishable by death in this camp.”


    “Even if it hasn’t happened yet?”


    Adrian thought about Jonny. “Yes. People won’t be hurt while we wait for proof.”


    Sadness filled Rico. “I just want to be an Eagle and left alone.”


    Angela understood, but she couldn’t allow it. “If you stay, you have to be linked into the hive so this can never happen again. Make your choice by the time I get back.”


    Rico searched for a loophole. “What if you lock me and pretend I’m Invisible?”


    “Not a chance in hell!” Terry didn’t care that everyone was staring in surprise and disapproval. “You’re either one of us or you’re gone!”


    Rico tried not to cry. “Please don’t make me leave. I can’t be away from her.”


    Angela’s eyes narrowed. “I assume you mean Tonya.”


    Rico nodded. “She’s amazing. She doesn’t know I exist. I need time to convince her I’m a good man.”


    Angela turned away as the alarm in her mind blared. “You’ll have to convince more than just her. When Kenn gets home, your time’s up.”


    Wade scowled. “Wait, he knew the backpacks were there!”


    Rico hurried to explain. “I’ve been watching Tonya. She’s gathering stashes of supplies, I think. But I heard it start ticking. I’m an Eagle. I had to investigate.”


    Wade glowered. “So you would have reported her?”


    “Yes. I would have gone straight to the enforcer if Chad hadn’t attacked me.”


    People liked hearing that. It meant he could be trusted to do his job even when it involved those he cared for.


    Adrian followed Angela from the tent. “What do you want us to do about him and the other troublemakers?”


    “Handle it by Safe Haven’s rules. For now.”


    Terry came to the flap. “Why are you letting Rico wait? Are you encouraging Tonya to cheat on Kenn?”


    “No, I’m giving her the chance to be with someone who might be a better match.”


    Adrian stared at her this time. “You’re still punishing Kenn.”


    “I never stopped. Tonya just gets caught in the crossfire sometimes. She doesn’t deserve any of this.” Angela kept walking toward the cruise ship that was powering up to sail them to the cove. She tensed as the sound of someone running toward them echoed. “Not now. Damn it!”


    “What is it?!” Wade didn’t think he could handle even one more delay.


    Neil kept marching toward the cruise ship. He wasn’t waiting.


    Stanley reached them and gasped in air to talk. “Candy’s in labor. Tobias thinks it’s going to be a breech birth.”


    “No!” Wade was almost at his limit. His pupils dilated in another clear sign of the rage illness. “We have to go right now!”


    Angela made a quick choice. “The other ship has to be warmed and maybe even fueled. Get it covered. I’ll meet you there.”


    Adrian realized she was right. We’ll keep one ready to go from now on.


    Wade caught Neil’s angry thought and passed it along. “We’ll go without you. Don’t pick this camp over Samantha.”


    Angela hurried toward the jungle path. “If you go without me, she’ll die. Don’t let your emotions ruin our chances.”


    “How do you know that?!”


    “Because this is all one huge trap. I’m the other rat he’s trying to catch. Sam is the bait.”


    Stanley stayed with Angela as she broke into a run. “Why do you have to go?”


    Adrian slid by him to take the spot on her heels. “Because they won’t just be fighting Chad. He owns Samantha by now. As soon as the rescue team arrives, he’ll make her fight. Angela’s the only one who might fire back on her.”
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    “Don’t push, Candy. Take those deep breaths.” Tobias gently inserted his hand around the baby’s leg.


    Candy whimpered. “It hurts!” Tears ran over her face.


    Anna stopped Conner when he would have used a pain relief spell. “It’s not good for them.”


    Conner held Candy’s hand instead. “There has to be something you can do for her!”


    “He’s doing it.” Daniella got the incubator warming up. Theo’s temporary power lines for the party were now being used to run the medical wing. This part of the large tent had been kept neat and clean. Terry had done well last night.


    The rest of the tent was a reeking, filthy mess that still held vomit drying to the floor and people passed out in sleeping bags. It bothered her to know they’d slept through all the chaos. This camp needs an alcoholics program. “We’ve done this a few times. Just keep her calm and be ready to lend energy if we need it.”


    Conner hated to trust them, but no one else was here yet. Conner looked around for Angela.


    Tobias carefully began turning the baby. “Where’s that cord…?” He reached for it with his fingers. He felt Candy tensing up again. “Here comes another contraction. Don’t push, love. Scream if you want, but don’t push.”


    Candy moaned loudly, making their witnesses cringe.


    Angela entered the reeking tent and scattered them. “Get out of here! This isn’t a peepshow! Give her some space.”


    Adrian pointed at people as they exited the tent. “We need trash cleaned up and a body crew. Pick one.”


    Angela grabbed Stanley’s arm as he tried to hurry by. “Get Morgan up here. Take his spot in the tunnels.” She waved at Ed. “Door guard.”


    Angela left Adrian outside to get people working. She joined the birth crew. “What can I do?”


    Anna wiped sweat from Tobias’s brow. “We’ll need heat and more water.”


    “I’ll get those.” Trent went out, glad to be away from Candy’s pain. He couldn’t take her groans and tears, let alone the moments when she would pass those children into the world. I’m never having kids.


    Angela caught that thought. Wanna bet?


    Tobias felt the umbilical cord. “It’s not around your neck. Good.” He rotated the baby slowly. “Let’s get you born. Push now, Candy. Strong and steady.”


    The small girl slid out as Candy screamed.


    Tobias caught the slippery baby and began uncovering her mouth.


    Daniella handed him the bulb syringe so he could clear the air passage.


    Anna put a hand on Candy’s hard stomach. “Don’t push now, okay? He needs to make sure this one’s not breech, too.”


    Candy’s head fell to the side. Her eyes rolled back.


    “Candy!”


    Conner’s scream alerted them to a new problem.


    Anna took the baby.


    Tobias quickly cut the cord and tied it off. “Her blood pressure is spiking. I can feel it.”


    Angela put a hand on Candy’s arm and began shoving in healing orbs.


    Conner did the same, praying. “Please, God. Please!”


    Tobias tensed as the second baby began to crown and Candy’s body started to vibrate. “Stroke coming! Lifeforce!”


    Conner was ready. He forced it into Candy’s clenching body, still praying.


    Tobias caught the second little girl and cleared her mouth. “Pack it off!”


    Daniella shoved towels between Candy’s legs to help stop the bleeding.


    Morgan hurried into the tent. He used his X-ray gift on Candy. He could see her bodily systems evening out. “She’s stabilizing. She…”


    Angela felt another horror coming. She stopped sending healing orbs and backed away to get her breath.


    Morgan didn’t want to say it in front of Conner, but there wasn’t another choice. “Cancer.”


    Conner’s head whipped toward them. “What did he say?”


    Morgan didn’t look at the boy. “It’s all over her left breast.”


    Tobias was shocked that Morgan had a medical gift. He handed the second crying girl to Anna and then began massaging Candy’s stomach. “Once she passes the placenta, the bleeding usually stops. Things should even out then.”


    Morgan scanned the pile of disgusting goo on the floor by Tobias’s feet. “Is that the first one?”


    “Yes.” Angela motioned to Conner. “I need a cooler of ice from the ship before they set sail. Run!”


    Conner flew out of the tent.


    Ed didn’t understand. He was watching from the flap. “A cooler of ice will help her with breast cancer?”


    “We need to get the placentas in a cooler. The ice will keep them usable until we get a freezer set up.” Anna finished the explanation as she gently wiped the second girl’s arms and small body. “Placentas can be used for creating medications specific to the mother and child. Or children, in this case.”


    Ed was a little revolted. “Were we using it in the old world?”


    Anna shrugged. “For some things, but it wasn’t financially viable for everyone to freeze every placenta. Only the wealthy were able to afford that luxury.”


    Ed shook his head in disgust. “The old world sucked in almost every way.”


    “Yes, but this one sure has its moments.” Angela watched as Tobias finished delivering the afterbirth and then changed Candy’s bloody towels.


    Morgan was still observing her. “She’s stable now. Great job!”


    “It’s my honor.” Tobias had forgotten how wonderful it felt to help bring life into the world. “Thank you…Alpha.”


    “It’s what I do.” Angela went to the flap. “Terry is our Chief Medical Officer now. He’ll be by shortly. Catch him up and follow his orders.”


    Morgan was happy for Terry and not sad for himself. I might be good at it, but I hate it.


    Tobias had changed his mind about Morgan the instant he recognized the gift. He knew what the man needed. “Take a break. We’ll need you when we try to remove her breast.”


    Morgan paled as he realized they would have to cut it off. He and Marc had decided not to operate on anyone unless there was no other choice. “Is there any other way?”


    Tobias wiped his hands and leaned on the stool. He scanned Candy’s better color and even breathing before he answered. She was already starting to wake back up.


    Morgan waited impatiently. There was a lot of work to be done.


    “I can train you to do descendant surgery. Do you have the fire hand?”


    “No, I have ice.”


    “We’ll need a fire hand and a sleep caller.”


    “Conner does sleep spells really well.”


    Tobias glared toward the flap. He could hear Adrian out there putting people to work. “All Mitchels do. What about fire?”


    “We have several people, including the boss.”


    “She might not be here when we’ll need to do it.”


    Morgan shrugged. “Neil has a list of people and skills. I’ll pick someone careful and reliable.”


    “Screw those two. Pick someone fast. If they can’t keep up with the cutting, she’ll bleed to death on the table.”


    Morgan flinched. “I’ll cover it. When do you want to start my lessons?”


    “After your break, son. You’re frying alive in your brain. Go get whatever set of tits dug into your heart and ripped it out.”


    People frowned at him for the wording.


    Morgan had tensed. “I can’t ever do that.”


    Tobias understood the woman was already taken. “Then find someone like her and pretend. Take whatever happiness you can find, Morgan. When word gets around that you’re a surgeon, you’ll be overwhelmed with our kind and theirs. It’s a very rare skill.”


    “Don’t you mean we’ll be overwhelmed?”


    Tobias held up a shaking hand. “I’m just the teacher. My cutting days ended when I developed a shake from being hit with the drugs too many times. They’re made with an antidepression base that had the same side effect. I’ll never be able to operate again.”
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    Angela went toward the muddy path out of town, aware of time ticking away and a camp on the edge of tearing itself apart. The rioters weren’t calming yet. Their mutters and glares were spilling across the town as they stomped around and tried to find a way to release their rage that wouldn’t bring Jennifer’s wrath.


    Senior Eagles didn’t spark those fights. They used calm logic when confronted, like they’d been trained to do. It helped that they’d been serving with most of the rioters. Some of them were even friends. And we agree with their anger. We just can’t act like that or nothing will get done.


    Jennifer spotted Angela and hurried over to her. “We have more missing people, Boss!” She had finished the count of the beach and the tunnels, then added in everyone who was here. “We’re short Monica, Jeff, Kimmie, and Sherman.”


    “Monica decided to leave Safe Haven. She lowered a lifeboat and left right after dawn.” Angela didn’t have time for this, but she couldn’t leave it to Jennifer. Samantha had been taken during her shift. She was likely to react excessively. “Jeff and Kimmie also left. They’re going home.”


    Jennifer’s anger sparked. “He kidnapped her!”


    “That’s not what happened.”


    “She’ll be hurt.”


    “No, she’ll be protected. Jeff finally figured out he sees her as a daughter. Kimmie saw him as a dad right away. They sorted it out for themselves.” Angela was actually thrilled with it. She, along with everyone else, had assumed the pair would be a couple in the future. Kimmie was right. We gave them those labels. It was never the truth.


    Jennifer hoped that was correct. They couldn’t spare another crew to go search. “What about Sherman?”


    Angela frowned. “He’s a loose end we may need to clean up. Organize a search.”


    “We’ll find him.” Jennifer wanted to express how sorry she was.


    Angela didn’t have time for it. “This is the hell of a leader. You don’t always cover things well enough and sometimes, people pay with their lives. All you can do is make plans to counteract it the next time.”


    Jennifer now understood some of Angela’s mood swings even after successful missions. “What do you want me to do while you’re gone?”


    Angela pointed at the man in the middle of the town, surrounded by Eagles. “Adrian has point. Back him up.”


    Jennifer was relieved not to be in charge this time. She went to Adrian’s side and tried not to wilt under the glares of the senior men and women who’d put their faith in her and been disappointed.


    Adrian motioned Ian to guard Angela. Then he went to Thelma and Dwight, who were in the small crowd with their family. “Can you cover the meals with what we have here?”


    Thelma nodded. “For a day or two. Then we’ll need fresh supplies.”


    Adrian motioned Jennifer along. “See what they need and get it rolling.”


    Jennifer obeyed without question. Let someone else manage this mess and I’ll help clean up the pieces. When Neil and Samantha get home, I’ll find a way to make this right.


    Angela hurried off before something else needed her attention. She broke into a jog as soon as she and her guard were out of sight.


    Ian assumed she was going to the cove now. He stayed close and tried to imagine what this rescue might be like.


    Angela took the side path that led to the jail.


    “Are you going the right way?”


    “Yes.” She increased speed. “We may be picking up another passenger.”


    Ian thought of the two women now sharing the island jail. Which one is she letting out?


    Angela drew in deep, steady breaths and went faster. She could feel Neil getting ready to call her. “My time’s almost up.”


    Ian didn’t laugh at the unintentional pun. He wanted Chad dead.


    Angela grunted as the jail came into view. “You’re not the only one.”


    Ian saw the group around the jail and got in front of Angela.


    The brawlers spotted her in relief.


    The rest of the crowd continued to shout and try to push their way into the jail.


    “Let us have her!”


    “She tried to kill us all!”


    Angela sent a mild pain spell that dropped the rioters and spared the brawlers.


    Ian shoved by the moaning men and women without sympathy. “Stop being stupid and you won’t be hurt.”


    Angela let the brawlers surround her by the door.


    “We’re glad you’re here.” Stuart gestured in annoyance. “We’re trying not to injure them, but they’re getting physical.”


    Angela was proud of them for not hurting the scared people. “Send two men for sleeping bags and some supplies from town. It’s still stocked from the matches last night. Come back and stay here until I get done with the rescue.”


    Stuart frowned. “What if they try to get inside again?”


    Angela glared at the recovering rioters. “Do I need to give them permission to shoot?”


    People glared back resentfully.


    Angela shrugged at Stuart. “Try not to kill them, but if you do, I’ll understand.” She headed inside. “Just make sure they don’t breach this jail, any way you have to. If you’re successful, I’ll bump you a level in rank and bake you a cake.”


    Stuart was able to find humor in almost any situation. “What flavor?”


    “German chocolate.”


    “Aww. She knows me so well.” His face hardened as he turned toward the reluctantly leaving rioters. “There are two women in here. When the boss gets back, there will still be two women in here, unharmed and ready to face their trials or punishments. You asshats get to town and start helping them with guard duty, trash cleanup, and anything else they tell you to do. If you come back here, I’ll put a bullet in your brain.”


    More of the people left, but their anger didn’t fade.


    Ian stopped by Stuart. “No worries. Adrian will handle them.”


    Stuart stared in surprise. “Adrian’s in charge?”


    “Yes.”


    “And people are fine with it?”


    “Sure. He’s good at the job.”


    Stuart thought about Marc. “I wonder what her mate will say?”


    Angela ignored the gossipy guys guarding the gate and went inside.


    The small jail was exactly like ones from the old western films, even down to the wide desk and the rack of keys on the wall.  Angela went by the empty gun case in approval. Megan and Erin had the guns on the desk and were making sure they were loaded.


    Angela went to Tonya’s cell. “Daisey will bring the baby here. Do you want a ride off this island?”


    Everyone stared in surprise, assuming Tonya was guilty.


    Tonya had already been thinking about Gabe’s death. “They’re going to find out now, right?”


    Angela didn’t lie. “It won’t take much for someone to connect the events. One was an accident and the other is coincidence, but it may not matter. They might try lynching you when the truth comes out.”


    “I didn’t mean to do it. I didn’t know it was going to happen.”


    Angela believed her. “Make your choice. Neil’s about to call and then it will be much harder to sneak you out.”


    Tonya stared. “Why would you risk this for me?”


    “I told you. Because you’ve changed. You’re living proof that Safe Haven works. I love you for that.”


    Tonya wiped away tears. “I’m staying. I’ve built a life here. Now, I’ll fight for it.”


    “That’s my girl.” Angela swept Pam. “How are you holding up?”


    Pam was pale and hurting all over from withdrawals. “My head’s clearer. The rest is still a mess.”


    “Don’t give up. Everyone makes mistakes. Facing it is what makes us stronger.”


    Pam shivered and tried not to puke yet again. “I won’t. Thank you.”


    Angela went to the door. “Ian will stay here and help keep things under control.” She left before Ian could protest.


    Allison smiled at Pam in relief. “She must have faith that you’ll atone and recover.”


    “Why?”


    “She let you hear all that and you’re still alive.”


     


    A beautiful day surrounded Angela as she left the jail. Warm sun and soft wind implied everything was going to be okay. Angela wasn’t fooled. Someone always dies in these moments. That also never changes.


    Angela’s radio lit up. “The ship’s ready. You have three minutes and I’m leaving without you.”


    “Coming down the cliff ladder in two minutes, Neil.” Angela ran faster through the jungle to meet that deadline.


    People all over the island heard the exchange and sent good wishes along. They were okay with her leaving this time. Adrian was here to cover her absence.


    Angela wanted to celebrate that achievement, but there wasn’t time. “I cleared the way to come and get you, too, Marc. Don’t give up. I need you more than you’ve ever known.”
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    Angela reached the cliff ladder and resisted the urge to slide straight down like some of the Eagles enjoyed doing. Now wasn’t the time to take chances.


    “There she is!” Neil motioned to the captain. “Get ready.”


    “I am.”


    “No!” Ray was also pissed and worried. “You were drugged last night! And almost hurt! You’re in no shape to sail this ship.”


    The rescue ship was a fast little UN scout that had been stripped and emptied to make it even lighter on the water. Theo had recommended it in case they needed an island evac ship that was quicker than their others.


    Grant knew Ray was right. “But this is where I belong. Angela needs me here. You need to sail our cruise ship away from this island.” Grant wasn’t in the mood to fight. “I need to redeem myself.”


    Angela jumped the last few feet and hurried toward the ship. “There’s nothing to redeem, but we do need you, Grant.”


    Ray understood he wasn’t going to get his way. He reluctantly stepped onto the narrow dock. “Just… be careful!”


    Grant smiled lovingly.


    Neil growled. “Come on!”


    The boat swayed as Angela boarded, reminding her it was built for speed. And that’s all part of the trap we’re going into, isn’t it?


    “Get us moving!”


    “Not yet!” Angela picked up the radio mike in the ship’s small bridge and made sure the system was on.


    Neil watched in frustration. Samantha!


    Wade waited next to him, heart breaking. Samantha!


    Angela tried to act like it was any other day and any other chaos, not a moment that could determine the future of a dear friend. “Chad, I know you’re listening.”


    Neil and Wade lifted their heads in alertness at the name of their enemy.


    “I know what you want, but you aren’t going to get it if you don’t answer. I’ll stay right here on my island and you can rot.”


    Angela kept the mike keyed as Neil began to shout and Wade started threatening her.


    Kyle stayed between her and the angry men.


    Angela let off the mike and waited.


    Chad’s staticky, arrogant voice came through the ship radio. “Boss.”


    Kyle flipped a finger toward the radio. “Asshole.”


    Angela keyed the mike and let Chad hear the calm water and the island birds for a few seconds to make it clear she hadn’t left yet. Then she opened the negotiations. “I want proof that she’s alive and your word she’ll stay that way until I take her place.”


    Chad laughed cruelly. “You don’t get to make demands anymore, Angie. But I wouldn’t want Neil to stroke out before he gets to see her death.”


    They waited as shuffling noises came.


    “Say hello.”


    Samantha’s scream pierced every heart that heard it. Eagle radios on the island were also transmitting the exchange. Everyone was horrified, especially Ralph.


    I’m going to let Neil disembowel you, Chad. I can’t wait. Angela let the radio to go dead, then keyed it. “If she dies, I’ll sink your ship and turn right around. Don’t let the rage take away your victory.”


    Chad laughed again. Samantha’s gasps of pain were clear in the background. “I’ve had my revenge on her, boss lady. Now I only want you.”


    “I’ll be there as fast as this boat will go.” She held out the mike for him to hear Grant rev the engine. Angela shut off the radio. “Now we can go.”


    “Wait!” Sherman hurried from the cliff above them. “Wait for me!”


    Neil glared at Grant. “Go! Now!”


    Grant looked at Angela.


    Angela’s frustration ate at her patience. She forced herself to handle whatever it was. “Wait for him.”


    Neil punched the ship wall.


    Wade dragged him to the rear deck, murmuring words of useless comfort.


    Angela met Sherman at the edge of the bobbing ship. “What is it?”


    “You need me. Take me with you.”


    “Why?”


    “I know things.” Sherman rubbed his freshly shaven chin. “About you guys.”


    Angela sensed bringing him along would be beneficial. And I’m out of time. She held out a hand to him.


    Sherman took it and jumped onboard. He quickly let go.


    Grant immediately began taking them out of the small cove.


    Angela pointed at the captain. “Stay away from him.”


    “I will.” Sherman retreated as Kyle came over to guard Angela. “I’m not a threat.”


    Now that they were underway, Angela wanted to spend the time planning a way to save Samantha. “I’m busy. Make it fast.”


    “It’s my fault.”


    “What’s your fault?”


    Sherman stared up at the cliff wall as the rescue ship began to move. “Samantha being taken.”


    Neil quieted, drawn by the name.


    Angela slid between his location and Sherman. “Some details would be nice.”


    Kyle got ready to shoot Sherman and shove his body overboard.


    “I’ve been talking to people. I told them things about you.”


    “What kind of things?”


    “How to trap you. I believe Chad took Samantha so he could enslave her.”


    Neil came toward them, hurt and furious. “Why would you do that?!”


    “Kill him!”


    Angela held up a hand. “I’m working here!”


    The Eagles glowered instead, silently promising Sherman an ugly death.


    Angela stepped closer, voice going cold. “Tell me everything.”


    Sherman knew not to move and trigger an attack. “I thought if I could trap one of you, I’d get to be like you. But I got scared.”


    “So you told other people how to do it?”


    He nodded in shame. “I thought maybe one of them would reward me for the information.”


    “And yet, you hate magic.”


    “I do. It’s an abomination.”


    Kyle couldn’t be quiet. “Why do you want to be something you hate?”


    Sherman’s rage came into view on his face. “So I can kill your kind. I’ll spend the rest of my life hunting magic users.”


    Angela stepped closer as Neil and Wade ran over.


    Kyle tried to hold them back so Angela could deliver justice.


    Angela knew there had to be a catch. “Why are you telling me this? Did I bring you along so you can start killing my kind now?”


    “Maybe. Is Chad your kind?”


    “Chad isn’t like us. Why do you want to kill him?”


    “He left with his slave. He wasn’t supposed to leave! He should have helped the rest of us escape your tyranny!” Spittle flew from Sherman’s lips as his true feelings were revealed. “Samantha could have protected all the normals. She’s not evil like you!”


    “Boss…” Neil’s groan of need matched the mental advice from all the witnesses. Everyone wanted him dead now.


    Sherman tried to calm himself. “He’ll probably hurt her. She has to do what he says anyway, but she’s strong. He needs to break her. If she doesn’t agree, it won’t work.”


    “Start from the beginning.” Angela felt something important coming. She stayed between him and the others.


    “You know we can trap your kind.”


    She nodded. “But we haven’t dealt much with that. Even Donner wanted something else.”


    “Donner was your kind. He couldn’t enslave you through magic. Only a normal can. Or an Invisible.” Sherman’s words gave them a chill. “That’s why you didn’t see it coming. Chad’s mind is locked to you. As long as he’s locked, and alive, you can’t break the spell.”


    She shrugged coldly. “I thought I’d just kill him and break those bonds.”


    “You can’t if she agreed. Magic doesn’t work that way.”


    “Death won’t end curses either.” Angela had no problem using Sherman to verify information. He wouldn’t make it back to the island after this run.


    “No. Can I buy my life from you?”


    “No!”


    “Hell, no!”


    Sherman waited for Angela’s answer. He’d taken a big risk by coming clean.


    “You want a ride out of here, with all this information about us.”


    “Yes. You said anyone can leave Safe Haven, and telling the truth isn’t a crime.”


    “You said you’re going to kill my kind.”


    “And I stand by it, but under man’s laws, I have to do it before I can be charged.”


    “There are exceptions to that rule.”


    “Fair. So lock me up for a month for making threats and then drop me off somewhere. I haven’t done anything that warrants the death I see in your eyes.”


    Angela suddenly wished for a cigarette. Guess that won’t ever go away. “Fine. I’ll drop you off somewhere. Now convince me it’s a good deal.”


    Sherman braced against the ship as Grant got them moving faster and Ray watched them from the small cove. “She’ll have to honor whatever deal she makes. Unless you can take her yourself.”


    “But we can’t trap her.”


    “No. I can.”


    Neil and Wade shoved by Kyle and surrounded Sherman.


    Angela stared at him. “Wow. That’s smart.”


    Sherman tried not to be intimidated by the two aggressive men. “I’ll free her right away. You can drop me off and we’ll all forget we ever saw each other.”


    Angela burst out laughing.


    Sherman stared in confused worry.


    Even Neil and Wade weren’t sure what was happening. Playing good cop, bad cop didn’t usually go this way.


    Angela’s mirth faded. “You’re so arrogant. You think I didn’t know any of that. You believe I’ll help you enslave one of my kind. You hope we’re all dumb enough to fall for your promise of letting her go.” Angela’s orbs lit up bright red as she marched toward him.


    Sherman tried to run.


    Neil grabbed him by the arms while Wade lifted his legs.


    “Wait!” Angela stopped them.


    Sherman glared snottily at the two men. “I’m valuable. You can’t kill me. She won’t allow it.”


    Angela drew the knife from her belt. “No, I’ll do it myself.”


    She ran the blade across Sherman’s neck while he was screaming. Blood sprayed all of them.


    Neil and Wade dumped him overboard in satisfaction and frustration. Both of them wished it had been Chad.


    Blood spread over the water’s surface and then sank to the depths of the cove.


    Angela wiped her knife down her jacket. “On the plus side, he served a purpose.”


    Neil wiped off his hands. “We know how to beat Chad now.”


    Angela looked at Grant, the only normal along for this run. “Yes, we do.”


    Kyle had been working on a plan while they questioned Sherman. “We should take another ship with us. While you distract him, Neil and Wade can slip onboard from the other side. That whaling ship doesn’t have an active radar system right now. Theo disconnected it right after the fight.”


    Grant frowned. “If Chad’s really a Navy man, he’ll find a way to make it work. We should assume he’ll know the minute we get close enough for him to scan us.”


    Wade studied the blank radar. “Why can’t he see us right now and vice versa?”


    Grant gestured. “The Adrianna’s radar was modified. It covers long-range. We won’t be able to see Chad with this one until we’re within a few miles.”


    Angela joined the planning session as the fresh clock in her mind began ticking. “We can use that. I have an idea.”
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    Do the Same
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    Adrian actually felt it when Angela left the island. The mood shifted from chaotic to dangerous. Samantha’s scream was still ringing through their minds and hearts, causing horror and hatred that wanted an outlet. People stared at him and Jennifer in thoughtful resentment, wondering if they could be ignored or even overwhelmed.


    Adrian took charge of the situation. “I want all kids sent below. Daryl will appoint someone responsible down there who likes to use their gun. Jennifer, I want a search organized. We’re hunting for more backpacks, and Sherman.”


    The senior Eagles obeyed without argument, pointing and waving at their targets.


    The town was still a mess from last night. Vomit and mud puddles, trash piles, and stray items of gear and clothing littered the town and the ground around the few buildings. The firepit and beer pit were overflowing with garbage that needed to be sorted before it could be burned. Adrian wasn’t looking forward to getting it all cleaned up. Like most of the others, he had a hangover and an upset stomach.


    Jennifer donned her enforcer form as she gathered the troublemakers and gave them instructions on where to search.


    Adrian waved at Morgan. “I want updates on medical and security. Put people on posts according to their trustworthiness. You know them better than I do now.” The red mark on Adrian’s arm flashed as he jerked it toward the filthy fighting cage. “I also need that taken down and the rest of the party favors collected.”


    A few camp members came forward, still frowning and ready to fight, but they also wanted things put back together so they could get fed and take a nap. Almost everyone had drank too much last night.


    “Hey! You can’t put her in charge of anything!” Piper was pissed. “She let Samantha get taken. She should be removed from leadership!”


    Adrian didn’t want to deal with that issue now, but it was clear from the agreeing cheer that he couldn’t avoid it. “The Eagle rules say she’ll be treated like the others who’ve made mistakes–fairly. None of your leaders have been perfect and they never will be. Humans are flawed. We do the best we can.”


    Piper was forced to admit that was true, but she still wasn’t happy about it. She opened her mouth to keep arguing.


    Morgan was almost at the medical tent. He spun around, spraying mud from his boots. “Get to work, Eagle!”


    “Slam you!”


    Morgan glared. “You have no idea what it’s like to have this shit happen on your watch! Jennifer is a great leader, and she helps in important ways. Who do you think told us to be on the lookout for the lurker in the first place?!” Morgan didn’t censor his words. “While you’re busy flirting with Dace every time he comes up to the bridge, Jennifer is helping the medics solve a supply problem or assisting the engineer with electrical matters!” Morgan realized everyone was staring at him. He snapped his mouth shut and went into the tent.


    Adrian stared at Jennifer in appreciation. “Angela said she had a special mind helping with that stuff. Good job.”


    Jennifer flushed under his praise and all the stares. “I still screwed up. I should have escorted Samantha to her cabin.”


    “Yes. And you’ll do that next time, won’t you?”


    “Absolutely.” Jennifer rotated toward the waiting people. “If there is a next time.”


     


    Morgan went to Terry, who had put Rico next to Candy and was handling medical issues from the big tent now. “How are things?”


    Terry gave him a brief report while handling the needs of his patients. Candy was feeding her girls now and Rico’s ribs were being rewrapped from his rough trip here. The camp members weren’t used to carrying stretchers. Rico had almost fallen out a few times. “Samantha’s twins are starting to wake up. They’ll need to be fed soon.”


    “Thanks.” Morgan quickly left.


    Terry saw Rico staring at him. He didn’t stop to chat; he kept working.


    The medical tent was now stuffed with cots and chairs for their patients and visitors. None of them were comfortable. It was a huge difference from the sterile conditions of the ship’s med bay.


    The warm tent stank, reminding them last night had been a wild party that wasn’t allowed to happen again for another month. Terry hoped it was longer. He hadn’t enjoyed any of last night.


    Rico tried not to go to sleep yet even though the medication was pulling at him. “Will she be okay?”


    Terry knew who he meant. “She’s safer than the rest of us right now.”


    “The jail isn’t secure.”


    “No, but she’s with other descendants. They’ll take care of her.”


    “Are you going to tell her?”


    Terry had been thinking about it. He assumed Rico had gotten into his thoughts. “Maybe.” Terry grunted. “And maybe not. I’ve never liked Kenn and Tonya deserves a chance to be happier with someone else.” Terry glared at the new man. “I’m not saying that’s you.”


    Rico was asleep.


    Terry went to check on Jayda. She’d been brought here from the ship instead of being taken below with the other camp members. The medics hadn’t cleared her yet.


    Terry realized that was his job now, as Chief Medical Officer. He smiled at Jayda and kept working around her cot. “How are you feeling today?”


     


    Morgan rejoined Adrian. “Candy and the babies are good. Neil’s twins are recovering. Daisey was told to take them to Tonya for feedings. They’re about ready. I’ll do that if you want.”


    “Take an escort.”


    “I’ve got it.” Piper marched toward the medical tent, daring anyone to get in her way.


    Adrian liked Piper’s courage. “She’s not wrong to question things.”


    Morgan still glared at Piper. “She’s also not right to do it openly and cause more drama in the middle of all of this.”


    “Agreed.” Adrian scanned the town and found more things that needed to be covered. “Get Brittani into the medical tent. Conner’s hyper right now from his run to the ship. Let him work on her instead of keeping Candy awake. He’ll talk her ear off and she needs to rest.”


    “I will.”


    “Good. Pass out some painkillers to the guards, and send the calmer people into the restaurant so they can gossip and drink their morning coffee. That will bring things down another notch.”


    Morgan went to cover those things and gather an escort.


    Adrian felt approving attention on him. He understood the shift in mood. Last night had been the final convincing the camp needed to accept him back in their lives. Conner had told the truth. Marc was the one they couldn’t depend on.


    Adrian evaluated things again while he waited. Last night had given them more than just that. The rage people had gotten an outlet and were under control again for a bit, which would give Angela time to go get the mission team and steal the cure from the UN if they had one. It also let the descendants see each other for how they really were so they could decide if they wanted that much freedom and violence in their lives. Adrian could hear people thinking about that one.


    “Where do you want me?” Charlie had been ordered to come to Adrian. He’d taken his time hiking here, but he was doing it.


    Adrian was surprised, and grateful. “I need a right hand.”


    Charlie wanted to. “But I’m not allowed. I’m not even an Eagle anymore. I only had guard duty over Jennifer because everyone else was busy and Kyle knows I’ll kill for her.”


    Adrian was proud of the teenager for telling him the truth. “How about helping Terry in the medical tent and reporting to me once an hour with updates?”


    Charlie nodded coolly and went that way.


    Adrian went to help Theo rig up the freezer in the restaurant that he hadn’t gotten to yet. “Then we’ll get volunteers to put those banana plants into the ground. Samantha will like seeing that when she comes home.”


    Radios across the town crackled with Zack’s voice. “We’re moving the cruise ship now. We may go out of range. I’ll make contact as soon as we know something.”


    Adrian keyed the radio Angela had given him from her belt. “Copy. Good luck.”


    “Yeah. Same to you.”


     


     


    2


    Daryl was glad to go into the tunnels and get out of sight for a while. Everyone knew about his outburst. The stares were hard to take.


    Sadie flew out of the tunnel before he could come down the ladder. She went straight to Adrian and waited for orders. Working was better than being in the tunnels right now. There was no one to play Duck Hunt with her.


    Daryl went down the ladder and found Stanley there with his hand on his gun. “Very good.”


    Stanley frowned at him. “What do you want?”


    Daryl realized Stanley was upset with him, too. For some reason, that hurt more than Jennifer’s angry glares. He didn’t know what to say.


    Stanley didn’t like being mad at anyone. Seeing Daryl so unsure of himself eased a little of the angry surprise. “Make it up to him.”


    “I will. I’m sorry.”


    Stanley accepted that. “People say stupid stuff when they’re drunk.”


    Daryl tried not to get defensive. “They also tell the truth.”


    “Not about Kyle. You were wrong.” Stanley pulled the hatch shut. “Are you here for updates?”


    “Yes. Who has point right now?”


    Stanley stood straighter. “I do.”


    Daryl knew Stanley had been up all night. “Pick your relief and get some sleep. You have point shift down here overnight tonight.”


    Stanley was thrilled. Overnight point duty only went to the most trusted people. “Debra can handle it. She didn’t drink at all and she went to bed early.”


    “Good. Update me.” Daryl saw a few other people coming their way. He hoped they were sober enough to work.


    Stanley opened his notebook. “There isn’t much to tell. Everyone on our lists is accounted for and there were no fights or injuries here. Wade kept things calm overnight. Candy reported to the medical officer a few hours ago, though. I was told she went into labor?”


    Daryl nodded. “She had two girls. They’re all fine.” Daryl didn’t tell mention the breast cancer. That would fly through camp on its own.


    “We searched down here and didn’t find any packs or packages that didn’t belong.” Stanley stayed next to Daryl as they went into the first tunnel section.


    Tonya’s cats fled into the shadows ahead of them.


    Kids glanced up expectantly. They were fully dressed, fed, and occupied with arts and crafts.


    Daryl did a quick count to be sure they were all here. Then he spotted the pictures they were working on. He recognized them.


    Cody pointed at a stack in the center of the long, narrow table they’d put along the wall. “Those are ready.”


    Daryl only had one question. “Where do they go?”


    “In the gear Neil collected.”


    Daryl frowned lightly. “Neil has gear somewhere?”


    “Yes. The alpha told him a secret. He figured out what she wanted and started stocking up.” Cody pointed. “These pictures go with it.”


    Daryl was intrigued. “Where is this stash of mystery gear?”


    Cody used Eagle code. In the barn.


    Daryl blew out a breath of self-derision. I’ve seen it and still didn’t see it for what it is. “I’ll deliver them myself.” Daryl took the pictures and rolled them up so he didn’t lose any. “I need to gather some things. Do you kids want to do a treasure hunt for me?”


    Cheers echoed through the tunnel, making Dog flinch. He’d had a quiet night with the kids.


    Daryl motioned to Stanley. “Make a list. We need 10 snack baggies. You’ll have to pack them yourselves. Don’t bother the cooks. Gather up all the handheld shovels from the extra kits near the hatches. We need one for each of you and a couple extras. Then we need Samantha’s planting kit from the garden corner down here. Take it all to the same hatch and let Adrian know when you’re ready.” Daryl was certain Adrian would like the idea of putting the kids to work. “You’ll need guards while you’re up there. I believe Dog, Cate, and Cody can cover it. Okay?”


    Cody was relieved that he didn’t have to dig. He wasn’t in the mood to get dirty.


    Cate and the others were just happy to get out of the tunnel. They didn’t care what they were doing.


    Now that he’d found a way to keep them busy, Daryl scanned each child individually. He was finding more tolerance and compassion for children now that he had his own on the way.


    The kids let him see their true concerns for one quick look.


    Daryl made mental notes. Most of their issues were small and easily fixed, like letting them spend more time outdoors. The others, like Amy’s terror that none of her new family would return, couldn’t be fixed until fate made a final choice. Daryl smiled at the little girl. “Would you like to help them with guard duty?”


    Amy’s lower lip stuck out. “She doesn’t like me.”


    Daryl had forgotten Amy and Cate didn’t get along. “Is there a friend you’d like to be with today so it’s easier?”


    Amy’s eyes welled up. “Kimmie’s gone. I don’t have friends now.”


    Cate felt that strongly. Neither do I. We’re both alone. Impulse opened her mouth. “You can help us. It’s okay.”


    Amy brightened. “Really?”


    Cate let her nicer side come through for a change. “Sure. We can keep them safe together.”


    Amy beamed. “Okay.”


    Daryl was glad the girls were getting along right now. He went to the next area, hoping it went well.


    Leeann started to stand up and go after him. “Maybe I can help, too.”


    Mike jerked her back down by her wrist. He hissed in her face. “You stay with me!”


    Leeann bit her lip and stayed on the chair by his side. No one had heard them. The kids were all hurrying to find their shoes.


    Mike’s older brother came over from his post on guard duty. “Mike, be careful.”


    Mike scowled at Eric. “Mind your own business!”


    Eric leaned down so he could whisper. “I want to, little bro, but you’re in public right now. Dad never let anyone see or hear it. Our friends and neighbors never knew what was going on. Unless you want to be split up, you’d better do the same.”


    Mike nodded curtly. “You’re right. I need to act more like dad.”


    Other guards came through the tunnel in time to hear that. They smiled in approval. Zack was an upstanding member of Safe Haven. Most people didn’t remember a time when he hadn’t been.


    But his sons did.


     


     


    3


    “It’s almost noon. We should be hearing something soon. One way or the other.”


    People frowned at Dace for the flippant attitude.


    Adrian only nodded. The tension was building. Chad may have destroyed their cruise ship and ruined their chances of surviving here. If it blew up, Angela would probably decide to load them all onto one of the UN ships and go back to America. People were already considering it, but they weren’t happy.


    Adrian was surprised. After all the times he’d heard people say they wished they hadn’t come or they were going back as soon as they could, he hadn’t thought they could be converted to island life. But I was wrong. Angela got them to accept this as a real safe haven.


    Adrian refused to worry over her. It was too soon to hear anything. It would take the rescue team hours to reach Chad’s last location, let alone to catch up with him. I’ll start worrying come sunset. “Are we all accounted for?”


    “The last few are coming from the beach now. They took down the tent and stayed to clean up. They should be about finished.” Morgan turned toward loud voices, glad that the mud was mostly dried up now. Muddy prints were all over the place, but they were starting to flake away in the light breeze and would be gone in another day or so. “Sounds like they’re coming now.”


    Adrian scanned the group. He had everyone else working and calming down now. He didn’t need new drama.


    Adrian saw Ralph’s determined face and groaned. So much for that.


    Ralph came straight to him, along with Daisey and some of the other camp members. “I need you to lock me up.”


    Daisey scowled deeply. “I told you to wait until Angela gets home!”


    Ralph ignored her. “I conspired against the boss. Lock me up.”


    Adrian wasn’t sure if that was the best choice. Jail was rougher on an older person than it was for someone young. “Are you sure? We’ll trust you to stay in a tent with a cot and a heater.”


    Fresh tension ran through the town as they listened to the exchange.


    Ralph held out his hands. Samantha’s scream over the radio had convinced him that this was the right thing to do. He wasn’t taking no for an answer. “Cuff me. Do it!”


    Adrian frowned at the man. “We’ll take you to the jail, but I am not using the cuffs. Stop being dramatic! We don’t need this right now.”


    Being scolded openly eased some of Ralph’s guilt. He turned toward the path to the jail. “Daisey had nothing to do with it. Let her keep helping.”


    “We will.” Adrian motioned. “Samantha’s twins need to be fed again and so does KJ. Morgan will take you all to the jail and wait while Tonya feeds the kids. Then he’ll bring them back and get them settled in the tunnels with guards.”


    Morgan nodded. He didn’t mind the trips back and forth, though his boots were caked in drying mud. It was better than doing cleanup or just sitting around and waiting for word.


    Ralph was satisfied with that. He kept walking by the people who were staring in surprised anger. “Whatever Sherman has planned, I’m not a part of it. I never wanted to break the rules.”


    Adrian realized Ralph had done more than just gossip. He really did conspire. Adrian motioned Dace along. “Make sure they get where they need to go. Stay at the jail. I’m sure they can use an extra hardbody.”


    Dace brightened. Piper was still at the jail. “You got it, Boss.”


    Adrian froze at the title.


    Eagles tried to decide how they felt about it.


    The radio interrupted their thoughts. “It’s almost time. We’re off the cruise ship and clear, waiting and watching.”


    Adrian keyed his mike. “Copy. We’ll be listening.”


    Zack didn’t laugh because it wasn’t funny to him. Others snickered and went about their work.


    Time ticked by slowly while everyone waited for their cruise ship to be destroyed.


    Adrian saw a pair of mud-streaked panties in a tree branch. He tensed, reminded of Quinn and Kendle. He pointed it out to the cleaning crew.


    Ralph stopped by Morgan. “Tell Samantha I want her services when she’s ready.”


    Morgan realized they didn’t have any other lawyers right now. “I’ll let her know when she gets home.”


    Ed was still on duty over the medical tent. He couldn’t stop his mouth from opening. “If she comes back at all, you mean. Lurkers are crazy smart and he’s had her for 12 hours.”


    Scowls and insults were tossed toward him.


    Adrian made a connection. “And if he’s so smart, why did he take the slowest ship and leave the others? He had to know we’d send a rescue team. They’ll be able to catch him before he can get to a big landmass.”


    Jennifer joined Adrian. “Because he doesn’t just want Samantha.” Jennifer had been stewing on it for hours now. Ed’s comment had allowed her to come up with an answer. “Angela gave that kill order. She’s heading into a trap.”


    “I trust Kyle to watch her six.” Daryl had just come up from his hourly check of the tunnels. “It’s all good down there.”


    Jennifer scowled deeply. “Really? Last I heard, you believe he’s a child-raping monster.”


    Daryl flushed. “I was drunk and said some things I regret.”


    “That’s not an excuse.”


    “You’ve never made a mistake?”


    Jennifer snorted.


    Daryl grinned at her through his bruises. “Well, you’re young. Give yourself a chance.”


    Jennifer swallowed a chuckle. This wasn’t the time for humor.


    Tim joined them by the barn. Half of his congregation came along. “Hey, is it okay for us to hold a prayer service? We want to send some good thoughts to the mission team and Samantha.”


    Adrian studied the preacher without answering. Tim and his congregation had been frowning at the mess and the hungover people, but they weren’t preaching or condemning with their comments. Their bright eyes and headache-free faces rubbed it in without trying.


    Tim swallowed, suddenly nervous as conversations quieted to hear them. “Angela said I can build the church. She didn’t say we have to hide when we pray.”


    Jennifer knew what deal Angela had made. “She forbade you from openly converting people, though.”


    Tim shrugged. “I’m not asking anyone to attend. They’ll see us and join, or not. This is for my…the people who feel like I do.”


    Adrian wasn’t sure. He hadn’t allowed religion to take a hold in this camp when he was in charge, for many reasons. “I assume you’ve heard her backstory?”


    Tim nodded. “I know the boss hates Christianity. I hope to change her mind. It’s not all bad.”


    “It’s not all good either.” Daryl also had a childhood that had taught him not to believe in people who claimed they spoke to God.


    Adrian saw Jennifer’s eye roll and agreed. Angela didn’t hate Christianity. Tim was wrong. “Abide by the terms of your agreement for now. If she doesn’t like it, she’ll make that clear.”


    “Thank you.”


    Daryl scowled. “Why is she allowing this?”


    Adrian knew that answer. “She’s following our constitution. It says we have freedom of religion, not the freedom to make others follow our religion.”


    Jennifer approved. “She’s a patriot. She loves America.”


    Daryl still wasn’t happy about it. “So other religions could do the same here?”


    Tim walked away without listening to the half-lies Adrian was about to tell. The full truth was more complicated. Yes, she’ll allow it, but only after she makes a deal that prevents them from growing more powerful than she is.


    “It’s noon.” Lisa, now on guard duty over Adrian, had been keeping track.


    Everyone went silent and waited for the sound of their ship blowing up.


     


    Ten minutes later, Adrian and everyone else had reached their patience limit. He keyed the mike before someone else did it. “Update me.”


    Zack’s nervous voice came right back. “No change. We sent in a volunteer to retrieve a pack for further examination.”


    Adrian scowled. “I didn’t tell you to do that!”


    They all heard Zack shrug through the radio. “I don’t remember asking your permission.”


    People laughed around Adrian, but it was tense.


    Adrian didn’t ask who had chosen to be the possible sacrifice. He didn’t need to.


    Neither did Jennifer. “I’m going to kill him.”


    Adrian nodded. “Ray’s another one who gets restless. Maybe having a church will help him, too.”


    Hearing Adrian confirm her thought made Jennifer feel better, but she couldn’t relax. Ray was risking his life and she wasn’t close enough to help him if things went wrong. “I’ll be so glad when this damn day is over!”


    Heads bobbed in agreement. It was only afternoon, but it felt a lot later.


    The radio crackled. “You’re not gonna believe this.”


    “Just tell me!”


    “It’s an alarm clock, Adrian. There’s no explosive. It’s a fake.”


    People breathed out sighs of relief or cheered.


    Zack’s voice interrupted the celebration. “We’re going in for the other nine now. Standby.”


    The entire camp went back to waiting. There was nothing else they could do until the threat was cleared.
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    Mommy’s Coming


     


     


     


    1


    “It’s almost sunset.” Wade held tight to the boat and ducked against the spray. He was eager for the cold ride to be over. He still hadn’t been able to connect to Samantha. He was terrified for her.


    “I know.” Neil didn’t need to check his watch, though letting go of the RIB to do so wasn’t a good idea anyway. Their boat was being pulled behind the rescue ship. They were flying up and slamming down, swinging out to the side and being jerked back by the tow line they’d carefully measured. If it was too long, Chad would be able to see them swinging out beside the ship on his radar. If it was too short, they would topple in the wake. It made for a rough ride where hanging on was all they could do. The only help was the tarp he’d tied over the raft. It kept some of the wind and water out, letting them stay dry.


    Salty water squirted into Neil’s face.


    He sighed. Except for our faces. The tarp had come loose on this end.


    Neil’s fingers cramped at the tight grip. His brain pounded in time to the movements of the boat, threatening to split his skull open. I’m never drinking again.


    Wade didn’t comment on that. A lot of people had made that vow since waking up. He doubted any of them would stick to it. Drinking was Safe Haven’s unofficial hobby. “I need to say something.”


    “Same for me.” Neil had already planned on having this conversation. “Just save her. That’s all that matters.”


    “Yes.” Wade was glad Neil understood. If they had to pick a life, or there was a chance to take a hit for her, both of them were willing to die in Samantha’s place.


    Neil braced his foot against the small engine they’d connected to the RIB while traveling on the rescue ship. They’d only been in this rigid inflatable boat for an hour, but it felt like a lot longer. “If it’s me, tell her I’m sorry for being so wrapped up in my head that I didn’t know she needed me. And tell her I’ll love her even after I’m gone.”


    Wade brought his anger forward to keep from breaking down. “If it’s me, tell her I didn’t know what love was until now. Thank her for changing me from a man whore into a real man.”


    Both males let their emotions out for a few seconds. Then they locked it away and drew on their coats of anger and vengeance. Someone had taken their mate. There would be a heavy price paid.


    “Do you think we’re making the right choice by trusting Angela with this plan?”


    Salt burned Neil’s nose. He rubbed it on his damp shoulder and cursed himself for not doing a better job of tying down the tarp. “Yes.”


    “I’m not.”


    Neil understood. He was having his own doubts, but he refused to speak them and possibly jinx the run. “Stand your ground, Eagle.”


    Wade felt better hearing that, but he still tried to don the cold shield of battle early so he didn’t babble anyway. He’d never felt fear like this.


    Neil had. But that doesn’t make it any easier. “I’ve been keeping something from you guys.”


    Wade had suspected something was going on with Neil, but it wasn’t in his nature to pry. “Is it bad?”


    Neil drew in a breath. “I’m byzan now. I’ve been trying to ignore it, but that’s not working.”


    Wade was only a little surprised. “You’ve made a lot of plans to kill people, like we all have.” Wade considered confessing that he was also byzan now, but decided not to. Neil was under enough stress. He didn’t need more.


    Neil was in his own head and missed those signs. “If I keep gaining levels, I’ll leave Sam behind like Angela did with Marc. That’s why I was so against the pool lesson. I’d just figured out why Marc and Angie weren’t working out. I don’t want Samantha to gain another level. If we get through this in one piece, I’d like to find a way to give it up.”


    Wade was surprised now. “Even if it’s possible, going back levels would take away a lot of power. Are you sure you want to do that?”


    Neil delivered the rest of his confession. “I mean to give it all up, Wade. We’ll convince Samantha. The twins are already locked. We’ll do the same with Amy. Then we’ll stay on the island and just be camp members who never have to run into the fire, only away from it.”


    Wade wasn’t sure what to say. “That’s a hell of a plan.”


    “Think about it later. After Samantha recovers, she’ll help us find the spell or charm or whatever we need.”


    Wade liked Neil’s faith that Samantha would recover from this. “I’ll get back to you on it.”


    “That’s all I ask.” Neil kept his mind on those future plans so he didn’t break down. I have to keep it together, for Samantha.


    Neil felt the RIB slow. Tension sank into his guts as he began listening for Angela’s radio call. “Are you ready?”


    Wade felt the cool shield of battle settle over his damp skin and sighed in relief. “And then some.”
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    “It’s almost sunset.”


    Angela didn’t tell Grant she was aware of that. The bright orange and pale yellow sunset was in their faces as they flew through the choppy ocean. Storm clouds were rolling in from the west, but they would be at their destination before it arrived.


    Kyle joined them near the bridge. “We know it’s a trap, Boss. You can’t swap yourself for Samantha.”


    “I’m not.”


    Kyle waited for her to explain.


    Angela couldn’t. Samantha was prying lightly at her thoughts. “How much longer do you think it will be?”


    Grant checked the radar and their speed, then recounted. He came up with the same results. “We should see them any time now.”


    Angela scanned the darkening water in front of the ship. Grant already had them going as fast as was safe in these uneasy seas. Their ship was light enough to flip if he hit the wrong wave.


    Angela felt the moment arrive. It came with an upset stomach and an eagerness she couldn’t hide. She kept her back to them so the men didn’t see her relief. We made it by sunset. We’re okay. Arriving after dark had doomed them all in her short glimpses of this moment.


    “I’ve got him on radar.”


    Grant’s call brought Kyle and Angela over to the monitor.


    “That means he’s got us now, too.” Angela rotated toward the ship’s radio in tandem with Kyle.


    “I see you.” The radio lit up in confirmation that they’d been right to assume Chad would make it work. And that means we’re also right about him being military, but he’ll expect me to follow Eagle hostage rules.


    Kyle nodded. “But he isn’t expecting our hidden men. This isn’t in the training for any level.”


    “I hope not, but I have a backup plan.” Angela leaned closer, not trusting mental or Eagle code right now. “It’s time to use the new gift you were supposed to practice in the cage with Daryl last night.”


    Kyle’s new byzan mind linked that up instantly. She did know. “You lied!”


    Angela didn’t deny it. “Get ready, Eagle. This one depends on your amazing aim.”


    She glared at Grant. “You stay down. If you get yourself killed, Ray might slaughter us all.”


    Grant chuckled at her joke.


    Angela didn’t.
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    “It’s almost sunset. Hurry up!” Chad shouted in Samantha’s bruised face. “She’s almost here!”


    Samantha had most of her gifts now, but she’d already learned she couldn’t attack Chad without being hit by it instead of him. Their deal was binding in every way. “She has a plan, but I can’t tell what it is. She’s not thinking about it.”


    “Then dig in!”


    Samantha braced for another beating. “I can’t. That’s the alpha. You only get into her brain if she invites you in.”


    “Will she?”


    “Maybe, but she has to know I’m compromised now.” Samantha’s eyes went to the diaper bag on the desk. She could see the bulges of her children, but she hadn’t heard a single sound. They haven’t cried in hours. Why aren’t they crying?! “Can I feed them now? You said you’d think about it.”


    “I fed them a bottle before I came back down here, and I added a few more drops of the drug I used on you. Got tired of their crying. They went right to sleep.” Chad hadn’t slept in almost two days. He swayed as he leaned down in her face again. “Concentrate!”


    Samantha did what he wanted. Her witch’s voice bled through her own. “We see three people on her ship. Everything else is dark or empty.”


    “I can’t believe she only came with two guards.” He leered at Sam. “Is it Neil and Wade? Because that would be perfect.”


    “It’s Kyle and Grant.”


    Chad knew something wasn’t right about that, but his delight at being so close to springing his trap made him brush it off. “Let’s go up and check the radar. If she sent Neil and Wade to sneak up on me, she’ll get a huge surprise.”


    Samantha eyed the diaper bag. “I’ll carry them!”


    “With that broken wrist and dislocated knee? I don’t think so.” Chad scooped up the diaper bag and peered down. “They really are cute boys, Samantha.”


    Samantha dragged herself over to the door and started climbing the steps on her hands and knees. Chad had forbidden her to stand up. When she’d forgotten, he kicked her knee out of socket to make sure it didn’t happen again.


    Pain hit her with every step, but Samantha barely noticed. Chad would be distracted with Angela soon. And I will get my babies!


    Chad hurried around her and went to the bridge of the reoutfitted whaling ship. He grinned as he spotted the dot flying toward his location. He grabbed the mike. “I see you.”


    He dropped the diaper bag onto the counter of the bridge. He turned toward the rear of the ship, searching the ocean. There was only a single ship on the radar. “Did she do it honestly? No surprise arrival or tricky trade attack?” With only two guards, and one of them being their valued captain, it seemed like Angela was giving up.


    Chad stayed in the doorway of the bridge.


    Samantha crawled toward it, attention on the diaper bag. My boys! I want my babies!


    Chad studied her in glee. “It’s almost time. Start gathering energy, and remember what I told you while I was breaking those three fingers, Sam. If you hold back at all, if you protect them in any way, I’ll shoot an entire magazine into this diaper bag.” Chad rested his free hand on it.


    “I won’t hold back.” Samantha lowered her eyes and waited by his feet as tears rolled from her eyes.


    “Good girl.”


    Samantha felt Neil and Wade shouting for her, but she’d blocked them out so she couldn’t betray them. Whatever plan Angela had come up with was her only hope. Sam expected it to backfire against her because it was a violation of her new master’s rules, but it was worth it in hopes that someone would at least be able to save her twins.


    “As soon as she’s in range, open fire.”


    “On who?”


    “On Angela.” Chad watched the ship come closer. “Aim for her and her only.” Chad patted the rifle on the counter by the diaper bag. “I’ll handle the rest.”
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    Angela spotted Chad on the deck. She saw the figure crawling after him, but she couldn’t place it for a few seconds. Her mind refused to accept that broken, bald, crying person as her friend.


    “Is that Samantha?” Grant was horrified.


    Kyle was pissed. “She’s out of the way, Boss. Kill him right now.”


    Angela started to.


    Chad felt it coming. He slid in front of Samantha, now clutching the diaper bag. “Stay back!”


    Kyle snorted. “He believes a bag will stop you.”


    Angela didn’t have time to dig in for that mystery. She waited for Chad to give her a shot.


    Kyle and Grant also lifted their rifles. If they got a clear shot, they already had permission to take it.


    Chad’s bloodshot orbs spewed rage and triumph when none of them fired. Angela hated that mix on sight. You haven’t won anything yet, you coward!


    The Eagles recognized Chad’s position as a defense against their gun plans. Angela lifted a brow at Kyle.


    “I’ll handle it.” Kyle was already so full of energy that he felt like throwing up to relieve the pressure.


    “We’re going dark now.” Angela had scanned Samantha and found what she’d planned for. She broke Samantha’s connection to the hive.


    It wouldn’t end her bond with Neil or Wade, but theirs would be the only thoughts she picked up. Angela expected the two men to shove promises and questions at Sam upon first contact. This would be over before Samantha could dig into the minds of her mates. “Let her go. I’ll come over.”


    “You’re not the boss anymore!”


    Angela didn’t understand why Samantha was so fixated on the diaper bag, but there wasn’t time to figure it out as Chad began screaming at his new slave and his new slave cringed away from him. “Get ready, Kyle.”


    Kyle wasn’t sure what was going to happen next, but he trusted Angela to get Samantha back alive. “I’m set on your call, Boss.”


    Chad squeezed the diaper bag.


    Samantha started screaming.


    He held it over the open water as Angela tossed over the grappling hook to connect their ships. “Now! Kill her or I’ll drop them!”


    Samantha had no choice. She fired her strongest spell at Angela.


    Kyle tried to catch it.


    He shuddered as he failed. The pain Samantha was feeling sank into his bones and drew screams from his mouth.


    Angela kept her shield up and waited. Don’t rush it. Don’t rush it. Her rage was trying to take control. Her witch wanted to taste Chad while he was still alive.


    Samantha fired again, using wind this time.


    The smaller, lighter ship dipped in the water, knocking Angela off-balance.


    “Yes! Do that again!” Chad set the diaper bag by his feet and lifted his rifle into ready hands. “Again!”


    Samantha fired a third time, heart going cold. I have to kill her to save my sons.


    Angela caught the awful wave of panicked fury and staggered again as the boat rocked. Her shield flickered. Go, Neil! Go!


    Samantha fired again, sending violent wind.


    Kyle fell backward, hitting his head on the railing. He dropped to his knees, stunned.


    Samantha fired directly at Angela with eyes that begged the alpha to save her babies no matter the cost.


    Angela braced as the blast flew toward her. “I forgive you, Samantha.” The blast hit her and knocked out her shield.


    Chad fired.


    Angela stumbled…and fell. Her arm splayed out in a final gesture of defiance. Then it went slack.


    Kyle and Grant shouted and hurried toward her.


    Samantha stared in terror at the diaper bag. “Give me my babies now. You said you’d give them to me. Give me my babies!”


    “Shut up!” Chad threw the diaper bag over the rail.


    Samantha’s shriek echoed over the waves and engines. She scrambled toward the rail to go in after them.


    Chad kicked her in the ribs. “You’re not going anywhere! You’ll be my dog forever!”


    Samantha fired the last of her energy at Chad.


    Old magic prevented the hit and blasted it back at her.


    Samantha held her arms open wide as it slammed into her and lifted her up off the deck. “Mommy’s coming!”


    Samantha’s body flew over the rail and into the ocean.


    “No!” Chad let go of his rifle and ran toward that rail. “No! She’s mine!”


    Chad felt a blast coming. He ducked and spun, sliding across the deck to reach another weapon.


    Kyle’s hit went right by him, ruffling his dirty, bloody shirt and missing.


    Chad swung the harpoon around. “I helped Theo put this in! He even let me test it! See if your shields can hold us against this!”


    Angela pulled Kyle down right as Chad fired.


    Kyle felt the harpoon go over his head. It hit the rescue ship’s bridge window and went right through, shattering glass over them all.


    Grant lunged to the floor as glass and debris sprayed his seat. He stayed there, assuming another projectile would be coming. She told me to stay down. I’ll listen next time.


    “No!” Chad hated their luck. He grabbed the other steel harpoon and pushed it into place.


    Kyle fired again.


    Chad stumbled against the rail as the spell swarmed over his body. He tried to keep going but couldn’t. He froze in place, unable to do anything but shout in frustrated rage.


    The RIB came flying around the front of the rescue ship, carrying two furious, fearful men.


    Kyle checked on Angela.


    Angela opened her eyes. “Very nice.”


    Kyle helped her up, scanning for injuries.


    Angela dropped the melted slug her witch had grabbed.


    Kyle was reminded of the training tent when she’d first joined. Her witch had covered her in a shield they couldn’t see.


    Angela let him help her up. She rubbed her shoulder as she scanned the water. “Where is she?”


    Grant pointed. “She went in over there. Neil’s almost to that spot.”


    Angela stepped toward the anchored whaling ship that was bobbing in time with theirs. She smirked at Chad’s frozen face as she boarded his ship. “Hello, Mr. Time. How does it feel to be stopped?”


    Chad screamed as she approached, but he couldn’t run or attack her. Kyle’s freeze spell had been perfect.


    Angela drew her knife. “Let’s get you ready to face your maker.”
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    Samantha let the water pull her down. Where are they?!


    She flipped over in the rough waves, barely feeling the salty cold on her abused body. Where is it?!


    Samantha turned again, but the sunset was making it impossible to see through the water. She dove deeper, becoming frantic. Where is it?!


    A dark shape caught her attention. It was sinking steadily. She dove after it, lungs starting to burn.


    Samantha swam as hard as she could, but the tiny dot kept sinking faster than she could catch up.


    My babies!


    The water became heavier, harder to push through. Sam used her new skill to shove the water away.


    It collapsed on top of her and shoved her under faster.


    Samantha’s vision began to blur. Her lungs ached. No! Keep going!


    But she couldn’t. Samantha let her body go with the force of the water. The surface broke over her head a few seconds later.


    Samantha coughed out saltwater and snot, lungs heaving in air so she could go back down. She gulped in air and ducked under the waves.


    “I saw her!” Wade steered the RIB to that spot and killed the engine.


    Neil dove over the side.


    Wade anchored the rope around Neil’s leg with his body, hoping they’d brought enough of it.


    Samantha’s body sank faster than Neil could swim after her. He felt the water being displaced and realized she was doing it. What is she searching for? Sam?!


    Samantha felt Neil in her mind, but she didn’t have time to be glad he was here. Find them! They’re sinking!


    Neil didn’t know what she was talking about. His lungs began to hurt as he dove deeper.


    Samantha’s frustration peaked. She couldn’t get to the bottom. The ocean kept popping her back up. Even pushing the water away wasn’t helping now.


    Neil grabbed Samantha’s ankle. He wrapped his arm around her leg and tugged on the rope.


    Samantha felt them being pulled upward. She struggled violently. No! Let me go!


    Neil almost wasn’t sure who he had a hold of as the bald shape fought him. The familiar feel of her body confirmed it was Samantha and sent his rage to a new level. She’s trying to kill herself. Damn you, Chad!


    Samantha wasn’t able to fight Neil’s hold on her leg. She stared frantically through the murky depths as he pulled her up. Momma will join you soon.


    Neil broke the surface and hauled Samantha from the water.


    Wade was there to grab her and pull her into the boat.


    Samantha sucked in a fresh breath and tried to dive back in.


    Neil shoved her into the RIB and followed her. He rolled in and wrapped her shivering, fighting body in his arms. “Get us to the boss!”


    They didn’t have a medical kit in the raft. Neil had been afraid they would lose it during the rough ride here.


    Wade made sure the rope wasn’t in the water so it couldn’t be caught on the engine propellers. He got them moving, aware of Samantha starting to scream. She’s in bad shape, Boss.


    Samantha realized they weren’t going in after the babies. “Go back!” She beat on Neil’s chest and arms. “Our sons are drowning! Go back!”


    Neil held her in stunned shock. “What?”


    “Go back!” Samantha knew the twins couldn’t have survived this long. She broke down in sobs. “My babies!”


    Neil and Wade understood at the same time. Horror filled their minds.


    “The babies are fine, Sam.”


    “Tonya’s caring for them. They’re waiting for you on the island.”


    Samantha kept crying. She knew a lie when she heard it.


    Neil kept trying to convince her while Wade got them back to the rescue ship. “It’s okay, Sam. Shhh… It’s okay. You’re okay now.”


    “I’ll never be okay again!” Samantha’s rage flew out and blasted a hole in the raft.


    “Shit!”


    Kyle was there to throw them another rope. “Grab it!”


    Neil had to let go of Samantha to cut the rope on his ankle or he would be pulled down with the deflating raft.


    Samantha jumped toward the waves.


    Wade grabbed Samantha around the waist, ignoring her pounding fists and screams.


    Angela leaned over the railing and helped Wade wrestle Samantha onboard while Kyle pulled Neil back to the surface by the rope.


    Samantha fell to the deck of the ship. It knocked her breath out. She lay there, trying to gasp so she could scream again.


    Wade made it onto the boat. He helped Kyle pull Neil up.


    Angela opened her kit and quickly got the medical box out.


    Samantha barely felt the sting of the needle. Her heart was broken. “Kill me. Lost them. Can’t live now.”


    Angela motioned to Grant.


    Grant used a voice he didn’t feel. “I’m the captain. This is my ship, and you belong to me now!”


    Samantha didn’t fight him. She didn’t care.


    Old magic settled over the boat and locked her new owner into place.


    Neil boarded and fell to his knees next to her. “It’s okay, Sam. Grant’s going to let you go.”


    Samantha kept sobbing. The drugs hit her an instant later. She stilled. Her sobs became whimpers of unimaginable pain.


    “What’s wrong with her mind?” Kyle scanned the other ship, where Chad was still frozen in place on the deck. Kyle didn’t know how long the spell would last.


    “Babies.” Wade gasped in air. “She thinks he killed the twins.”


    “My babies!” Samantha surrendered to the darkness.


    Neil held her close. She’s alive. Thank you, God. Thank you!


    “We’ll get her home and she’ll be okay.” Wade glared at them all. “Right?”


    Angela wanted to say yes, but each person handled trauma differently. “We’ll help her.”


    She gestured toward the bridge, where Grant was clearing glass so they could set up a cot. “Let’s get her into dry clothes and set up an IV. I’ll do what I can for her. Our medics will finish it when we get home.”


    Neil saw Chad standing on the deck of the whaling ship. Chad was naked and bleeding lightly from several places, but he was unharmed otherwise.


    Neil glowered. “Why is he still breathing?”


    Angela shrugged. “I thought you might want to let him know how we feel about his actions. See to your mate first. Then he’s all yours.”


    Grant frowned. “Can I do it now or does she have to be awake? This feels bad.”


    “Try it.” Angela observed as Wade and Neil began stripping Samantha’s shivering body of the wet clothes.


    “You’re free now, Samantha. And never let anyone do this to you again!”


    Nothing happened.


    Angela shrugged. “It was worth a try. We’ll cover it after we convince her that Chad lied.”


    Grant didn’t understand what had happened. “What did he tell her?”


    Angela was still putting the pieces together. “I think he told her he had the babies in that bag.”


    “Does it matter that he lied?”


    “Sadly, no. If you can capture us, it still counts. The magic laws are very cruel. We don’t even have to agree for it to be binding. Sherman was wrong about that.” She wiped water from her arms and face. “It’s part of why we don’t talk much about our gifts or what we can do. It’s also why I had to stop holding public lessons. The normals are learning too much about us.”


    Grant stiffened. “I’m a normal.”


    Angela put a hand on Grant’s shoulder. “No, you’re one of us. You just happen to be normal, too.”


    Grant took a chance. “I don’t want to be...”


    “I know. But you and Ray need to work that out before I’ll agree. If it comes down to your relationship and becoming like us, I would hope you’d pick Ray.”


    “I would. I love that man.”


    Angela nodded. “So do I.”


    Angela and Kyle stood watch while Neil and Wade took care of Samantha. It was impossible to determine all of her injuries right now, but so far, nothing was life-threatening except for her state of mind.


    Neil’s rage continued to grow as he cared for her. “Broken wrist and fingers. Be careful putting the shirt on her.”


    “I will.” Wade’s anger was also building. “Broken knee, or maybe dislocated. Not sure.”


    Neil and Wade slowly brought the sweatpants up and lifted her hips. They felt her lighter weight.

    “I don’t think she was fed at all.”


    “Maybe nothing to drink either. Her lips are cracked and she’s running a fever.”


    Neil looked across the ships. He met Chad’s eyes.


    Chad started screaming again. He pissed down his own leg.


    Neil resumed caring for his mate. “Hold that thought, Mr. Time. I’m going to make it happen in a few minutes.”


    Wade wanted to kill the man, too, but his rage was under control compared to Neil’s. “I’ll get her IV set up. You go handle that piece of shit so we can leave.”


    Samantha needed real medical care. She couldn’t wait while Neil tortured Chad. “I only need a minute.”


    Angela was there to hand him a dry rifle. “Great idea.”


    Neil lifted and aimed in a bare second. He pulled the trigger twice in rapid succession.


    Blood split across Chad’s stomach, darkening.


    Chad shrieked as the slugs plunged through his abdomen and split him open. Guts fell to the wet deck and turned it red.


    Chad screamed endlessly as his innards kept spilling out, but he couldn’t follow them to the deck. He felt it all, but he couldn’t move.


    Neil’s third shot opened a hole in Chad’s forehead, but it still didn’t break Kyle’s freeze spell. Chad died standing up with his insides on the bloody deck by his boots.


    Angela nodded in satisfaction. “Disemboweled by bullets. That might be a new one for us.”


    Grant motioned toward the whaling ship. “Kyle can probably sail it back, or maybe we can tow it.”


    Angela denied him. “Leave it right there. Get us back to the island.”


    Grant fired up the engine while Kyle and Angela disconnected them from the whaling ship.


    Angela saw a tiny fleck in the water to their right and turned away from it before anyone else noticed. Jeff and Kimmie can also sail that ship. It will get them back to America. Their lifeboat won’t.


    Kyle was appalled by what had happened, but he also wanted his wife to be happy and she only was when she was working for the boss. When Jennifer saw Samantha, she would freak out.


    Angela felt his concern. She put it to rest. “Mistakes happen. We’ve both made our share. Just stand by her; don’t let her quit the Eagles.”


    Kyle revealed the other half of his dilemma. “She’s pregnant. She doesn’t need to be in your army. And I don’t want her to be.”


    “Because I lied.”


    Kyle gestured angrily. “Yes! You told them you didn’t know any of this was going to happen!”


    Angela still didn’t deny it even though Wade and Neil had heard him. “Get us home, Grant. This drama can wait.”


     


    As they pulled away, the diaper bag bobbed to the surface. A sharp wave toppled it, spilling two lifelike dolls into the water. They quickly sank out of view.
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    “I guess they cleared the ship.” It was dark now and chilly to all of them. They were glad as the dark shape of their island came into view. If not for the radar and the lit-up cruise ship, they might not have known the island was here.


    Angela nodded tiredly at Grant’s comment. The cruise ship was alive with guards and work crews. It was a relief.


    Their arrival was noticed before they got closer. Guards lifted night vision glasses and radios to call a warning.


    Grant reduced speed as they approached the bay. He keyed the mike. “Rescue ship coming in.”


    A cheer went up from the guards.


    Samantha jerked awake. Her eyes went around them wildly in the darkness. “My babies?!”


    “On the island, Sam.” Wade hated how broken she sounded, but he didn’t know what to do for her. This wasn’t a battered woman months after the fact. This was hours old and painful to witness.


    Samantha drew in a deep breath. “I’m not dreaming.”


    Neil gave her the basics. “No, we’re here. You’re home now. Chad’s dead.”


    Samantha’s stomach clenched. He’ll be in my brain forever, alongside Henry and Melvin. She shivered in the cool air.


    Neil took off his jacket and started to put it over her.


    Samantha jerked away from his heavy hand, smacking into the wall of the bridge.


    Neil stopped, heart clenching.


    Angela slid over and gently helped Samantha back into the cot. “It’s okay. Deep breaths and we’ll have you back with your babies in less than an hour.”


    Samantha trembled. Her eyes went to the dark water alongside of the ship. She peered through it desperately. What is that?


    She leaned down, trying to view through the waves. Is that a diaper bag?


    Samantha knew they were home, but her mind insisted the diaper bag could have floated this far. That tiny hand peeking from the top of the bag haunted her.


    “Grab her!”


    Angela and Neil caught Samantha by the arms as she tried to run to the side of the boat.


    “No! My babies!”


    Wade quickly gave her another mild dose of the sedative they were running low on.


    Samantha sagged in their arms, but her screams didn’t stop until the drugs yanked her under.


    Neil and Angela got her into the cot again and kept their hands on her to make sure she stayed there.


    Neil stared at Angela in terror. “I don’t know how to help her through this.” He knew Angela had gone through hell. “Do you?”


    Angela didn’t make a promise she couldn’t keep. “She needs time, love, and constant supervision until she accepts what happened and moves on.”


    Neil had already planned on all that. “How will we know when she’s improving?”


    “She’ll get pissed. Be ready to give her outlets that get her used to the water again or you’ll never get her off the island.”


    Wade glared. “Let her stay scared of it, then, because she’s never leaving our island again! She’ll stay there where she’s safe and someone else can run into the fire!”


    Neil recognized Wade’s choice and nodded.


    Angela didn’t answer.
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    “I think she’s waking up.” Terry was disgusted at Samantha’s condition. She had a broken wrist, broken fingers, open sores on her bald head, a dislocated knee that he’d already popped back into place, a beaten face, and bruises all over her body from Chad’s fists. The only thing she hadn’t been subjected to was rape, as far as he could tell. When Tonya was released from the jail, she would do an exam and verify it.


    Angela waited, ignoring her exhaustion and sore arm as she squeezed the tennis ball in her pocket ruthlessly. It had become a control for her nerves, for her new impatience.


    The medical tent was full of people, including Candy and Conner, who were occupying the corner wing with their new daughters and a small heater. They’d told Candy about the cancer a little while ago. She’d known something was wrong, but she had been scared to have herself tested.


    The entire tent was warm and clean now. It was a huge change from the way things had been when she left. Angela was happy with her camp.


    Samantha heard babies crying. Even in my dreams, I’m being haunted.


    Other noises slowly came to her–people talking, utensils clanking, slurping, steps crunching on the dirt and gravel. Where am I?


    Samantha began remembering things. The clearest was the loss of her children. I wish I was dead.


    “She’s awake now.” Neil looked over at Tobias.


    Tobias began checking her vitals while he scanned her mind.


    Samantha flinched away at the touch of a male. She opened her mouth to scream.


    Neil placed one of their sons into her arms. He stayed ready to grab the baby if she freaked out again.


    The familiar weight and scent of her offspring snapped Samantha’s eyes open. She stared at the live, squirming baby. Her mind refused to accept it, however. It’s another trick. This is someone else’s baby.


    Neil nodded to Wade.


    Wade lowered the other infant into Sam’s hurt arm. He kept a hand on the baby to help with the weight, but he didn’t touch her. Angela’s warning went through his mind. She won’t want to be touched by a man for a while. Give her space and love. The rest will work itself out.


    Samantha stared at the infants who were now craning their necks to reach a breast.


    Neil took the next step. He untied the front of her shirt and helped both babies latch on like he had before she’d been taken.


    The babies nursed hungrily, whimpering and straining to get closer.


    Samantha’s slow wake finally began to take effect. “You saved them!”


    Neil decided to let the details go for now. “They’re both fine, and you will be, too.”


    She glanced around the medical bay in sudden fear. “Chad. I killed his father.”


    “And I killed Chad, so we’re all good.”


    Sadness flooded Samantha’s face. “No. I made a deal. I can’t be here with them. I can’t stay.”


    Jeremy’s son tangled tiny hands into her open shirt and suckled harder.


    Samantha began to cry.


    “Grant owns you now.” Neil waved the man over.


    Grant put a hand on Samantha’s ankle, making her flinch.


    Sam shuddered as she stared at him. Old magic lit up their skin where it connected. “Master.”


    Her defeated tone brought fresh anger to everyone, but especially to Grant. He hated this. “I release you, Samantha, with two conditions.”


    She waited, afraid to have any hope.


    “You have to try to be happy again. All of Chad’s rules are void. He’s dead. I won you. Let him go and do as I say.”


    Samantha didn’t have a choice if her men weren’t defending her. Heavier sadness settled into her heart. “I’m broken now. You want to trade up.”


    Neil winced.


    Wade’s rage sent him out of the medical tent.


    Grant let go of her ankle. “You have to stay on the island until you heal up. Once the medics clear you, our bond is broken and you’re free.” They’d all agreed on that so she was surrounded by people who would watch her. The last place Sam needed to be right now was near water.


    Samantha looked at the feeding boys again. She woke another level from her captivity. “That’s it? Don’t you want to hurt me, too?”


    Grant controlled his anger. He mentally replayed Chad’s death and decided it had been too quick. “No. I want you to recover and be happy again. You’re safe now, with the people who love you.”


    Samantha spotted Angela lurking, watching her. Another flash of the fight came to her mind. She waited to be punished for firing on the alpha.


    Neil hated the submissive reaction from Samantha. “Can you help her?”


    Angela wanted to, but she couldn’t. “Not yet. Right now, she needs you and the kids. Make sure she can always see them, and make sure you never use a diaper bag.”


    Samantha tensed up. Panicked words rolled from her mouth. “I saw the hand. He had babies in that bag! They drowned! I should be dead. Why am I not dead?!”


    Neil ran a gentle hand over her bare brow. “Easy, Sammi. Easy.”


    Samantha allowed that familiar name and touch to comfort her. She was able to get control of her panic this time. “I’m okay. It’s okay.”


    Neil tugged the receiving blanket up over her chest so she didn’t get chilled in the cold air surrounding the tent. “I’ll take care of you. It will never happen again.”


    Angela reconnected Samantha to the hive. “We’ve all missed you. We’re all here for you.”


    Voices came through the hive, apologizing, vowing to help her, and declaring hatred for her abductor.


    Their support helped Samantha control her mind so she could tell them things she thought were important. “Chad said he was Invisible.”


    Conner grunted. “It’s too bad you didn’t unlock him. That would have broken the cold bonds. Our kind can’t enslave each other.”


    “True.” Tobias shrugged. “Well, she’ll know it for next time.”


    Wade glowered from the flap where he’d stopped to listen. “No! There won’t be a next time. She’s staying right here!”


    Samantha’s tears came again, but they weren’t full of pain and panic this time. They were tears of relief. “My babies!”


    Neil motioned. “She’s a little clearer now. Show her the rest.”


    Angela held up a small recording device. “This is what he used to trick you.” Angela hit play.


    The sound of crying babies was identical.


    Angela switched it off as Sam tensed. “He must have recorded it while you were changing diapers. He also took Amy’s dolls. That’s what was in the bag.”


    Samantha wanted to believe them. Hope was trying to bloom. “I saw hands.”


    “The dolls were lifelike, Sam.” Neil tried to trigger her memory. “We even joked about mixing them up.”


    Samantha recalled that moment. She stared at her nursing sons again. “It was all a lie?”


    Everyone nodded.


    Samantha drew in a deep breath and tested that theory. “Chad framed Tonya.”


    She tensed, waiting for the magic to punish her for betraying Chad.


    When nothing happened, relief finally took priority. Samantha sobbed. “He’s dead!”


    People nodded coldly.


    Her sobs echoed again. This time, the feeling of it being over spread through the tent. Samantha had been hurt, but she was alive and her abductor wasn’t. It was almost a best-case scenario.


    Angela stepped outside as Samantha kept crying and Neil tried to comfort her.


    Wade stomped off.


    Adrian glanced over from his post near the restaurant. He’d switched to guard duty upon their arrival.


    Angela scanned the quiet, calm town as she joined him. It had been cleaned and restocked from the ship’s supplies. Angela assumed it had also been searched again. Adrian was thorough and he would have needed to keep people busy while they were gone. Cleaning the town wouldn’t have covered it all.


    “We did do a second search of the ship and the tunnels. No other backpacks. We moved the ones from the ship into a locked crate and stored it at the jail.” Adrian knew she would want the evidence if there was a trial for Tonya. “I assume Chad is no longer a threat?”


    “No.”


    “Good.”


    She noted the new lights hanging from eves and the sound of a freezer humming inside the restaurant. “Thank you.”


    “It’s my honor.” Adrian turned away to keep from saying more. He was relieved that she was back and unharmed. Seeing Samantha had reminded him it hadn’t been that long since Angela’s life had been in danger, too. He wanted to hold her, to press kisses to her face, to cry with her to help release the pain she was bottling up over Samantha being hurt so badly.


    Angela motioned Zack over. “Tonya has been cleared of all charges. She is being released now. Gather an escort and bring her here to the medical bay. Let’s have all our mothers sleep in there with Samantha tonight. I believe it might help her believe she’s really free.”


    Zack didn’t ask questions even though he had a lot of them.


    Angela felt weariness threatening her mind. She pushed it aside to finish getting them all settled for the night. “Update me.”


    Jennifer came from the shadows of the tent where she’d been observing in horror. Samantha’s pain was awful. I’ll never be able to make this up to her.


    Angela sighed. I know how that feels.


    Jennifer consulted her book. “The ship is clear. We put a skeleton crew on it.”


    “I want them all on the island. Tell Ray to shut down everything he can and then come join us. No one stays on that ship anymore unless there’s a full crew of guards to keep things covered.”


    Jennifer was glad to hear it. “We didn’t find Sherman.”


    “No worries. We did.”


    Jennifer kept going as she saw Sherman’s death in Angela’s thoughts. “Everyone has been fed and watered. We have entertainments going in the tunnels. The bodies from last night were dumped, and the mess is mostly cleaned up, as you can see. We’ve also locked the barn.”


    Angela didn’t discuss the gear they were now protecting in there. “Next?”


    “That’s it, unless you want the nightly reports?”


    “No.” Angela yawned. “It’ll wait until morning. You’re off-duty now. Go spend some time with your husband and kids.”


    Jennifer lingered. “I’m sorry.”


    “I know. Go on now. You can tell Samantha that later. Right now, she doesn’t need more tears.”


    Jennifer walked away with her chin down and confidence rattled once again.


    Neil came to the tent flap. “Sam’s asleep.” The medic was watching her and the babies who were still draining Samantha’s engorged breasts.


    “The painkillers will make that worse, but she needs the rest.” Angela waited in case Neil felt like he needed to vent.


    Neil reached out slowly.


    Angela allowed his hug, but she didn’t like it. I don’t want to cry!


    Neil chuckled as he drew back. “Too late.”


    Angela wiped her eyes. “Why?”


    Neil turned to stare at Samantha from the flap. “You know why.”


    Angela did. She walked away before he could move on to the next thing he wanted.


    Angela felt the cool wind, and changed her mind. She motioned to Zack, who was getting ready to go to the jail. “I want all of them released on their own recognizance.”


    “Is that wise?” Letting someone out of jail on their word of honor wasn’t smart in Zack’s opinion.


    “Yes. All of their alleged offenses will be investigated and handled, but not tonight. There’s no heat in the jail and they haven’t been found guilty. Making them suffer the weather is cruel and unusual punishment.”


    “You’re the boss.” Zack went toward the dark path with his escorts.


    Amy ran by them and ducked into the medical tent. She’d been told she could visit Samantha now.


    Dog followed the little girl.


    Angela went to a group of Eagles standing nearby. “I need a packet of cocoa mix and any coconut candy you have. I’ll make a good deal.”


     


    Kyle came over to join Neil at the tent flap. “I’m happy for you, man.”


    Neil was watching Angela now. “Thank you.”


    “You know it.” Kyle had been stewing on things during the ride home and the trip to the town with Samantha’s almost lifeless body on the stretcher. “She did know it was going to happen. Which means she knew every time any of us would get hurt.”


    Neil nodded. “Including herself.”


    “Shouldn’t you be pissed?”


    “Yeah, and Wade still is.”


    “But?”


    Neil blinked away emotional tears. “She let Samantha live. We got her back and Wade didn’t die. It changed for us this time.”


    “Is that good enough?” Kyle wanted to be able to let it go.


    Neil wiped his face. “It is for me. I’ve screwed up so much. I was terrified she’d take it out on my family. Knowing she won’t will let me accept it.”


    Kyle still wasn’t sure that was good enough for him. “She’s picking who lives and dies… Like a God.”


    “No, like an alpha.” Tobias joined them. “This is why alphas exist. If someone doesn’t pick, then those deaths are random. Just as many evil souls will be spared as good ones. She’s changing the odds.”


    Kyle’s sharp mind went to a problem with that. “Won’t it disrupt the balance between good and evil?”


    Neil’s attention was snagged. “Yeah. What happens when there’s more good than bad?”


    “We’ll have peace until that balance changes.” Tobias shrugged. “If her heirs can keep it tilted, we might have peace for thousands of years even without the Creator’s return.”


    “Do you really believe that’s going to happen?” The stories were too farfetched for Kyle sometimes.


    Tobias’s voice firmed into eager dread. “If your wife was in danger…”


    Neil got the point. “So we need to figure out how to not kill her before she does kill us, so she and the Creator can be reunited.”


    Tobias laughed. “Yep. Sounds like fun if we can do it.”


    Kyle scowled. “And if we can’t?”


    Tobias looked toward Cate, who had come up with Amy. “I wonder if Joey’s saving us all seats in hell?”


     


    Angela finished her trading and then whistled sharply to get attention. “I’m calling a mandatory camp meeting, right here, at 8 a.m.”


    Small cheers broke out from the missing mission team’s loved ones.


    Angela didn’t confirm their suspicions. I still need the meeting to go my way. She went to the restaurant. “Excuse me, please. I have a cake to bake.”
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    “I smell chocolate.” Stuart grinned at the other brawlers. “She really did bake us a cake!”


    The jail group was in good spirits, for the most part. Their voices echoed through the jungle and woke some of the sleeping people in the medical tent and in the barn.             


    Angela heard the group coming. She stepped out onto the porch of the restaurant and put her finger to her lips.


    The guards quieted, realizing most of the camp was sleeping.


    Angela waved Jennifer to cover it. The girl had refused to go to bed like everyone else.


    Jennifer pointed at the medical tent. “We have things ready in there for most of you. Pam and Ralph can go into the tunnels. Stanley will show you two where to sleep for tonight.”


    Tonya came through the middle of the tired group. She lifted her chin against the stares and went into the medical tent. Tonya was thrilled to be out and sad for all that Samantha had gone through, but she was also glad of it. Angela will go get the mission team now. These people won’t settle for just one rescue.


    Tobias and Rico glanced up at her in welcome.


    Tonya missed them as she looked for Samantha.


    Wade and Neil opened their eyes and glared from the chairs on either side of Sam.


    Tonya took a pair of gloves from the folding desk. She saw Samantha was sleeping, and went to Candy, who wasn’t. “Let’s get you checked out real quick. Unless you want to wait for a different medic?”


    Candy smiled at Tonya. “I’d rather have you. Welcome back.”


    Tonya nodded politely and got to work.


    Conner took the babies and put them in the warmed incubator. He was glad when Tonya pulled the curtain shut around Candy’s cot. The male medics kept forgetting it.


    Pam watched for a minute, then headed toward the tunnel hatch. She didn’t expect people to talk to her, but she was glad to be out of the jail cell. She refused to think about finding a leftover bottle from the matches. I can do this.


    Ralph waited to be scolded and given a labor punishment at the very least. His sadness and disappointment in himself was obvious.


    Tim came from the small bonfire. “Would you like to stay with us tonight?” Tim indicated the sleepy congregation that had been about to end their prayer service and go to bed.


    Ralph started to refuse, but the warmth from their preacher was hard to resist. It would let him have a night away from Daisey, who was always eager to nag him when he didn’t do what she wanted. That part of marriage, he hadn’t missed. “Sure.”


    Tim put an arm around Ralph’s shoulders and led him toward the fire.


    Jennifer scowled. She glanced through the restaurant window at Angela, who was also observing them. Is that breaking your deal?


    No. That’s offering comfort. Angela came back to the door.


    The brawlers were taking seats on the porch, and talking about things that had happened. “Can I sign you all up as our first island police force?”


    Cheers echoed, waking people in the medical tent.


    Samantha didn’t budge. Neither did the happy babies sleeping in her arms.


    Neil and Wade glanced around, verified things were okay, then resumed dozing in their folding chairs.


    Rico finally caught Tonya’s attention and smiled at her through his bruises. She’d already finished Candy’s exam and come to the small desk to record the results.


    Tonya nodded back and began filling out charts for all their patients. Terry was on duty now, but Tonya already knew she couldn’t sleep yet.


    Terry saw the brief exchange and remembered Rico’s confession. He opened his mouth to tell Tonya.


    Rico’s dismayed expression made him stop.


    Terry turned away before Tonya noticed.
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    Angela wiped flour from her arm as she stepped from the restaurant. The brawlers and the few people who were still awake were enjoying small slices of cake. She’d stayed another hour to help the cooks make cinnamon coffee cakes for breakfast. It had been nice. She hadn’t spent much time doing normal chores and enjoying good company. It reminded her of being a rookie in Adrian’s army.


    “You were my prize student.”


    Angela laughed to cover her jump. He was right next to her. She hadn’t heard his approach.


    “You need sleep.”


    “I’m about ready now.”


    Adrian motioned to the room above the restaurant. “I can put down a sleeping bag…for us.”


    Angela wanted to. Sleeping on his chest had been amazing. “I’ll stay in the medical tent tonight.”


    Adrian would have been surprised if she’d agreed. “I should go below.”


    She heard his reluctance and understood he needed some space from Sadie. “Maybe you should put a sleeping bag in the loft for yourself.”


    He grinned. “Maybe I will. Goodnight, Boss.”


    “And to you.” Angela went to the medical tent, yawning. She found an empty chair and dropped out a few seconds after sitting down.


     


    Tonya came over with a blanket and covered her up. “Sleep well. You did good.”


    No one worried over her being so close to Angela. Tonya wasn’t acting guilty and Samantha had told everyone Chad framed her. The few people who hadn’t been sure let it go. She was innocent.


    Tonya felt the mood shift again. She was relieved but also worried. They aren’t telling me something. I can feel it.


    Rico smiled again as she walked by his cot.


    Tonya’s awareness grew. Whatever’s going on is connected to him.


    Tonya let it go for now. Spending time in jail had reminded her of the past and who she used to be. I’m never going back to that life. I’ll die first.


    Tobias saw it all. He didn’t want Rico to have that type of advantage. He opened his mouth.


    Tonya scowled deeply. “You have zero chance of me falling for you. Stop it, before things get ugly.”


    Jealousy ran over his face. He sneered toward Rico. “What about him?”


    Tonya blushed. “That’s none of your business!”


    Watching from the flap, Morgan groaned silently. Not good. Kenn better get back soon or he might not have anything to return to.


    “I need to crash.” Kyle stopped by Morgan’s post over the medical tent. “Keep an eye on Jenny?”


    Morgan hesitated. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to restart that.”


    Kyle knew things were awkward, but he wanted to make sure Jennifer was taken care of. Seeing Samantha so broken had reminded him that his wife still needed another protector.


    Jennifer’s eyes lit up bright red.


    Morgan chuckled. “Your wife wants a word.”


    Kyle went to her, bracing for a tirade.


    Jennifer kept her voice down. “You’re sentencing Morgan to death. Letting Pam keep him charmed is only the tip of the iceberg. I’ll kill him next time and not feel a bit guilty about it. I don’t want a safety net. If you die, I’ll get by or not, but you’re never allowed to force me into a relationship. Got it?!”


    Kyle kept going against his better judgement. “Maybe there’s someone you do–”


    Jennifer walked away. “Whatever. It’s their funerals.”


    Kyle chuckled. “Okay. You win.”


    Morgan was glad Kyle was going to stop pushing them together now, but he was already missing the time he’d gotten to spend around her.


    Tobias caught Morgan’s eyes through the tent window.


    Morgan followed his gesture to find Hannah standing in the nearby shadows, staring at Adrian in similar longing.


    Morgan sighed. Okay. I give, too. He left his post and joined her at the barn. “I’m not Adrian, but I’ll make sure you’re happy when it’s finished.”


    Hannah scanned him from top to bottom. A smirk curved her lips. “I thought you belonged to the enforcer.”


    “I do, but she doesn’t want me, so I need a companion who doesn’t expect much.”


    “Companion or relief source?”


    Morgan knew that wouldn’t be enough for him. “Companion. Anyone can get me off. I need someone who can keep me on the edge.” Hannah was cute, stacked, and in the Eagles. She was a perfect way to forget about his heartache.


    Hannah felt the same way about Morgan. He wasn’t Adrian, but he would distract her enough to make life here tolerable. Hannah shrugged. “Kiss me and we’ll see if it’s possible.”


    Morgan pretended she was the one he wanted. His arm slid around her curvy body. He kissed her softly, slowly, body lighting up.


    Hannah kissed him back, delighted by the sparks.


     


    Jennifer felt a flutter in her stomach. Joy bloomed in her heart. I felt the baby move! She rotated toward Kyle so he could share the moment with her.


    Jennifer saw Morgan’s embrace.


    A tiny thread of jealousy went through her mind. Rage flared to life and turned her eyes red.


    And then she controlled her reaction. That didn’t happen.


    She walked away.


    Kyle caught it all. He stored the moment to use in the future like he’d planned all along. I knew I was right.
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    Adrian tossed his sleeping bag out on the loft floor of the barn. He knelt to straighten it out.


    Thump!


    He glanced down and saw a shadow come through the doors. Adrian paused.


    Dog staggered to the ramp and began climbing it. He belched and whimpered as he tried to walk.


    “Are you okay?”


    Dog came over to Adrian and leaned against him. I helped clean up. Those cans are empty now! Dog chuffed, blowing out rancid beer breath.


    Adrian stared. “Are you drunk?”


    Dog flopped down on the bottom of the sleeping bag and groaned again.


    Adrian took a chance. He reached out and gently rubbed the wolf’s huge head.


    Dog leaned into the caress, pretending it was Marc.


    Adrian felt bad for the animal. “He’ll be home soon.”


    Adrian opened the sleeping bag and crawled inside, sliding his feet around the wolf.


    Dog buried his snout under the edge of the sleeping bag.


    “Aww. Poor Dog.” Adrian put his head down. “You gonna sleep with me tonight?”


    Dog groaned again.


    Adrian was happily surprised. “Cool. Just don’t puke in my–”


    Dog vomited.


    Adrian sighed as warm wetness began soaking into his pant leg. “Sleeping bag.”


    Dog pushed himself up.


    “So you’re just going to puke and go? No kiss goodnight?”


    Dog lifted his tail.


    Adrian scrambled out of the way. “You’re such an ass!”


    Dog’s legs buckled. He dropped, groaning again.


    Adrian wanted to be mad, but he couldn’t. He began stripping his clothes, frowning. “You need coffee and a shower.” The wolf’s smell was already getting to him.


    Dog peered up at him with drunken, miserable golden eyes.


    “Serves you right for getting drunk.” Adrian finished wiping off and then he took his kit and went to the ramp. “Come on. I’ll get you cleaned up and feeling better. If people see you like this, they’ll think you’re dangerous.”


    Dog growled lowly.


    Adrian rolled his eyes. “The only thing dangerous about you right now is your aim.”


    Dog forced his queasy body to follow his enemy to the shower. When Adrian stripped and waved him in, Dog went without a fight. Never drinking again.


    Adrian snorted. “Yeah, we all think that and then the next party happens and we get smashed. It never changes.”


    Dog stood under the water and tried not to puke again. He hated the aftertaste.


    Adrian soaped him up, not feeling odd about showering with a wolf.


    Dog shut his eyes against the soap and went back to pretending it was Marc caring for him.


    Now Adrian did feel something. He blew out his bitterness and kept working. “Marc’s wife does the same thing. I’m just his damn babysitter.”
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    Angela felt the warm hand before it settled onto her shoulder. She opened her eyes. “That’s the nicest wakeup I’ve had in a while.”


    Terry chuckled and retreated so she had room to stretch. “They’re gathering.”


    Angela checked her watch. Alertness began seeping in. Excitement bloomed. “It’s finally time.”


    Terry misunderstood. “Not yet. You have a few minutes still for the bathroom and a fast cup of coffee if you like.”


    Angela scanned the patients. Most of them were awake and doing morning things she didn’t stare at. They didn’t have enough dividers here to give everyone privacy. They needed to get people moved out of this tent and into better conditions. But the clinic is too small. We’ll need to expand it.


    Adrian entered the tent with two mugs. He gave one to Angela without making eye contact that might make her feel uncomfortable. He loved looking at her when she first woke up. Her scars made no difference. She’ll always be beautiful to me. “Do you want me to add that to the list?”


    Angela nodded. “I hope it won’t be needed, but there’s no sense in just hoping. Give it to Neil as a side project.”


    “I will.” Adrian saw Samantha feeding her babies and touching them. She couldn’t stop feeling their hands and legs. “She needs therapy.”


    Wade heard that and nodded. He was helping Samantha care for the twins, and making sure they weren’t hurt in one of her panic attacks. She’d had two of them overnight, but they hadn’t needed to sedate her again because she was able to see the babies.


    Angela shook her head at Terry when the medic would have gone over to talk to Samantha. “Leave her alone for now. Let her finish waking up.”


    Terry understood. Samantha wasn’t all here yet and it had nothing to do with the drugs she’d been given or her injuries. Almost losing her children had terrified her mentally.


    Angela didn’t tell him it was more than that. They would all have to help Samantha readjust. Chad had messed up her sense of reality by pretending the dolls were alive. His clever ruse had worked too well.


    Samantha looked at her across the tent. Panic lurked under the surface.


    Angela nodded toward Neil, who was coming in with damp hair and quick steps that said he felt guilty for being away from her even long enough to take a shower. Count on your mates and your friends. Every day will get a little easier.


    Samantha accepted that. She tried to make herself relax. It’s over. I’m home. We’re all alive.


    Neil hurried over and began repeating those sentences in low whispers as he helped her shift the babies around her casts for burping.


    Angela turned toward Adrian. “It’s quiet.”


    He yawned hard enough to make his jaw click. “People are okay now. Most of the drama is over. They’re settling down.”


    “I meant the dreams.” She gestured. “They all got a good night’s sleep. No screams to start the day.”


    Adrian realized she was right. “The mission team went quiet. What does that mean?”


    Angela couldn’t answer because she didn’t know. “Let’s get the meeting rolling.”


    “Hang on.” Neil didn’t want to upset Samantha, but this couldn’t wait. He’d thought about it every time he helped Samantha calm herself or take her medication for her injuries.


    Angela sat back down with her mug and waited.


    Neil didn’t yell, but his voice was loud enough for people outside the tent to hear him. “You’ve known Invisibles are a problem for almost a year now. I want a solution–today.”


    “What do you expect her to do?” Terry scoffed. “Unlock each person one by one?”


    Everyone looked over at him.


    Terry flushed.


    Angela nodded. “That’s exactly what we’ll do. Neil can handle it.”


    Neil was shocked to have gotten what he wanted so quickly, without a fight. He marched toward the flap to get started.


    “Neil.”


    Neil stopped, hand coming up to brace on the support pole. “Please, don’t. Don’t give me a limit. Let me make them all like us.”


    Angela sighed. “I want to. I do, but we can’t. Only unlock the ones who want it, and you can’t push the others.”


    “Why?! It would end all of this!”


    Angela rubbed sleep from her face. “Free will. It’s something about our design that I agree with completely.” Cody’s confirmation hadn’t solved the problem like she’d first thought. Her heart wouldn’t allow that to be taken away from her people, even if it really was what would be best for them. “We’ll always have these moments unless we can win them over honestly.”


    Neil turned in shock. “Then what about all your plans for taking over control?” He didn’t care about their witnesses.


    Neither did Angela, now. “Oh, I meant that. We’ll rule gently and they can join us at any time to have a full say in their future.” Angela rotated her ankle to wake it up. Spending the night in a chair was for young kids who didn’t feel it the next day.


    Neil almost cried. “That won’t ever work on all of them! This is never-ending. You and Adrian lied!”


    “No. It is possible.” She repeated what she’d been saying all along. “You strip away the layers a little at a time. Jealousy, hatred, and pride have to go first. Then you take the next layer. But you don’t leave gaping holes. You refill those craters with honesty, confidence, and free-thinking.”


    “That will take a lifetime.”


    She snorted bitterly at him. “Many lifetimes. Each generation will be better. In time, we’ll have peace from it.”


    Neil only saw the negative side for his family. “We’ll never be safe off this island.”


    “No, not us, but we can’t hide here, either. As the founders, our lives are required to be on the front lines.” Angela smiled sadly. “The blame with the fame.”


    Wade recoiled. His mind matched training moments to her words in ugly threads. “You’ve been conditioning us. Never without permission. Take the blame with the fame. Accepting the hive mind. You traitor!”


    “That’s enough.” Samantha’s rough voice echoed through the tent. “You knew what we signed up for from minute one.”


    Wade refused to argue with Samantha. He glared at Angela.


    Angela refused to change her mind. “Free will, or let someone else do it.”


    Neil smothered the anger to keep from upsetting Sam further. “I’m calling a moral board meeting on this and all the other shit you have planned. I want to be clear that all of us are in agreement.”


    The hive lit up, blaring through all their minds.


    Free will!


    Free will, Neil!


    Always free will!


    Neil was forced to accept that he and Wade might be the lone dissenters. He picked up fear in a thin wave and made another connection. “They’re afraid. Of you.”


    Angela knew. “They have concerns for their own freedom if we force the normals to be like us, but also about enslaving them. They just don’t want to cross me.”


    “You won’t hurt anyone here on purpose.” Terry was certain of it. “Don’t they know that by now?”


    Angela’s sadness filled the tent.


    Samantha burst into tears, unable to take it.


    Neil hurried over to comfort her.


    Angela drew it back in. “Someone once said it’s better to be feared than loved. I always assumed they were bitter because they weren’t loved. I was wrong, but so were they. Both, at the same time, is the worst part of leadership. I’ve never felt so alone.”


    Angela held up a hand to stop the declarations from those closest to her. “I was meant to carry most of this burden. The man who holds me up has been gone too long and I’m staggering a bit under the weight. When he gets home, I’ll be happier and then people will remember how much I love you all.”


    She went toward the flap. “Meet me on the pontoon bridge in two hours if you want to go for a dangerous ride that you may not return from.” She glanced over her shoulder at Neil. “You are not invited.” She didn’t rule Wade out.


    Sweet smells and obnoxiously loud birds greeted Angela as she stepped out into the bright sunlight with Adrian on her heels. People turned her way. They’d been listening.


    “Are you going to get them now?”


    “Who’s going with you?”


    “No mercy, Boss!”


    Angela didn’t get a chance to open the meeting like she was used to doing as the brawlers surrounded her with hope and comments. It threw her off a little.


    Camp people shifted closer. Others came from their sleeping bags and breakfasts. Radios were switched on to transmit her words to those on duty out of sight and hearing distance. They studied her in hope, begging her to keep going. Samantha’s rescue didn’t have to be singular.


    Angela kept scanning, ears tuning in other lowly spoken conversations.


    “She might go get them now.”


    “Should we ask her again?”


    “Yes. It’s time.”


    “If anyone can rescue them, it’s Angela.”


    “I agree. She brought Samantha home.”


    Angela was thrilled to find it was an even mix of descendants and normals. Almost everyone was in favor of staging another rescue. “I have to leave for a while.”


    A cheer met her announcement.


    Angela had been working on them, but she hadn’t expected that reaction yet from anyone but the scared friends and family of the mission team. “I want to bring them home where they belong.”


    Another cheer filled the town.


    “In the past, when I’ve left, things fell apart. People got sloppy and hurt. I also brushed against death a few times. Any of that could happen again.”


    People immediately denied it.


    “Not this time. You’re stronger now.”


    “Adrian will protect you.”


    “This camp will be fine. We need our missing people brought home.”


    “Don’t go chicken on us now!”


    Angela laughed. “Are you sure?”


    “We are.” Zack already knew he was going along.


    Angela finished the lesson she’d started with Zack the night of the land meal. “Tell me why.”


    Zack gestured.  “Mostly, the camp. There’s no way they would have been okay with so many of us leaving, especially you.”


    The witnesses realized he was right.


    “And now?”


    “Now they’re demanding it. They’ve been having the nightmares, too.”


    Angela nodded. “I also needed the lurker exposed. I had to wait until they struck. None of us could see very far ahead. We knew that meant the person hadn’t made the choice to attack. I had to wait.”


    Stuart frowned. “What if they never did?”


    “If they’d chosen not to attack, our sight gifts would have returned.”


    Stuart stepped closer. “Are they back now? Can you see the mission team?”


    “Yes. It’s ugly. They need help.” Angela tested them all. “What about Jennifer? I have to leave her in charge.”


    No one spoke up right away this time. Jennifer had become their enforcer and they followed her orders, but they weren’t sure how they felt about her being in charge after letting Samantha get kidnapped.


    Neil came to the flap in the silence, doing what his mate wanted. “Sam says she still trusts Jennifer. She isn’t blaming her for the actions of a madman.” Neil forced a smile at the girl. “Neither am I.”


    Piper sulked, but she didn’t speak against it this time.


    Piper hadn’t been here long enough to understand how Safe Haven worked in these moments. Jennifer had made a mistake. She would account for it and that wouldn’t happen again. Expecting perfection from every moment wasn’t reasonable.


    The rioters were spread around the crowd and none of them were angry anymore. Learning that one of their kind was guilty, even if he was Invisible, had settled them down. Adrian didn’t expect problems from them unless the normals tried to break the rules and Adrian knew that wouldn’t happen. The party where descendants had revealed themselves had scared the normals into obedience.


    Cody joined Adrian. He kept his voice down. “She did it. We can go now.”


    Adrian remembered his earlier observation about pride. “Not yet. She’s still waiting on your dad to call her and ask for help.”


    Cody frowned up at him. “You’re wrong, as usual. It was never a pride thing. She had to give him time to accomplish his mission. A rescue was always in her plans.”


    Angela brought up another issue she needed to handle. “Some of you knew about the affair. You didn’t tell me because Charlie was involved. That’s never allowed to happen again. If you know something, report it or you’re not doing your job. Got it?!”


    They nodded or refused to meet her eyes.


    Charlie didn’t look at anyone as people scanned the crowd for the offenders who’d caused them to be scolded.


    Angela let it go, but she doubted it was over. The Eagles would always try to protect their leader from getting too upset to lead.


    “Jennifer is in charge of the camp?” Neil wanted to know who to go to if Samantha needed anything that required permission. His desire to unlock all of the normals tugged at his mind. He would do it after Angela left and hope the temporary boss didn’t mind if he went ahead and pushed the others. At worst, he would be reprimanded. It was a small price to pay.


    “Jennifer, Tonya, Neil, Daryl, and Morgan will share equal leadership. Any serious decision needs a 3/5ths majority.”


    Morgan let go of Hannah’s hand and scowled. “I’m coming with you.”


    Angela denied him. “You’re going to take a few days to yourself and then start training with Tobias to be our new surgeon.”


    Heads turned toward Morgan in hope, proving the warning about him being needed.


    “How long will we be gone?” Lisa missed Greg more than she’d ever thought possible.


    “As long as it takes. Get your gear and a meal, and meet me on the pontoon bridge.”


    Lisa was thrilled that she was being allowed to go. Greg needs me.


    Tonya bounced little KJ on her hip, grinning. “You hear that? They’re gonna go get Daddy!” She didn’t care about leadership at all.


    Angela didn’t promise to bring back any of them. She couldn’t. She didn’t know who was alive at this point. She swept the happier crowd. “Meet me in two hours if you want to be considered for this run.”


    The people listening from the tent behind her caught it that she hadn’t scared the camp with the truth about possible deaths during the rescue.


    “She always shields them from anything that might cause trouble.” Rico stared at Wade. “Is it right?”


    Wade studied his mate and children. He was able to nod because Samantha was here and alive. Angela gave me my heart back. Neil’s right. We don’t have to be pissed now. “As long as it’s about survival, yes.”


    Samantha felt his mood shift. She didn’t ask if he was going. She didn’t need to.
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    “Hey.” Jennifer slipped into the medical tent. “Got a minute?”


    “Yeah.” Samantha didn’t look away from the babies now sleeping between her legs. Both twins had a cheek against her thigh and a hand curled around each other. She couldn’t look away. I’m not dreaming.


    Jennifer knew Samantha wasn’t all here, but her conscience wouldn’t let her wait any longer. “I’m sorry.”


    Samantha rubbed her son’s arms while she spoke. “He was watching all of us. He would have found a hole in security on any shift. He hates…hated me.”


    “Still, I’m sorry, Samantha. I should have walked you back to your cabin.”


    Samantha rubbed a tiny arm. “Chad dragged me away from them. I’d hoped you would go to turn out the lights and find them, and Rico.”


    Jennifer hated herself even more than she already had. “I’m so sorry!”


    Samantha kept touching her children while her mind roamed empty halls.


    “Can you tell me what happened?” Jennifer still didn’t have the complete story on how Samantha had been taken from the ship.


    Samantha relived it, shuddering. “I heard fighting in the hall. I went out to see who it was. Chad was beating on Rico. He told me to come help, that Rico was trying to blow up the ship.” She shuddered again. “So I did.”


    Jennifer waited, guilt increasing.


    “He forced me to answer your call. Then he started hitting me because I wouldn’t leave the babies alone in the garden. I don’t remember anything else from that night. I woke up on his ship, in a cell. He ripped out my hair first.”


    “Stop. Please.”


    But Samantha couldn’t. Now that she was finally talking about it, the words wouldn’t stop. “He made me shoot up and then he hurt me.” Samantha ran a hand over her sore, bald head. “He started breaking parts of me until there wasn’t anything left.” She looked at Jennifer with dead eyes. “I’m empty now. Can you fill me back up?”


    Jennifer slowly nodded, aware of Neil and Wade listening in dread and hope. “I can try…but it might hurt.”


    Samantha didn’t blink. “Nothing you can do will match what he did.”


    Jennifer gently entered Samantha’s mind.


    “What’s she doing?” Terry didn’t want Samantha to get upset again. He couldn’t take her screams.


    “Looking for an open door.” Morgan remembered when Marc had done this for Angela. He’d followed Jennifer in to collect medical supplies for the rescue team. He and the others had all stopped to observe, hoping Jennifer could help their injured friend.


    Jennifer grabbed the slippery mental knob. “Ready?”


    Samantha’s hands clenched into fists. “Go.”


    Jennifer jerked the door open all the way.


    Light flooded into Samantha’s mind. It flashed images of her before the war, when she’d been alone and almost happy. It ramped up quickly to replay all the big moments of her life.


    Samantha whimpered when Jeremy’s death came. “I still miss you!”


    Jennifer waited until Chad’s evil fist swung toward Samantha. Then she slammed the door.


    Samantha jumped. Fresh tears rolled over her cheeks. But the empty vacuum in her brain was gone. She listened in relief. “The crying stopped.”


    Jennifer withdrew. “Whenever it starts up, you slam that door, okay?”


    Samantha was already feeling more like herself. “I’ll be a door slammer.”


    Jennifer chuckled, but she was guilty and sad. “Can I do anything else for you?”


    Samantha drew in a shaky breath. “Don’t shut me out because you feel bad. I need my friends.”


    Jennifer was crushed and humbled. “Never!” She hugged Samantha tightly, sending love.


    Neil was glad of the moment. Samantha wouldn’t let him or Wade into her mind now and they didn’t want to shove in and violate her privacy.


    Kyle had been observing from the flap. He glanced at the guard next to him. “The boss wants us to make up. Should I slam a door in your face or snot all over your shoulder?”


    Daryl was surprised into a laugh. He grinned at Kyle. “How about you beat my ass again and we’ll call it even?”


    Kyle shrugged. “If that’s how you want it.”


    Daryl chuckled.


    Kyle swung.


    Daryl hit the ground, moaning.


    Kyle walked away as people rotated toward them in disapproval. “Go get some food and then take over point duty in the tunnels.”


    Daryl spat out blood. “How am I supposed to eat? You knocked a toof loose!”


    Kyle shrugged again. “It’s not my mouth. Mine doesn’t run without thought.”


    Daryl laughed again, but pain laced it this time, reminding him that he’d made a mistake. “So we’re good now?”


    “Yes, unless you’d like another beating.”


    Daryl held his mouth. “Thanks, no.”


    Molly ignored Daryl’s bloody mouth and his position on the ground as she came over. “Have you seen Monica?”


    Daryl spat out blood. “Didn’t you hear? She took off right after the matches. She’s gone.”


    “Gone where?” Molly didn’t understand.


    “She left the island. She’s going back to America.”


    Molly’s anger returned. “But I didn’t get to kill her!”


    Daryl stood up, frowning. “Were you trying?”


    Molly caught the tone. She smiled awkwardly. “Of course not. I’m just upset about what she did.”


    “Okay.” Daryl wiped his face on his bandana. He studied Molly while cleaning up. I don’t believe she was exaggerating for effect.


    Molly smiled at him again. “Don’t be silly. It was a joke. I was joking.” She walked away before he could call her on it.


    Daryl wasn’t sure how to handle this one. We don’t have Eagle rules for it yet.


    He considered Angela’s words about removing the rookies. He sighed. But we do have magic laws for it. I have to tell the boss.


    “Let that wait for the nightly report.” Tobias came to the flap. “I need your permission for some things.”


    Daryl frowned. “Why me?”


    “You’re about to be one-fifth of leadership. You get to make the choices now.”


    Morgan and Jennifer lingered to listen. They didn’t like it that Tobias was skipping them. Neil and Tonya didn’t care. Leadership meant little to them now.


    Daryl wasn’t sure if he should be proud or scared. “What do you need?”


    Tobias waved him inside while he spoke. “You know I gave Brittani her last exam.”


    Daryl nodded. “She was hoping you’d have good news for her where the other medics didn’t.”


    “Well, I did give her an option, but she refused to talk about it.”


    Daryl wasn’t surprised. He was sad. “I tried to tell her, too, but she said no to the abortion.”


    Tobias grunted. “I gave her a different option. I need you to handle the setup for it.”


    Daryl tried to smother the tiny thread of hope now wriggling in his gut. “You want to try to remove one or two?”


    “No. I want to set up a communal living arrangement for anyone who’s pregnant. She doesn’t want to rely on anyone but you. I need you to go over her head and do it anyway.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    Neither did their audience. They listened in confusion.


    Tobias didn’t care who was listening. “When we live together, bonds form that keep our nerves steady, balance blood pressure, and regulate temperatures as a group. It’s rather amazing what our bodies will do for each other in a communal setting.”


    Daryl tried to understand. “You want them all in a tent or something?”


    “I was thinking a bunkhouse. They’ll move in when they get pregnant and move out a few months after the birth, if they want to. It can be for families, too. Communal living is very healthy for our kind. We’re not meant to be alone.”


    “You think it will help Brittani carry to term?”


    Tobias refused to lie. “Maybe. I believe nature gave her three because she’s in the right environment for it. The alpha’s tree will need a lot of nests, or one big one where we all ensure the future of our kind.”


    Daryl understood Tobias had lived that way before. “When?”


    “I was born into one. When it was ripped apart, nothing was ever the same again.”


    Daryl had to take any hope. “I’ll bring it up at the next meeting, and I’ll add it to my notes.”


    “If you wait, others will benefit from it, but not you and your wife. She’ll lose them all and maybe it will destroy your marriage before it’s even begun.”


    Daryl was still able to feel fear for himself, too. I can’t let that happen! “I’ll talk to the boss about it before she leaves.”


    Tobias smiled. “Good. Now go take your post before the enforcer gets upset.”


    Daryl chuckled through his throbbing mouth. Tobias had a healthy respect for Jennifer. He didn’t want to draw her anger. None of us do. She’s hell on wheels most days. She’s just plain hell the rest of the time.


    Daryl left the medical tent. He went by an arguing couple in the middle of the town, frowning at them both.


    Grant didn’t notice. All he saw was Ray’s face lighting up. “You can’t leave. We need you here.”


    Ray didn’t answer.


    Around the meeting, people glanced at their friends and loved ones in dismay. All of them shook their heads. Arguments broke out.


    “You’re not leaving.”


    “Don’t tell me what to do.”


    “You don’t know how to rescue anyone. You can’t even shoot!”


    “You’re not trained for this.”


    “Please, stay here.”


    “They left in the middle of February and we’re 18 days into March now. They’ve been gone a long time. They need help.”


    “I know, but let someone else do it!”


    Angela walked away from it. People would make their choices and some would get upset, but this run was going to happen even if she had to do it with just the few Eagles she’d already picked out.


    Near the tent, Sadie stared at Adrian in fear. “You’re going.”


    Adrian nodded. “It’s my duty. The mission team needs me.”


    “I need you!”


    Adrian smiled at her. “I’ll be back. I promise. Now go get my kit from the shack bunker while I grab something to eat. I don’t want to be on a ship with an empty stomach.”


    Sadie reluctantly did what he wanted. She already knew he wasn’t going to change his mind.


    Adrian was proud of her. Sadie would do well here while he was gone.


    Adrian glanced over at Panaji.


    Panaji was staring at Sadie in longing that he was too inexperienced to hide.


    Adrian approached the man. “I’d like to talk to you.”


    Panaji paled. “I didn’t do anything!”


    Adrian nodded. “And that’s why I’m talking to you. She’ll need a friend while I’m gone.”


    Panaji was honored and scared. He confessed while hoping this didn’t get him removed from the Eagles. “I can’t. I want her.”


    Adrian smiled. “I know. So does everyone else.”


    Panaji frowned. “Why aren’t you mad?”


    “For the same reason Kyle isn’t upset with Morgan and Neil likes having Wade around. You’ll keep her safe while I’m gone.”


    Panaji’s courage showed up. “What if she wants me, too?”


    Adrian shrugged, refusing to look at Angela. “Then it’s fate and I won’t argue with that. It never works out when I do.”
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    In the medical tent, Neil and Samantha stared at Wade.


    Wade collected his kit from next to her bed. He drew on his Eagle jacket.


    Samantha wanted to hug him and wish him well, but her mind cringed at the thought of being touched.


    Neil didn’t want Wade to go, but as an Eagle, he couldn’t protest. The mission team definitely needed Wade. He had skills in multiple areas and he was cool in a crisis. “Be careful.”


    Wade held out a hand. “And you.”


    Neil shook with him as a lump came into his throat. “Don’t get shot or anything, okay?”


    Wade chuckled, brushing off the feel of danger trying to settle onto his wide shoulders. “Same to you.” Wade looked at Samantha.


    Sam fought her terror and nodded. She tensed but held still as he leaned down.


    Wade barely touched her bruised cheek with his lips. “I love you. Be safe.”


    He went to the flap.


    Samantha tried not to cry. “Wade!”


    Wade stopped, turning.


    Samantha let her heart speak. “We’ll wait for you. Come home!”


    Wade understood how hard this was on her. He gave her a sexy grin. Then he was gone.


    Samantha broke down again, unable to stop the tears.


    Neil ignored her flinch and hugged her gently.


    Samantha was able to allow it this time.


    Neil tried to spread good thoughts. “Wade will be back. Nothing can kill him.”


    Samantha shuddered as thoughts of Jeremy went through her mind. That’s what he thought, too.
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    “You know she’s not taking you along for your medical skills, right?”


    Charlie snorted. He cast his line out into the shallow shark pond they’d created near the small cove.


    Tobias and Charlie were both in jeans and tank tops, and relishing the warm sun on their skin. Neither of them had been able to enjoy that since they’d arrived. Drama and tension had prevented true enjoyment of the tropical island.


    They’d grabbed their poles and tackle box while everyone else was packing. Charlie didn’t have much to gather. He wanted to spend this last hour on the island differently so he would have a better memory to take along.


    “Well?”


    “Yeah. She’s afraid to leave me here. She thinks I’ll take off like Jeff did. And Monica.”


    Tobias glanced over from his chair. “Would you?”


    Charlie scanned the calm ocean and sighed. “I’ve been considering it. I’m so messed up in the head right now. If I just knew Tracy was okay and if the baby lived...”


    Tobias put a worm on his hook. “Do you know what the hardest part of being an adult is?”


    Charlie shrugged. “Stress?”


    “Regrets. We’ve made so many mistakes that we spend all our time looking back, wishing we’d done things differently. It sucks.”


    Charlie knew Tobias wanted a bond with him. “Why me?”


    Tobias shrugged. “I don’t have a family now, other than my wives, and the other teenager I’d consider working with already has a strong parent here.”


    Charlie frowned. “I have strong parents.”


    “Not in the way I mean. They can’t teach you some of these things because their parents didn’t teach it to them.”


    Charlie tried not to be snotty. “Okay. Teach me something they can’t and we’ll do this again when I get home.”


    Tobias accepted the challenge. “It’s okay to be bitter about your childhood, even when your parents just want to forget about it. What you went through was wrong. It shouldn’t have happened. You’re allowed to be angry.”


    Charlie stiffened. “You don’t know anything about my old life.”


    “I know more than your mom says. The way you two act is enough to tell me it was awful.”


    Charlie jerked his pole to snag the shark that had clamped down on his fish. “Yeah.”


    Tobias cast his line toward the small fish pool to catch more bait. “Your mom hates herself for it. She’ll spend a lifetime making herself pay for those mistakes.”


    Charlie didn’t want that. “She should let it go. We’re both alive and we’ve never been in the labs. It could have been worse.”


    “Spoken like their son, but let’s face it–you’ve never gotten to vent about it. Your pranks were great, so I’ve heard, but that’s not justice.”


    “Stop.” Charlie had started to let go of his hatred for Kenn. “I don’t want revenge.”


    Tobias could feel that the boy meant it. “So it’s Tracy?”


    Tobias jerked his line and caught the fish. He pulled it up and held it over so the boy could rebait his hook. The shark he was trying to catch had slipped away.


    “It’s me. I let him beat on my mom for years. I should have stopped it.”


    Tobias hated Kenn even more in that moment. “No, you were a kid. It’s not your fault–any of it.”


    “I wish I could believe you, but she protected me. I didn’t know what was happening for a long time. When I figured it out, then he hit me more often…”


    “Yes?”


    Charlie’s anger returned. “He was trying to get me to use my gifts.”


    “Yes. He knew all along. He still knows you’re hiding gifts from everyone. Don’t be surprised if he tries to get you to use them.”


    Charlie snatched the line and yanked harder this time. The hook sank into the small shark’s mouth and stayed there. Charlie reeled it in and held it over the live well while Tobias cut the line. Someone would come by later and find dinner ready to be gutted and fried. “Should I use them?”


    “That’s up to you, son. Just don’t let anyone push you into it. It should always be your choice.”


    “Wars don’t allow that.”


    “No, they don’t, but in our private lives, magic doesn’t have to be in the front as much, you know? You can have friends and fun without power.”


    Charlie liked that image of the future. “Do you think there will come a time when magic is gone from the world?”


    Tobias slowly nodded. “But not for years. So, we’ll use it while it’s here.”


    Charlie chuckled, feeling a little better. “You know it.”


    “I also know keeping the peace isn’t always the best way to handle things.”


    Charlie felt the real lesson coming. He lifted a brow. “And?”


    “You should make a scene when the time’s right and demand that Kenn be legally punished. It will help you and your mom move on without so much anger.”


    Charlie grunted. He loved the idea. “My mom won’t go for that.”


    Tobias shrugged. “Then use the magic laws and do it yourself.”


    Charlie stiffened. “We can’t charm or curse each other. It’s against the rules.”


    “No, but we can punish those who’ve wronged us.”


    Charlie made a connection. Dismay crossed his face. “You’re winding me up so I’ll get Kenn in trouble and you can have Tonya.”


    Tobias chortled. “I knew I picked the right teenager.”


    Charlie grew cold. “Why do you think I’ll agree to this?”


    “Because you hate Kenn as much as you ever have and so does your mom. That type of resentment doesn’t just go away.”


    Charlie didn’t fall for it this time. “Now tell me the real reason.”


    Tobias glanced toward the town they couldn’t see from here. “Tonya deserves better than an abusive Marine. She deserves someone who will love her and encourage her to be more than she is now.”


    Charlie wasn’t happy with the turn this conversation had taken. He stood up, brushing the grass from his clothes. “Sorry, Tobias. You’ll have to find someone else to do your dirty work. I’m out.”


    Tobias watched the boy walk away, but he wasn’t upset. “If at first you don’t succeed…”
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    There were too many people to fit on the pontoon bridge. They lined it and the beach, waiting for her. All of them were carrying a kit or wearing one, and their bodies were covered in gear, including the double vest setups everyone hated because they were so heavy.


    Angela was touched. Her happiness spread out in front of her and rippled toward the crowd of willing fighters. My army!


    Even people with no fighting experience were here, standing in small groups with others like themselves for comfort. They were her future Eagles and the future of Safe Haven.


    Angela hefted her kit over her shoulder and strode down the hill to join them.


    A path parted for her. Angela began picking her crew. “Ray, Trent, Zack, Jayda.”


    That last name brought frowns. The woman had released herself from the medical tent an hour ago, daring anyone to stop her.


    Angela wasn’t deterred. “Jayda will be better off with us, where she’s needed.” Angela motioned toward the waiting kids who expected to be left behind. “Cate, Cody, Charlie.”


    Adults who thought they would be picked over children protested.


    “What?”


    “You can’t take kids for this run!”


    “Cate and Cody are my defenders. Charlie will help with medical and guard duties.” She scanned the crowd. “Adrian is my XO. He’ll pick three of you to help with his part of the run. I’ll take four more for my plans.”


    Eager Eagles and camp members lifted hands or came forward.


    Angela chose them based on her needs. “Dace, Erin, Piper, and Theo.” She sent smiles around. “Everyone else can volunteer for Daryl’s housing project. He needs a lot of help. I’d love that project to be finished by the time we return.”


    “Hey! You can’t take our engineer.” Stuart waved at Theo. “He was already injured from the party. He needs to stay here and rest. And then work for us!”


    Theo hadn’t been expected to be chosen at all. He looked at Angela in resignation. “I’ll stay and keep things together.”


    Angela shook her head. “You want an adventure and you’re going to get it. Jennifer will draft a few people and put them to work on your projects.”


    Stuart scowled. “Is that wise? We can’t afford a fire…” Stuart remembered Theo had been responsible for the explosion and fell silent.


    Theo flushed under his bandaged nose and bruises at the reminder.


    Angela smiled at him. “We all make mistakes. You were overworked. Don’t let that determine your future.”


    Theo brightened. “So I can come with you?”


    “Absolutely. We have others here who can learn to do that job. I need you along for this run.”


    Stuart didn’t want any of them to go. “How long do you think you’ll be gone?”


    “Three weeks or less.”


    People relaxed. Three weeks would go by quickly and then their leader would be home with their missing members.


    “Are we taking the cruise ship?” Trent didn’t like that idea, but he was willing if that’s what Angela thought was best. A good night’s sleep had restored some of his faith.


    “No, we’re taking a different ride.” Angela pointed at the water, where a bright sunrise made the waves glisten like brilliant jewels. Now, Saul.


    The submarine surfaced half a mile away, shedding sprays of salty water back into the ocean. It was an impressive display, causing people to point and stare.


    Adrian felt like an idiot for missing it. “Was that there earlier?”


    Angela nodded. “It’s been here for 10 days.”


    They all stared at the long underwater vessel, trying to imagine what it would be like to live in it for three weeks.


    The hatch on the submarine opened. Saul’s big red head appeared. He scanned the beach and island, then found Angela on the pontoon bridge. A huge grin split his face. “Hello, Safe Haven.”


    Angela motioned. “That’s Saul and the crew that run the submarine. They’re giving us a lift.”


    Most of the rescue team joined Angela. They expected her to give them private words before they left.


    Angela only had a few sentences ready for this moment. She hadn’t planned it out because she didn’t want it to sound insincere to her team or to their audience. “We’re going into hell again. Nothing about this run will be easy. And I’m not sure how many are coming home. All I can promise is that I want no losses. That’s the goal for us–no losses.”


    They weren’t encouraged by her words, but it didn’t change their minds about going.


    “We all have things on the cruise ship that we want to take or that we need to leave for someone else. We’ll spend half an hour on that and then we’ll load the sub. Saul’s our captain. He and the crew will show you where to put everything, based on weight. Listen to what he says. He knows what he’s doing.”


    “Can he be trusted?”


    Angela shrugged at Zack’s question. “That remains to be seen of all our new friends. If they prove they can, we’ll take them in. If they betray us…” She smirked coldly toward Saul, who was listening with the sub crew. “Then we’ll need to figure out how to sail that thing really fast.”


    Ray glared at the giant tattooed captain. “I’ll start learning as soon as we’re underway.”


    “That is why you’re along. I’ve never known someone to pick up such a complicated skill so fast.” Angela glanced around, including them all. “This isn’t just a rescue mission. You all know me. I never do anything singular. I’m not coming back until the head of the snake is in my hands. Get your minds around that while we travel. If we don’t find the boss snake, we’ll free our loved ones and keep hunting. We’ll be home when this island is actually safe.” Angela waved at the rising sun. “Be ready to go in half an hour.”


    Wait for me!


    The mental shout drew attention toward the island. Other people noticed. Laughter ran through the leaving volunteers and the rescue team.


    Dog padded down the hill with a kit in his mouth and a kitten riding on his back. He even had on the vest Marc had made for him.


    “What is that?” Adrian eyed the wolf in amused disapproval.


    Dog stopped by Adrian. It’s my gear.


    Adrian snorted. “That’s not gear. It’s a cat.”


    The kitten licked Dog’s ear, then flopped over on its back. Its lanky legs hung over both sides.


    Dog saw Angela and went toward her. He was careful to balance the playful kitten.


    Angela stopped him at the end of the pontoon bridge. “You can come. Leave the cat.”


    Dog whimpered. I need it to lick me to sleep. He gazed up at Adrian hopefully.


    Adrian retreated. “Not it!”


    Angela pointed toward the jungle.


    Dog huffed. He moved closer to Adrian. Here, hold this.


    The cat launched itself in full attacked mode, paws open wide and claws gleaming.


    Adrian turned to run. “Not it, damn it!”


    The cat landed and dug in for the long haul.


    Angela sighed as Adrian took off down the beach, screaming and slapping at his back. “Stop playing around.”


    Adrian’s screams faded as he tripped over a rock and fell into the water.


    The cat took off across the beach with its fur up.


    “That’s better.” Angela headed for the cruise ship.


    Dog followed at her heels, chuffing. What do you see in him?


    Angela shrugged. “Entertainment, if nothing else.”


    Ian came from the bridge as Angela reached the top deck. “I heard screams.”


    Angela waved it off. “Dog shot Adrian with one of his cats. No big deal.”
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    “Wow. This is a much better sendoff than last time.”


    Everyone who heard Jayda’s comment felt bad for not giving Marc’s team a better goodbye. Many of them had ended those moments with ugly words, or worse, silence.


    Angela scanned the beach.


    The mission team loved ones stared back in happy impatience. They wanted her to be gone already.


    Angela wanted that, too, but she had to give her crew time to say goodbye. Couples stood on the beach and ignored everyone else as they tried to get their way. Angela didn’t want to listen in, but some of their conversations were too loud to miss.


    “I don’t want you to go!” Sadie pouted. “I’ll miss our showers…and stuff.” Adrian was now covered in scratches and bruises. Sadie was worried that would get worse while he was stuck inside a tin can with Cate, Cody, and Dog.


    Adrian chuckled. “Guess you’ll have to find someone else for a few weeks.” He wasn’t entirely joking.


    Sadie made a face. “Hurry up and go already. The sooner started, the sooner you farted.” She made a face. “Hold on. That’s not right.”


    Conner rolled his eyes. “It’s very not right.” He hugged his dad and waited for any words of wisdom Adrian wanted to give.


    Adrian snickered. “I thought you had comforting words for me!”


    Conner forced a laugh. He was dreading being away from his dad after just getting permission to be around him again.


    Adrian smiled at them both. “Look out for each other, okay?”


    Conner didn’t care for Sadie, but his dad did and that was reason enough. “Okay.”


    Sadie studied the boy like he was a bug. “I don’t know what to do with him. He’s too old for babysitting and too young for sex.”


    Conner flushed as people laughed.


    Adrian went to the small wedge of pontoon bridge they’d adjusted to allow docking with the submarine.


    Sadie and Conner stood together and watched.


    Dog trotted after him. I’m with you. Pick me up.


    Adrian was still surprised Dog was spending so much time around him. He frowned at the wolf. “No tricks.”


    Dog leaped into Adrian’s arms. Hold me!


    Adrian barely managed to keep his balance. He stepped onto the submarine with a wolf in his arms and Marc in his thoughts. I’m looking forward to seeing you. How strange.


    Three cats meowed loudly from the beach by the pontoon bridge.


    Dog’s growl echoed, saying goodbye to them.


    People laughed again and then tried not to cry as they separated from the leaving crew.


    Terry pushed two books into Charlie’s hand. “These will cover a lot of medical issues.”


    “Thanks.” Charlie saw Terry’s eyes go to Jayda. He helped that along. “Jayda! Can you help me carry this stuff?”


    Jayda joined him gladly. She didn’t have anyone here to see her off.


    Terry smiled as she approached. “Be safe.” He kissed her lips softly, openly declaring his intentions.


    Jayda blushed prettily. Okay. I can work with that.


    Tonya came over and hugged Jayda. “Take care.”


    Jayda fought to hide the tears.


    Charlie took the books and headed for the submarine. He waved at the line of kids on the beach before getting in. He wasn’t close to those kids, but the adults weren’t paying them much attention and they were feeling left out.


    As Charlie stepped down the ladder into the submarine, he realized he wasn’t carrying as much anger and bitterness as he had been. He assumed it was because his mom had finally agreed to go get his dad, but the talk with Tobias had also helped. It had reminded him that even old people made mistakes. I still have time to fix my life. Rescuing my dad will be the first step.


    Zack came down the ladder next, unable to take Allison’s tears anymore. She didn’t want him to go. His sons were fine with it. They had faith he would return. Allison didn’t.


    That bothered Zack. Am I walking into my death on this run? It wasn’t the first time he’d had that feeling, but it seemed like he might be carrying Allison’s fear this time.


    Adrian motioned Zack over to help put their gear where Saul wanted it.


    Angela lingered with Jennifer while she waited for the rest of her team to get into the submarine.


    “I wish we could go back and give the mission team a better send-off. You know?”


    “Yes.” Angela motioned toward the camp members and Eagles. “Make sure they all know how proud I am of the way they’ve changed.” She’d already given Jennifer a few instructions and told her where to find the leadership notebooks.


    “You sound like you’re not coming home.”


    Angela gestured. “Go talk to your mate.”


    Jennifer crossed her arms over her chest. Kyle’s choice to go was infuriating and terrifying. Jennifer didn’t like the mix.


    Angela helped things along like she always did. “What if he dies? Do you want silence to be the last thing between you?”


    Kyle glanced over from his post by their diminishing gear pile.


    Jennifer stomped over to him.


    Kyle took her hand and kissed it. “Wait for me?”


    Jennifer snickered, anger fading into something worse–pure fear. “Yes. Same?”


    Kyle smiled warmly. “Of course. You’re the light of my heart. You’re the first name on my lips in the morning and the last face I see before sleep takes me. You’re my everything.”


    Jennifer began crying.


    Kyle held her close, frowning. “That’s not the reaction I was going for.”


    Jennifer held him tightly. “Swear you’re coming back!”


    “I swear it.” Kyle kissed her and hugged her again, being careful about her stomach bump. He met Daryl’s eyes over her shoulder.


    Daryl nodded at him in recognition. Jennifer loved Kyle. He understood that clearly now. I was wrong. Daryl grinned. “Hurry home. Her mood will be shit for the next three weeks!”


    People laughed again.


    Jennifer marched toward the beach, forcing the tears to stop by thinking about things that made her angry.


    People got out of her way.


    “Wade!” Kids ran toward the geared-up man as he came down the hill.


    Wade didn’t stare in surprise at the submarine. Neil had told him about it while he was packing so he could gather the right gear to take along. He dropped his bags and pouches and slid to his knees to hug them all.


    The kids mobbed Wade, knocking him over. It quickly became a tickling fest. The laughing caught on, making people turn their way. They soaked up the good moment like sponges, then stored it to use as a buffer against whatever was coming. None of them expected this run to be easy after Angela’s words.


    Amy clung to Wade as the other kids let go and picked their next target.


    Wade settled her on his hip and turned toward the island to give them a tiny bit of privacy. “You’ll keep me informed?”


    Amy bobbed her head. “Me, too?”


    “Yes.”


    Neither of them was okay with radio silence. “We’ll talk every day, for a few seconds. Always at different times.”


    “First is tomorrow at noon.”


    “Agreed.” Wade saw Cate and Cody coming. They were smiling at Amy. Wade was relieved they’d made friends and sorry that it had to end so soon. “Don’t forget to help Missy while we’re gone.”


    Amy frowned at him. “Why?”


    “Because she’s alone now, and because…” Wade whispered in Amy’s ear.


    Amy giggled. “Cody? Yuck.”


    Wade shushed her. “Don’t tell. It’s his secret to give up when he’s ready.”


    “I won’t.” Amy hugged him tightly, almost choking him. “Bye-bye, Daddy Wade.” She pushed free and ran to meet her new friends.


    Wade stared after her in surprised pleasure. It was the first time the little girl had called him that. “I love you, too, kid.”


     


    Nearby, Ray smiled. “She’s sweet.”


    Grant nodded, but he didn’t let it distract him. He held Ray’s hand and tried again. “You don’t have to do this. We all know you’re a badass. You don’t have to go.”


    Ray gently pulled free. “Yes, I do.”


    Grant controlled himself and switched tactics. He glanced up at the hill, where most of the staying camp members were watching them and talking, pointing, laughing with their neighbors. “We should get married before you leave–as a good luck charm.”


    Ray also glanced up at the gathering townspeople on the hill, but he focused on Tim. That man and his congregation were standing to one side, and their numbers had grown. There were now 20 of them and most were holding a Bible. Ed stood on Tim’s left. Ralph was on his right. That trio could be dangerous.


    “Ray?”


    Ray smiled at Grant. “We’ll do it right when I get back. You can start planning things while I’m gone. Between that and Eagle training, you’ll be too busy to miss me.”


    “Please, Ray. Don’t go.”


    Ray’s control slipped. “I have to. Kenn needs me.” Ray blanched as he heard the words. “I mean the mission team. They all need me.”


    Grant’s face collapsed. Anger ran over it. To keep from saying things he would regret, Grant walked away.


    “Damn it.” Ray tried to take it back. “I didn’t mean to say that!”


    Tonya was walking by. She’d overheard it all. “Yeah, your obsession with my fiancé is usually well hidden. What’s up with you?”


    Ray stiffened, cheeks turning dark red. He struggled to find a safe answer.


    Tonya chuckled. “We all know about it, Ray.” Tonya wasn’t threatened by his affection for Kenn. “In fact, I almost like it. He already has two people here who love him. If we count you, it’s three, and that means he’s starting to win people over. It’s good.”


    Ray stared as she walked away, taking the same path Grant was on. Ray hoped she would say good things to his fiancé, but he didn’t linger to see if they talked at all. He went toward the submarine, mind settling into the starting stage of battle mode. “I’m on my way. Hang on.”


    Angela heard Ray’s plea and agreed. Her own eagerness to leave swelled up and burst out of her mouth. “It’s time! Let’s roll!”


    Dace stopped next to her on the lightly bobbing pontoon bridge as the rescue crew all headed her way. “I feel like a secret agent. Will you call me Dace Bond?”


    Angela laughed.


    Kyle frowned as he went by. “This isn’t a game.”


    “I know!” Dace grinned at Angela. “At least give us a code name.”


    Angela snickered. “You’re going in with a good mood. I like that.”


    “No, really. Think about it. We’re going off to another country in a submarine, on a secret mission to save the world and rescue our friends. It’s like we’re spies! We should have a code name.”


    People grinned at Angela, sharing in some of Dace’s enthusiasm.


    Angela motioned people to move faster.


    Adrian whistled from the hatch while rubbing his new injuries. The cat had slid down the back of his arm and taken off with some of his blood. “Let’s roll!”


    Angela’s heart thumped. Her mind went to the night spent with Adrian, and then to Marc’s affair. She fell in with the team now climbing into the submarine. “Secret mission Let’s Go Back is now underway, folks. Stand by for all hell to break loose.”


    Zack laughed. “If truth be told, Boss, even the most damaged man in your army wouldn’t have it any other way.”


    Angela’s good mood swung. “And what about the women?”


    People looked at Lisa and Jayda, who hadn’t said much since coming down the hill with their gear.


    Lisa rolled her eyes. “Can we go already?”


    Jayda flipped them all the finger.


    Fresh laughter rolled over the ocean and said goodbye to Safe Haven.
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    The submarine was small inside. Their taller people could barely stand up straight without hitting the ceiling. Various compartments led off from the main hallway.


    Angela was encouraged. We’ll all get a chance to bond on this trip. There’s nowhere to hide. Every team needs those moments.


    In the bridge, Saul waited for Angela to join him. He kept his eyes on the screens as her scent preceded her. Saul’s nose was sharper than his vision. “Welcome aboard.”


    Angela stood in the bridge doorway where she could see him and the other people now traversing the length of the sub. “I’ll want updates in a bit, but let us get settled first.”


    “Aye. Orders?”


    “Go to the last place you saw my husband alive.”


    “You got it.” Saul typed in the coordinates. “Do you want us on top or under?”


    Angela figured out what he meant. “Top is fine.”


    “Oh, come on, Boss!” Dace shouted through the submarine hallway. “Secret agent stuff!”


    Angela laughed along with everyone else. “Fine. Please do a dramatic dive to please my rescue team.”


    Saul flipped switches and hit buttons in rapid succession. “You’re heading into a trap.”


    Angela grunted. “It’s not even the first time this week.”


    Saul was glad she knew. He activated the communication system. “Hang on. We are diving in three…two…one! Diving! Diving!”


    Angela held onto the wall brace as the sub went under and her team cheered. We’re on the way, Marc. Are you ready for us?


    Everyone who heard her quieted to listen. They’d all tried to make contact at some point during the last week, but no one had gotten through.


    Adrian was confident that Angela would be able to make a connection.


    Angela tried again. We’ll be there in a week, Marc. Are we set for part B?


    Angela froze as Marc connected to her. The sense of cold defeat slapped her across all the empty miles.


    Don’t come. We’re already dead. I’ve killed us all.


    The line went dark.


    Angela sat down in the seat next to Saul. “Get me there as fast as you can.”


    “He doesn’t sound good.” Saul had also listened.


    “He’s not. Being caged is a nightmare for him.”


    Saul ignored Adrian as he came up to stand guard over her. “Then why did you send him into this?”


    Angela sighed. “Because he’s the one they want. He has a weak spot they haven’t been able to exploit until now.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “You will.”


    “You can trust me.” Saul assumed she was holding back because she didn’t.


    Angela admitted what most of her team already knew. “Marc doesn’t trust himself. He never has. He believes he might crack someday and go over to the enemy.”


    Adrian frowned at her. “That’s no different than you.”


    She nodded. “Yes, but I don’t have that thick of a moral line. Marc’s is absolute. If he breaks his personal code, it will destroy him.”


    Adrian kept an eye on their new captain as Ray came up to take the empty seat on his other side. “What would that be, exactly?”


    Angela didn’t want to go into those details right now. “Impossible to say for sure, but whatever it is, I think it’s happened. That’s why he doesn’t want to be rescued.”


    Adrian was aware of the others listening and starting to mutter in concern. “And the rest of the team?”


    Angela didn’t lie to them. “They might really be dead. We could be on a body run instead of a rescue.”


    Adrian said the only thing he could think of that might be comforting. “We’ll bring ‘em home either way.”


    Angela shoved the misery aside. “Yes, we will. Even a body is better than never knowing.”


    Adrian agreed. “And if bodies are all we can collect, we’ll take out our anger and grief on anything that moves.”


    “Yes. This run will not encourage survivors. I’m not looking for a peaceful conclusion. One way or the other, our war with the UN is about to end. We left them all over the planet while we came here to protect ourselves. Now, it’s time to go back.”


     


    The End of Book 17


     


     


    


  


  
    Deleted Scenes BK17


     


     


     


    “You’d have to do what I did.”


    “Take lives?”


    “Drain them while they scream for help. There are even…recipes for capturing a group and storing as needed.” It had been a little over the two-week deadline, but they hadn’t discussed it at all until now.


    Morgan’s face had gone green. “I won’t do that.”


    Jennifer refused to think about what she’d already done, but it flashed in her eyes. “Yeah, I don’t recommend it.”


    Morgan made a connection. “Does that mean you’ll live longer?”


    “Yes, but it can only push the aging back so far. I judged it to replace about a year.”


    “So I’d need to do it once a year to maintain a current age or status?”


    “I believe so. I gave Angela a report, and also Kyle. They both said it will be outlawed.”


    “It should be.”


    



    Deleted Scene #2


     


    Angela stepped onto the porch of the clinic. “Lock that door and meet me in the town.” Angela didn’t give them time to argue. She marched into the jungle and was quickly out of sight while the rookies tried to figure out who she’d been talking to.


    Angela slid behind a wide tree and let it fly. She held onto the trunk, uncaring about bugs or the splatter hitting her shoes. The stomach heaves were hitting her throughout the day, reminding her that she was carrying a new life.


    Angela wiped her mouth on her sleeve and headed to town by a longer path so she had a few minutes alone. She felt danger creeping up on her and walked slower, hoping it happened before the rookies caught up. I’m tired of killing them to save myself and I have no faith I’ll get that happily-ever-after now. There’s no reason for me to hide behind my camp anymore. They’re safe here. I’m not.


    Angela heard familiar voices and slowed. She hoped to get by them without being seen, but they were on the path ahead of her. Unless she wanted to trek through the jungle some more, she would have to have contact. I’ll make it quick. If I give Neil time to think about it, he’ll figure out I’m the bait again and I just don’t need the lecture.


     


     


     


    Deleted Scene #3


     


    Adrian stared at Angela in admiration. “I’ve only known one other descendant who could do that and even she had to be forced into it.”


    Angela caught a flash of his daughter. She scowled. “Stop telling me how you tormented your daughter into being stronger. I don’t like it.”


    “Yes, you do. You want that, too, but you’re scared of it.” Adrian ignored the children circling them and teenager jogging toward them for guard duty. “So you do it to yourself and improve that way. It’s exactly what my daughter did when I let up on her or decided I loved her too much to treat her so roughly.”


    He went toward the sheriff’s office, shaking his head. “You guys want to be abused. If you’d stop asking me for it, I’d stop delivering it.”


    Angela laughed, following him. “I’ll give you parts of that. The rest is bullshit.”


    He laughed with her. “Okay.”


    Angela scanned the workers prepping this area for the next work shift. It had been repaired, supported, painted, wired, and was almost ready for use. Angela wasn’t looking forward to it.


    “Will this jail be needed tonight?”


    “I hope not. These matchups have to stay under control or we’ll stop it and just face the anger issues as they happen.” Angela was happy with how Jennifer had handled Neil’s outburst, but she didn’t want their enforcer wasted on minor drama. “We need the cure.”


    “Do you think the UN has it?”


    Angela headed toward the path to town. “If they do, I’d need a sneaky partner who could ignore the pain and misery of their captives to steal it.” She glanced over her shoulder pointedly.


    Adrian realized that would be his job. “I can do it.”


    “I know you can.” I also hope you don’t. Angela didn’t give him time to dig for details. She broke into a quick jog and forced them all to keep up. “Work those lungs. You’re going to need it.”


    


  


  
    What Did You Think of BK17?


     


    I’d love to hear how you feel about this book!


     


    You’ll see this request at the end of every title I write because it matters so much to me and to the other readers out there. Please take this link to the book’s page on my website, so you can pick the store of your choice for a review. It doesn’t have to be long, though it certainly can be if you like. Just tell me, and the world, how you feel about it.


    Feedback helps me in many ways, but the biggest is that it drives me to keep producing. I have self-doubt moments just like everyone else. Your review might be what pops me out of a bad place and allows me to keep rolling! And if you ever need some kind words, I’d be happy to do the same for you. The world is often an ugly place, but we can help each other through those hard times with small acts of kindness.


     


    “I have found that it is the small everyday deed of ordinary folks that keep the darkness at bay. Small acts of kindness and love.” -Peter Jackson
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    As you probably know, most writers don’t make much money. Big names do, but I’m not one of those and probably never will be because I’m an indie who refuses to censor her work to fit whatever fad is going around this month or this year. Big publishers won’t accept my work because it’s too shocking, too gritty for the genre. Agents won’t represent me because I won’t turn out new material before I’ve finished the series that I already have going. All of that makes it hard for me to cover my expenses; the support of my readers is what enables me to keep writing these huge books. If you’re able to, I’d really appreciate your help. I love this job. I just wish it paid better.


     


    Yes, I want to become a supporter!
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  Invictus

 

by William Ernest Henley

 

Out of the night that covers me,

Black as the pit from pole to pole,

I thank whatever gods maybe

For my unconquerable soul.

 

In the fell clutch of circumstance

I have not winced nor cried aloud.

Under the bludgeonings of chance

My head is bloody but unbowed.

 

Beyond this place of wrath and tears

Looms but the Horror of the shade,

And yet the menace of the years

Finds and shall find me unafraid.

 

It matters not how strait the gate,

How charged with punishments the scroll,

I am the master of my fate,

I am the captain of my soul.





  
    ​From the Author BK17


     


     


    Hi! That was some ride, huh? And we’re only halfway through this part of Safe Haven’s latest adventure! Once I started writing this book, I realized it would have to be 1300+ pages to cover everything that’s happening, so I split it down the middle. Book #18 will cover the mission team and what they’ve been going through. The rescue team will join them for an explosive ending.


     


    A DNA Lesson


    I was all set to explain this in the story using the characters, and then I got deeper and realized the research I used is so much better at explaining why the world can’t be populated from a single breeding pair. There are real-world examples as proof. They are cited in the article linked below. It’s a little long, but well worth the time to read in my opinion.


    https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20160113-could-just-two-people-repopulate-earth?msclkid=f7f40e15c5df11ec93e0b0beb4748d9f


     


    Why did I include this?


    Survival after an apocalypse has to include repopulation. Small groups are in real danger from genetics and they don’t know it because most of us aren’t trained in that. As you’ve noticed by now, I love mixing reality and fantasy. This series is fiction, but you honestly can use many of the survival methods in here. I’ve made sure of that.


     


    Why am I hitting on religion?


    I’m not. It’s just another part of life after war. People will always have their beliefs. I picked Christianity because of my childhood and because it was dominant in the US at the time I started this series. If my characters had been located in another country, I would have used their majority religion and those social and environmental issues. Try not to take these things personally. I’m not picking on you. I’m starting to bring closure to a massive series that deserves to have all of the loose ends tied up.


     


    When will book 18 be out?


    Sometime this year! It’s great, right? I can’t wait to bring you the other half of this adventure. I’m also a bit sad. We’re so close to the end now. People are leaving, settling in, and making final choices on their future. Some characters won’t be heard from again. Others will return when it matters most. I hope you’ll be with me all the way to that bittersweet ending.


    I also hope you have a wonderful summer. Get out there and enjoy it while you can. None of us were meant to just sit in our homes and grow old. I truly believe that. Live your life to the fullest. You only get one chance each day to make the most of that sunrise. Don’t miss it. You never know if the next one’s coming.


     


    Thinking of you fondly,


    Angi​e


    


  


  
    ​Book Eighteen


    [image: A person standing in front of a fire

Description automatically generated]


  


  
    Copyright BK18


    Let’s Go Back


    by


    Angela White


     


     


    Title: Let’s Go Back


    Life After War Book 18


    Edition: 2025


    Author: Angela White


    Copyright ©Angela White. All rights reserved worldwide. No part of this publication may be replicated, redistributed, or given away in any form without prior written consent.


     


    Finishing a book this size takes a lot of work, and none of it would be possible without the wonderful people who help me search for errors in the text. Thank you, Terre, Joe, Jackie, Mattie, Crystal, Alison, Karen, Elizabeth, Wendy, Holly, Sue, John, Jacqueline, and Kristi. I really do appreciate it more than I can express.

  


  


Slang/Lingo

 

This book has a variety of Australian and Swiss-German slang and lingo. I was informed by my Betas that it would be a good idea to put in a reference for those terms. So, here ya go!

 

Sau = very

Verdammt = damn

Prima = good

Bloke = male

Duds = clothes

Heap = a lot

Mist = shit, stuff, gear

Nee = no

Gaol = jail

Mince = meat, food

Lift = elevator

Beaut = great

Dunny = toilet

Good onya = good job

Sheila = woman

Too right = I agree

Oi = hey

Ay = yes

Mate = person, friend, acquaintance
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    One Little Thing


    Ask My Wife


    You’re Both Out


    We Can Be Gods


    It Can’t Be Broken


    You Have My Word


    We All Have Choices


    You Did It


    You’re Not Normal


    This Is a Bad Place


    All the Lies


    Let’s Go Back


    None of It’s Easy


    Close


     


    


  


  
    Would You?


     


     


    If you could go back,


    Knowing each smack,


    The people who lacked,


    Each mistake that you sacked,


    Would you?


     


    If you could redo,


    Honoring those who were true,


    This time seeing the clues,


    Of impending blues,


    Would you?


     


    If you could repeat,


    And not accept defeat,


    No longer afraid to meet,


    Not tied to one seat,


    Would you?


     


    If you could return,


    And finally earn,


    The life you yearn,


    Without the horrible burn,


    Would you?


     


    If you could erase,


    Every moment of debase,


    Every damaging case,


    Every humiliating place,


    Would you?


     


    If you could stop time,


    And go back on your dime,


    With only one horrific crime,


    And you’d control every chime,


    Would you?


  


  
    ​Chapter One BK18


    Landing


    Mission Day 9


     


     


     


    1


    “I think this is a trap.”


    Shawn rolled his eyes at Greg. “Of course, it’s a trap. Marc counted on that.”


    “We shouldn’t have left him alone with her.” Biff didn’t trust Cerise at all. Marc’s moodiness had gotten worse with every minute he’d spent around the Australian killer.


    Kenn agreed, but he didn’t say so. “Cerise Bunting is the least of Marc’s worries. He can handle her.”


    Kenn’s tone implied Marc wouldn’t be successful in his mission to kill the UN boss. He didn’t take it back when people glared. He doubted the enemy would be easily fooled. Even this plan for the rest of the team to blend into the surviving population wasn’t likely to work. They had seriously misjudged their opponent.


    Kenn hadn’t believed that back when he and Marc had gone over the plan, but Marc had spent all eight nights since then getting drunk with Cerise and the submarine crew. Kenn’s faith had shifted into concern. Marc was in over his head. It’s happened before. We killed that old guy, back when Marc was my fireteam leader. He didn’t shoot like the rest of us, but he didn’t keep control and things got out of hand. That’s what I expect this time.


    Shawn frowned. “Then you need to cover it–cover us.”


    “I will.” The Eagles were just as important to Kenn now as the Marines had been to him back then. “Stick to the plan. We blend in and wait for the signal. Cerise acts like she’s turning him in and gets him inside.”


    Biff made a face. “Yeah, acts like.”


    Harry gestured. “I agree. She’s not acting. Marc’s in danger and so is this mission.”


    Greg scowled at them. “I’m telling you, I feel a trap and I mean our landing.”


    Kenn scanned the beach again as the RIB bounced along the waves toward the shore. “I see the vehicles Cerise said would be waiting. No signs of people.”


    Greg wasn’t convinced. “It feels bad, man.”


    Kenn nodded. “And that’s why we’re here. Just do your job, and we’ll all come out in one piece.”


    Shawn grimaced. He agreed with Greg. It didn’t feel right even though they knew they were going to be captured at some point.


    The other men in the wide RIB didn’t add to the unease, but they felt it. All of them scanned the Australian shoreline in trepidation. Being closed up in the submarine with Cerise and Goldie had been hard. This was worse because it was unknown.


    “No movement.” Kenn lowered the binoculars and glared at Greg. “Remember your training!”


    Greg didn’t know what part of shooting classes and awareness lessons were supposed to prepare him for landing on foreign soil and getting caught on purpose.


    Behind them, the submarine dove, displacing water and sending out ripples as it vanished from sight.


    Kenn timed their speed and got ready to slow down. “Go straight to those hatchbacks when we land. Secure our ride and stand watch while we hide this RIB.”


    Men nodded at the order.


    Kenn wasn’t encouraged. Leaving Marc behind on the sub had been a bad idea, but he couldn’t go back now. They were almost at their destination, and he had orders to follow.


    The RIB slowed as they hit shallow water.


    “Out! Out!” Kenn got everyone out of the RIB and beached it. He killed the engine just as it would have hit the soggy sand. The RIB jerked to a rough stop.


    Kenn hurried to help Greg pull it away from the water while everyone else went to the three Toyota HiLux trucks that Cerise had claimed were fueled and reinforced. Kenn covered the deflating RIB with a net and quickly staked it down so the wind wouldn’t blow it away. Greg’s right. This is hinky.


    Greg nodded from Kenn’s side, but there was no time to talk. They hurried toward the vehicles.


    Gus slid behind the wheel of the sand-covered rear hatchback. He grabbed the keys in his pocket, hoping Cerise hadn’t been lying about them working.


    The engine fired to life.


    He grinned, starting to feel a little better.


    In the lead vehicle, Greg scanned north; his stomach dropped. “Movement! We have movement!”


    “Where?!”


    “Behind those shacks! It’s a bulldozer!”


    Kenn didn’t wait to see which way it was going. “Load up!”


    Greg shifted into drive to be ready, but his attention stayed on the large group of men and women behind the bulldozer. “Are they attacking us?”


    Kenn wasn’t sure either. The people were advancing slowly, and they weren’t yelling like he would expect from attackers. He verified the other mission team members were in their vehicles, then he took the open seat in Shawn’s middle HiLux, next to Biff. “Stay on Greg’s ass.”


    “More movement from the south!” Biff yelled through the open window. “They’re running at us!”


    “Get us out of here!” They had enough ammunition to cover it, but Kenn knew killing 200 Australian citizens right after arriving wasn’t going to go over well.


    “They’re blocking us in! They have bats and pipes!” Greg rolled toward the entrance ramp to the beach. The sand would slow them down too much.


    “Shit!” Greg noticed the fuel gauge. “It’s at a 1/4 tank. She lied!”


     


    The radio came on with Shawn’s angry voice. “Our low fuel light’s on. We’re not going far.”


     


    “Same here.” Gus hated being in the rear. He willed them to go faster as the mob of people broke into a run.


    Biff was also watching the mob. “Why aren’t they yelling?” Both groups were advancing, with some of them running and brandishing weapons, but there was almost no noise.


    Kenn didn’t have an answer.


    Greg drove onto the broken, sand-covered sidewalk and bounced the lead hatchback toward the grassy knoll next to it. He knew better than to take the obvious path.


    Kenn held on and surveyed the mirror to be sure all three vehicles stayed together.


    Greg saw more beach or a small town. He steered toward the town, hoping it was the right call.


    Biff pointed. “More people!”


    They saw hundreds of survivors lining the road with weapons, but no guns. Biff remembered Cerise’s words about only a few homesteads having guns before the war, but that didn’t make him feel better. The baseball bats and crossbows would hurt just as much and only delay death in place of awful pain.


    Shawn saw barricaded streets and alleys. “I think they’ve used this trap before.”


    “Movement! Behind the trees at the park.”


     


    The radio call made Biff flinch. He paled as he took in the newest mob of filthy, starving men and women now filling the sandy street. They were about to be trapped. “They’re blocking each street as we come to it!”


    “Windows up! Doors locked! Stay together!”


    “West?”


    “Not without explosives… East? Damn. Another bulldozer. Water to the south. No way out. Stand and fight?”


    “If we have to. For now, weakest point?”


    “River, mudslide… The bridge is gone. Bulldozers are rolling into place behind us! She said the sewers here are flooded.”


    “We could drive through the houses.”


    “Go north, around the mudslide!” Kenn used a curt tone to cut through the panic of his team. “How many bad guys are back there?”


    Biff hesitated. Not all the faces in the shifting, herding mobs were bad. “A few hundred.”


    “What’s the POP and ESR?”


    Biff’s answer was quick. “Prewar population here was 55,000. Estimated rate of survival is 50% at three months and 33% at six months. We didn’t do it for a year.”


    “Guess.”


    “I’d say 25% at least.”


    “That’s too many.” Kenn knew they were in deep shit unless they could find a way out.


    Biff was still in the civilian state of mind that he’d carried across his dying country. “Avoid and evade?”


    Kenn denied that. “They probably believe we’re a foreign government starting an invasion. They’ll hunt us down.”


    Biff didn’t want to engage the citizens here. “That’s how we should play it. Maybe they’ll surrender.”


    “And then what? We can’t guard so many.”


    “We can sort them into groups and medicate the bad ones. We’ll add it to their drinks.”


    “Wait.” Shawn’s voice broke through the debate. “I see sores. There’s sickness here.”


    Kenn made the choice. “Lock and load, Eagles.”


    Biff blanched. “He’s going to kill them?”


    Shawn nodded. “We can’t treat them all.”


    “But we don’t even know what it is yet!”


    Kenn checked his weapon. “We don’t have time for this.”


    “What about the healthy people hiding behind the others? I won’t be a part of this. It’s murder! Not all of them are bad!”


    Shawn tried to reason with the rookie as he followed Greg’s hatchback. “There’s no other choice.”


    “We agreed not to hurt the citizens here! This will violate the deal we made with Cerise!”


    Shawn scowled. “Cerise is busy warming Marc up. She won’t care as long as he gives her what she wants.”


    Kenn used his radio. “AKs on standby. Roll on my mark.”


    Biff had to keep trying. “I have an idea.”


    “I’m dying to hear it–maybe literally.”


    Biff winced at Kenn’s jab. “Blow the bridge and sweep them out. The sick ones won’t survive. The healthy ones might.”


    “Here they come!”


    “On my call, Eagles!”


    “No! Give them a chance!”


    Chaos overtook them as the mob rushed forward, throwing sticks, stones, tools, and tree branches. They finally screamed in rage. The vehicles rocked as the mob hit them with anything in hand to breach a window or a tire.


    The drivers lowered windows so the others could open fire.


    Filthy fingers grabbed the lowered window and shoved down, snagging Biff’s hat and then his hair. He was jerked against the door and pulled toward the opening window.


    Disgust and fear became rage in an instant as he jerked back, leaving hair. He heard the window going down further and the other Eagles shouting orders, and then he began firing, too, killing people he was sure didn’t deserve it.


    The gunfire died slowly. Piles of bodies surrounded all three vehicles as the mob retreated out of range but not out of sight.


    Biff reloaded and kept his rifle in hand, cursing Marc and Angela. I’m a murderer now.


    Shawn put the windows up. “It had to be done. They were a threat to everyone who came through here.”


    Kenn reloaded. “He’s right. If they’d pulled you through the window, you’d be dead.”


    Biff’s stomach lurched as he saw the scattered mob come back together near the beach, but he controlled it. I will not puke. Not here.


    “Reload, Eagles, reload!”


    They were going to repeat their actions. Biff wiped his hands dry to be ready even as he mourned another chunk of his humanity.


    Shawn tried to offer comfort. “The boss would have made the same call.”


    “Kenn’s not the boss!”


    Kenn called the other vehicles on the radio. “Get back to the RIB!”


    Biff stayed silent as the mob remained by the park, and Greg led them back toward their landing spot. These vehicles weren’t made for a cross-country trip into hell, but he also didn’t want to be back on the submarine. He felt trapped. I want to go home.


    Shawn understood what Biff was feeling, but there wasn’t time to keep comforting him as the mob they’d left behind at the beach heard them coming and grouped up for an attack.


    “Cerise did this on purpose.” Biff was sure of it. “She split us up from Marc, and now we’re expendable.”


    Biff joined his team in clearing a path back to the beach, but he was certain it was the wrong direction. They’ve got us on the run now. We’re all doomed.


    “Yep.” Kenn reloaded and automatically tugged to be sure the magazine had set in properly. “Open fire!”


    Bam!


    Bam!


    Two huge explosions rocked their small convoy and flipped the first two vehicles. Metal and flames shot into the sky.


    “Who’s firing at us?!”


    “Look out!”


    “My eye! It hit my eye!”


    A third grenade from the mob struck the rear vehicle in the side and exploded, flipping it into the mob of citizens.


    In the near distance, two powerful engines revved up as they flew closer.


    Half of the mob took off running away from the crash scene as a familiar, feared sound echoed above the chaos.


    Two helicopters rose over the horizon and approached the burning hulks on the beach. Their guns scattered more of the mob that was attacking the survivors of the wrecks.


    Biff screamed as hands pulled him through the window. He fired his handgun repeatedly, emptying his magazine into hearts and brains. He kept pulling the trigger even after it was empty. He didn’t hear the dry click of an empty chamber. He also didn’t know where his rifle had gone. He’d lost it in the flip.


    All around him, the mob went down to carefully fired shots. Biff knew they weren’t Eagle rounds. We don’t use REMs with .223 ammunition. Our enemy does.


    Biff fell over in the sand and waited for death. His body refused to obey him. A needle jutted from his neck.


    Thick, dusty sand blew over Biff as the helicopter landed nearby. The other bird stayed in the air, firing bullets at the beach mob and darts at the mission team.


    The mob finally scattered, clearing Biff’s line of sight. Faded black boots hurried toward him. All Biff could do was listen.


    “We have survivors, sir.”


    The boss man smirked through the radio. “Bring them all in.”


    “We’ll have them loaded and be back within the hour, sir.”


    “Very good. Reicher out.”


    The few Eagles who were alert enough to hear the exchange celebrated even as they worried. Marc had said they would be taken along the route, not as soon as they landed. It wasn’t part of their plan.


    “My eye! Oh, God! My eye!”


    Biff heard Greg screaming. His balls drew up. But Marc’s not here to suffer with us, is he?


    The drugs knocked Biff out.


    Greg continued to scream.


     


     


    2


    “I can still hear them screaming.” Marc glared from the stool near the stack of gear they’d brought from the island.


    Cerise didn’t stop working. She was handing gear up the ladder through the sub hatch to the crew who was loading their boat. “You knew they were going to be captured.”


    Marc’s voice deepened into anger. “You didn’t mention the mobs on the beach or the helicopters.”


    Cerise snorted lightly. “We came to your island in a nuclear submarine, but you didn’t think there could be helicopters?”


    Marc was forced to admit that was an oversight on his part, but he didn’t do it aloud. He just kept glaring.


    Cerise forced out an apologetic pitch. “I didn’t know the beach gangs had grown so big. They’ve been forcing survivors to join. It’s a horrible life after war for them.”


    “You sent my team into that, blind.”


    “I haven’t been here in months. I am sorry, but there was nothing we could do.”


    Marc grunted unhappily. It had been part of the plan for the team to be captured. Blending in with the population had been a good idea when he and Kenn came up with it.


    Cerise shoved her blue cloak aside in frustration. “This would go faster if you helped.”


    Marc leaned against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest, scanning the red mark on her arm. It reminded him of Adrian.


    Marc hadn’t recovered from last night’s drinking session yet. But it didn’t matter, did it? I still heard every shriek and scream. He had hoped staying drunk for the last week would help him block it out when the team was captured, but that had failed. His team was now in the hands of the enemy, and he wasn’t with them.


    Cerise worked faster. “Don’t try to connect to them. We’re close enough to the lab that Reicher might be able to track it.”


    “No shit.” It was already a struggle for Marc not to order them to go help his team. Unsolicited advice wasn’t welcome.


    Cerise grabbed another handful of gear and sent it up the ladder. Albert and Denese were on top of the sub. Both of them were coming to land, along with Goldie, who was on the bridge with Saul to relay final instructions.


    Marc scanned the stinking sub miserably. Now that their gear was stacked near the hatch, the submarine appeared empty again. It reminded Marc of leaving Safe Haven. Very few people had come to see them off and those few had expressed their displeasure in hard, cold glares instead of well wishes. Did they jinx this run?


    Marc hadn’t spent the last nine days training his team in anything specific. He’d let them use the time to flush out bad memories and to remember what was important to them. Those were the things they would hold onto during their captivity.


    Marc had hated every minute he’d spent here, but he had learned a lot about how to operate this machine. If something happened to Saul, there was a small chance he could pilot it home. But not until my mission is complete.


    Marc stood and began helping load the gear. The sooner I get this done, the sooner the rest of it will be over with.


    Cerise gave him an approving nod, but she didn’t try to reach him on another level. She’d spent the last week trying to bond with Marc. She already knew it wasn’t possible. Not only did he not want bonds with anybody, but he also didn’t like her. He’d made that clear. Even during the nights where they’d shared the same bunk for space and warmth, he’d been an indifferent body to curl against. His team probably assumed they’d had sex every night, but sleeping had been all that happened.


    The submarine crew also helped hand gear up the ladder, but they didn’t offer chatter. They were all eager for Cerise and her little team to be gone. They had enjoyed not having rules or a boss other than Saul.


    On the bridge, Saul listened to Goldie’s instructions and promised to faithfully carry them out, but he also kept up a mental shield to prevent the man from reading his true thoughts. As soon as the passengers disembarked, Saul planned to get out of radar range.


    Goldie knew the captain wasn’t listening, but he didn’t care. Saul and his crew were someone else’s headache.


    “Is that everything?” Cerise strode through the submarine to check compartments while Marc went up the ladder. He was suddenly anxious for a breeze.


    It was a balmy afternoon without a breeze to cool his sweaty skin. Saul had said it wasn’t good to run the air conditioning while the sub was idle, so it had been off since their arrival last night. They were all stinky and sweaty, with soot smudges from the walls and floors. It had been obvious upon boarding that there had been a fire. The chemical smells said the crew had cleaned, but it was impossible to remove all the soot. There were now prints and smears all over the ship from his team.


    Cerise appeared the same as she had while talking to Angela on the island–tired, sad, and grimy from a long trip. Goldie was resplendent in his gold vest and red baggie pants. When he grinned, the gold over his teeth perfectly matched his ensemble. They had teased him about that at first, but it had changed to respect as they saw the effort it took when you were stuck inside a can for a week without the sight of the sun or a breath of fresh air. None of Marc’s team had put much effort into their appearance.


    The boat floating alongside the sub was heavily loaded with the gear they’d brought from Safe Haven. Marc carefully lowered himself into the captain’s seat to steer them toward land. He scanned that mysterious coastline, searching for the same dangers that had trapped his team. He didn’t spot anyone.


    Lightwood trees and harsh brown dirt met his gaze. Even though he didn’t detect any threats, the land itself felt ominous. He wasn’t looking forward to trekking through it. He’d been here once during his military career. That brief training exercise had ended in two of his team being bitten by poisonous reptiles. They’d required a break for two weeks of recovery time after antivenom treatments. Australia was not friendly.


    Marc didn’t look at the water even though the ride to shore would get him wet. The beautiful waves reminded him too much of Kendle’s death. That was the last thing he needed to be stewing on right now. I already see it repeating in my dreams. That’s enough.


    Cerise and Goldie came up the ladder and joined him in the boat. Albert and Denese also climbed in carefully. Both of those bridge employees were unhappy to be leaving the sub, but Saul had refused to keep them on his crew. He had used the excuse that command would be happier with two traitors being returned.


    Marc believed that to be true. He was also glad they weren’t staying on the sub while he was gone. Denese and Albert hadn’t been completely willing in the battle against Safe Haven, but they also hadn’t refused those orders, and that made them enemies. The same was true of Cerise and Goldie.


    Marc didn’t wait for them all to be seated. He tugged the anchor line free and quickly headed for shore.


    The other people in the boat dropped down and grabbed one of the rubber handles on the sides to keep from being thrown out.


    No one protested. Marc’s mood was just as ugly now as it had been for the entire trip. No one wanted to set him off.


     


    On the bridge, Saul waited for the RIB to get far enough from the sub to keep from being pulled under, and then he began activating dive procedures. He wanted to get out of sight. When Cerise had said the lab could be tracking them, she was absolutely correct. He hadn’t received any incoming messages from command yet, but he was certain it was only a matter of time. What he wasn’t sure about was whether he would follow any orders that came through.


     


     


    3


    Denese and Albert watched the submarine sink beneath the water in longing. They knew they were being sacrificed to give the team a chance at a successful infiltration.


    The rest of them surveyed the shoreline for threats. Unlike where Marc’s team had been captured, this landing spot was slightly wooded and away from civilization. There were no towns in the distance, no city skylines, and no roads. They would be hiking through the outback for an hour to reach Cerise’s homestead. Marc had agreed to go there first so she could retrieve her hidden map of the lab.


    Neil had made maps for Marc from her mental memories, but none of them were detailed enough. She had clearer memories from other labs where she had been trained or been a trainer, but her Australian site recollections were fuzzy. Having a map of this lab would be invaluable. Marc needed to know the layout before he went in.


    He had a bad feeling about going to Cerise’s house, however. He suspected it was a ploy to slow him down, though he wasn’t sure what she hoped to accomplish by that. Reading her for the last week had made it clear that she hated the UN, and she missed her dead children enough to do anything to have them returned. Marc knew she was in favor of the reset, as were Goldie and a lot of the sub crew who had lost family members in the war. If not for the awful price that had to be paid to initiate the reset, Marc would have been on their side. Everything he’d been before the war had been better than what he had afterward, even though he and Angela had become a couple and eventually gotten married. Kendle’s death had changed everything. If I could go back, I wouldn’t do it.


    Cerise looked over with a frown. “Even though she tried to kill you and your wife?”


    Marc refused to answer.


     


    On the bridge of the submarine, Saul evened out the dive and slowed the sub. He wasn’t sure where he wanted to go yet.


    The communications alert beep coming from the console wasn’t a surprise. It also wasn’t welcome. Saul hit the button and listened to the order.


    “United Nations member 1423564, you are to return to base immediately. Bring your ship into port A411. You have five hours to report.”


    Saul felt the rest of the crew throughout the sub waiting for his response.


    Saul ran through the options. If he turned over the sub, he might be spared because he had also helped Cerise complete her mission. A lot of this crew would be put into retraining, though some would be killed for failure to follow orders. Saul was valuable because of his skills, but there was a chance he would still be punished for helping Safe Haven win that last battle.


    Saul thought that was likely. He could man a sub, sail a ship, or fly anything with wings, but at this point in the game, the UN didn’t need those skills. However, they would be holding a grudge about being denied an easy victory over Safe Haven.


    “The game is almost over, but they haven’t won yet. We’ll wait and see. Maybe Marc’s smarter than his team believes he is. Until then, we’ll go somewhere and hunt up a cow. Our ration bars are almost gone, and I can’t stand the taste of them anymore.”


    A loud cheer echoed through the submarine. The crew knew there would be an awful punishment if they were forced to surrender after disobeying orders, but they were willing to take that chance on Marc and his team. Just because he was walking into a trap, it didn’t mean he’d already lost the game.


    Saul still got them moving away from Reicher. It wasn’t a good idea to linger anywhere near that laboratory of evil.
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    “We just lost contact with the submarine, sir.” Joseph leaned aside to let his boss view the radar screen from his seat.


    Reicher gave it a quick glance, but he didn’t dwell on it. He would have only been surprised if the sub crew had returned. After firing on their own troops during the island battle, they knew they were in trouble.


    That fight had weakened UN forces so much that the entire system was now in the final stages of collapse. It wasn’t just from Saul’s torpedoes, but that had certainly sped things along. “Send the usual warning for disobeying orders.”


    Joseph quickly typed the command into the computer. He doubted there would be another order on this matter. They had little use for a nuclear submarine because they didn’t have enough troops to establish a new base anywhere. Many teams had been sent out for that purpose after the war, but they were all dead now or unresponsive.


    Not all of those were assumed to be deserters, however. Some of the lands they’d been sent to were harsh and unyielding, like South America. Others had been populated with wild, armed civilians, like the United States. Both of those zones were coveted targets for the ability to produce food, but they didn’t matter right now either. The UN had no workers to cultivate them or to provide security for that enterprise. Their reign is about to end.


    Joseph resumed transferring lab test results into the computer. He and the boss did this daily, without exception. It was just the two of them in the 10 x 10 time-locked security room that only had one exit. This cubby opened twice a day, for one hour. If they didn’t stay on schedule, they would be locked in until the next time it opened.


    Joseph had brought along a kit of basic rations when he’d first inherited this position. Reicher had made him leave it outside. He said if they couldn’t stay on schedule then they deserved to be locked in.


    The small room held two long metal desks, two chairs, and a massive computer setup that covered two walls and needed constant air conditioning to prevent it from overheating. They kept the room diligently clean. Every shift started with dusting to prevent problems with the equipment. They didn’t have many people who could repair or replace it if the system crashed.


    Reicher rose from his chair and went to the front of the security room. He stared through the two-way glass at the warehouse floor below, where new captives were being brought in. Many of them were injured, screaming, or fighting through the drugs they’d been hit with upon capture. The staff assigned to handle the new admissions were already on the warehouse floor, waiting for the troops to get the captives into their small cages. This was the best time for Reicher to dig into vulnerable minds without them being aware of it.


    This group of 10 was more valuable than the others they’d brought in over the last year, and they were obviously stronger, more battle-tested. Marcus Brady’s team was about to be broken down, retrained, and then converted into loyal supporters. The UN reign was indeed about to end, but it didn’t mean this lab would close or that the tests would stop.


    The United Nations had been used as a cover for almost a century for coordinated global laboratories that searched through every city, town, culture, race, sect, and demographic for descendants. The leaders of these labs were generational–born and raised there. They never left, though they did procreate. They were required to have three sons and pick one to inherit their place when they died. The other two were put into testing. Reicher had never questioned this existence or his destiny. It was what he’d been bred for, and he was sau good at it.


    The sounds of the new captives didn’t penetrate the security walls. Reicher was able to tell they were making noise by their open mouths and the slight twitches of the fresh-from-training staff who were now shooting them with darts so they could treat injuries and strip them. There was no telling what the captives had in their pockets or body cavities. Everything would be removed, and the staff would toughen up within a day or two.


    The cage warehouse was only reachable by the elevator in the corner. That lift could only be activated from this security room. Many captives made the mistake of fleeing to the elevator with hopes of escaping. It had encouraged enough attempts that the computer had recommended building escape-proof cages.


    Reicher’s Blinkers had worked on that one for years before the war. The 10 captives below wouldn’t be able to escape their cells even if they were able to use their gifts through the drugs. The material was titanium and opened only by computer command that went through chips inside the bars.


    Joseph looked away as Reicher coughed up a bloody clump and spat it into the waste can. In the past, a leader would have hidden that, but Reicher was one of just two commanders still alive and actively running a lab. He couldn’t be sacked because there was no one to remove him.


    His counterpart in Hawaii, Corbin, was in the same situation with not enough warm bodies to keep it all going. Both labs needed to spend the next few years assimilating survivors to fill out their ranks. Reicher’s illness didn’t matter in comparison. The real problem it brought, beyond him growing weaker daily from the cancer eating through his stomach, was that his surviving sons weren’t old enough to take over yet. The oldest one here was eight; the youngest was a toddler.


    Joseph assumed he would be given the job when Reicher died, breaking the lab rules on inheritance for the first time. He didn’t know whether to be excited or terrified. At 30, he would also be the youngest person to ever hold that position.


    Joseph fought the urge to scratch his sweaty scalp. Despite the air conditioning, the hat he was required to wear always made him sweat. His uniform was often stained and wrinkled by the time they were finished, but Joseph didn’t mind. Having fewer residents meant more amenities could be used, like hot water. Joseph loved taking long showers while watching reality TV.


    Reicher was exactly the opposite. He kept himself perfectly neat at all times and would stop whatever he was doing to fix the issue if something happened. Joseph had only seen him deviate from it when dealing with descendants in training sessions. Reicher said that was the only time it was acceptable for the boss to look like anything other than what he was.


    Joseph thought the older man was 20 pounds too light from his illness, and his skin was so pale it was almost translucent. Reicher looked like an old man in his 80s, though he was much younger. He should be on a cabin porch in a rocking chair with a Life Alert button around his neck.


    Joseph opened a new file on the supercomputer to be ready. He knew Reicher’s routine by heart. He’d been serving the man for 10 years now. He knew everything his boss liked and hated in an assistant, as well as his feelings on the important parts of their jobs, but that was where it ended. They had no bond outside of this daily session. If I want to inherit, I should probably put in some effort on a personal relationship.


    Reicher glanced over his shoulder. “There’s really no need. Our relationship is perfect as it is.”


    The cold tone told Joseph his assumptions were wrong. Anger flared in his gut.


    Joseph controlled it. Now I know which way I was hoping it would go.


    Reicher rotated back to the window. “Subject One has a fire gift and a demon that’s tougher than all of the others in the cells around him.” Reicher dug in deeper. “A weak sonic gift, too. That could be useful.”


    Reicher coughed into the waste can again and kept going. “Hybrid. Number One is a hybrid.”


    Joseph peered over his monitor, trying to see that man. All of the captives below were close to middle-aged. Most hybrids died before they hit puberty.


    Reicher studied the one-eyed man now being medicated by the silent staff. “He’s new. He hasn’t been a hybrid for long. In fact, I suspect he hasn’t been a descendant for long.”


    Joseph was even more impressed now. Someone had been able to successfully share a gift with a normal. That was almost unheard of in the labs where none of them were willing to give up any small amount of power they had.


    Reicher continued his evaluation. “Subject Two is also hybrid. I can feel it on them. They both received their gifts from the same alpha.”


    Joseph made special notes on that. Alphas had become common after the war, but only a few of them had gifts to match the infamous title. Being able to share power with two normals made them someone to watch out for.


    Reicher moved on. “Number two also has sonic and fire. I sense a healing gift.”


    Reicher was surprised that Marc’s team contained a healer at all. Healers were rare among their kind. He would have expected all of those to remain with Safe Haven on their island. “Three is normal. As are Four, Five, and Six. All normal and novices.”


    Joseph got ready to type in removal orders. “We don’t have a place for them unless you want to move them into lab training.” They didn’t have anyone to train low-level staff right now, other than putting them through the lab routines, but those slots were never wasted on normals. They had just enough staff and supplies to convert this batch of fighters. Then they would have to downsize and shift their priorities to training.


    “I’ll let you know. Subject Seven is a doctor.” Reicher was stunned. “The man is also a descendant. We’ll put him in the medical wing as soon as we reach a milestone in his conversion process.”


    Reicher examined the four normal rookies trying to reach out to the doctor for help with their injuries. “Don’t remove the rookies right away. Use them for Subject Seven’s conversion.”


    Joseph considered that a brilliant idea. It wasn’t a complete waste of lives.


    Reicher scanned the next cage. “Another rookie. Also normal… But he has potential. Assign Subject Eight to the dimension level. I suspect he’s Invisible. There’s a dark place in his mind. If I’m wrong, he’ll go into a security slot.”


    Joseph agreed. That dark place was a clear sign of the person being Invisible. The only time that wasn’t true was when the person was a psychopath. Either was perfect for a security position in this lab.


    Reicher controlled the need to cough again. “Subject Nine has the rage illness. It’s in an advanced stage. I also detect an ice gift and control over water.”


    “Do you want him cured of the rage illness?”


    “Negative. We’ll use him to further the conversions of the others. Assign him to security training as his starter.” They didn’t have enough security officers. The new man could be used to supplement that until the rage illness grew too bad to control. If he became a convert in that time, then he might earn the cure.


    The computer beeped behind him. Reicher ignored it to finish his scan of the new captives. “Ten is military. Sau angry but not infected. Telekinesis, and possible quake abilities. Make sure his training follows the lab schedule to the letter. Even if he can’t be converted, he can be used against the others.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Reicher went to the communication pad next to his chair. He flipped the switch and searched the screen as the live camera centered on his target. “They made it faster than you assumed. Don’t forget to factor that into computations for the rest of this team.”


    Joseph caught the disapproving tone. He had estimated how long it would take Marc and Cerise to reach her homestead, but he’d been off by half an hour. Reicher didn’t like mistakes, even small ones. “I’ll do better next time, sir.”


    “See that you do.” Reicher sat down in the chair and was overcome by a coughing fit. He paused the live recording so his prey wouldn’t immediately be aware of his presence.


    The waste can caught another bloody clump before Reicher wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his dark blue uniform and then focused on the monitor. “It’s all about this moment, Marcus Brady. You can save us a lot of time and all of you a lot of pain by just agreeing to what I want. There’s absolutely no chance that I’m going to go away. Just give in now.”


    Reicher hit the button and reactivated the live camera and speaker system that was wired to every room in Cerise’s homestead. It had taken his engineers a week to get it all set up. He’d started gathering the supplies for it right after searching ahead to discover what future waited for him. That remarkable vision had revealed a destiny that would shape this time period in awful, incredible ways and lead to world domination for the winner. All he had to do was tame a wounded tiger that had escaped its island cage.


     


     


    2


    Marc knew they were being watched before he left the shelter of the Acacia trees that bordered one side of the homestead. He was able to see tall gray paint-chipped columns of a long front porch covered in untouched red bottle brush flowers and Cape ivy that helped give the appearance of the home being deserted. The front door was wide open and the porch was covered in leaves and debris that had been blown there by the wind. The barn was also open, as was the entrance to the shed and the outbuilding next to it. Animal tracks in the dirt and filthy, uncovered windows said no one was alive here. And it was all a lie.


    Marc paused at the tree line. “Is there anything you’d like to tell me?”


    Cerise marched by him, wiping sweat from her neck. “Can we talk later? I want to get those maps.”


    Everyone else followed her.


    Marc stayed where he was and scanned again. He didn’t see people, but there were red dots all over his grid.


    Marc tracked cables running down the side of the large house. They went in one of the open windows. It’s wired.


    Cerise didn’t look up as she climbed the stairs and entered the house, but like Marc, she felt eyes on them. She kept her mind on her stolen maps and hoped things worked out the way she needed them to in the end.


    Goldie and the others sank down in the weathered chairs on the porch to get their breath back. They dropped the heavy gear they’d brought from the submarine.


    The hike had drained them. Marc had refused to stop for breaks. They were all worn out except for him. He was barely showing any effects. He was clearly in better shape than the rest of them, not including Cerise. She looked the same as she always did. Nothing daunted her.


    Marc reluctantly left the tree line and came into view of any number of cameras or satellites that the enemy might be using. He stayed ready to lift his shield as he examined Cerise’s ranch and her neighbors.


    There was one other farm in the distance that belonged to Goldie’s family, according to what he’d been told. He spotted a small graveyard between the two properties but no fence line. He also didn’t detect any animals and the orchard trees were bare even though this was prime growing time here. The enemy had stripped everything. Marc assumed that meant the valuable people too. Or those unlucky enough to be caught in the Draft.


    He went up the porch steps and entered the parlor of the ranch house where he dropped his load of gear. Long and shallow, the parlor curved around a grand staircase that went straight up for 20 feet and then broke off into several directions that led to other areas of the three-story home. It reminded Marc of expensive houses in the United States. The dusty backdrop of red mountains and rocky mesas through the windows provided the same impression. It made him homesick.


    Marc followed Cerise’s footprints in the dusty debris to a rear office on the first floor. He surveyed her from the doorway as she dug through folders in an overturned file cabinet. She collected several papers and kept digging.


    Marc quickly tired of waiting for her. He turned around and found Albert and Denese standing right behind him.


    Denese looked at Marc in fear. “Don’t let them kill us.”


    It was the first thing Denese had said to Marc, but it wasn’t surprising. The two crewmen knew they were in trouble. He had expected them to ask for help sooner. “I’ll do what I can.”


    Denese wasn’t soothed by his noncommittal reply. “We can get you out of that lab, but you have to promise to take us to your island.”


    Marc held out a hand, more than willing to make that deal. “Agreed.”


    A staticky clapping noise echoed throughout the first floor. Marc and everyone else rotated toward it.


    A sarcastic voice overshadowed the clapping. “How touching. Kill them both.”


    Before Marc could lift his shield around the two crew members, Goldie appeared in the hallway.


    Denese tried to run.


    Goldie shot her in the back.


    He hit Albert in the chest.


    Marc’s gun was out, and his shield was up an instant later. He spun around, searching for the owner of the voice instead of killing Goldie like he wanted to. He couldn’t do that yet. Goldie was still valuable to the mission.


    Cerise flipped the switch on the dusty desk monitor and turned it toward Marc. Then she resumed digging through the web-covered folders.


    Marc waited for the static to clear, controlling his anger. He had already figured out that whatever he promised would cause the opposite to happen. That would include vowing revenge for these two deaths. But I will get it. You can take that to the bank.


    Goldie holstered and stepped closer to Marc.


    Marc’s rage flared out through his shield and shoved the man backward. “I’m going to kill you before this is all over. If you get too close, that could happen now, while your boss watches and laughs about it.”


    Goldie retreated. “They’ve got my kids, man. You’d do the same thing in my place.”


    Marc shook his head. Cerise had obviously planned this. “That’s a hell of a mental shield you have.”


    Cerise kept looking through the folders. “It was a memory charm. I’m quite good with them, even upon myself.”


    The monitor cleared, showing Marc an older man with haunting gray eyes, a neatly shaven face that clearly never saw sunlight, and a pristine security room with only one staff member and one exit.


    Reicher smiled politely. “Please, take a seat Mr. Brady. We have things to discuss.”


    Goldie stared at the bloke whose face he’d never seen but whose voice he’d been hearing for a decade. Haussler had always been his main controller. So that’s the big boss. Huh. I expected someone more lethal-looking.


    Cerise held in a snort. She was intimately familiar with Reicher. He was lethal in every way.


    Reicher didn’t react to his stomach turning. He often felt ill while handling business. He didn’t let it interfere. “Mr. Brady?”


    Marc didn’t reply yet. He was busy studying his adversary. At first glance, the old man appeared to be made of stone… Marc spotted a blood smear on his sleeve and blue lips that said his body systems weren’t doing well. “You’re dying.”


    Cerise and Goldie both stared at the monitor in surprise.


    Reicher clapped again, though not as roughly this time. “Sit, Marcus. That’s an order.”


    Marc’s laughter echoed loudly.


    Reicher’s eyes narrowed. “Sit or I’ll kill one of your teammates while you watch.” The camera view shifted to allow Marc to see the warehouse through the glass window. He stored all the details he could in the short view, but struggling captives gave him no other option. He reluctantly sat in the dusty office chair and leaned back with his arms across his chest.


    “Excellent.” The monitor showed him the boss again. “My name is Carl Alexander Reicher.”


    Marc mentally sighed at the formalities. “Sergeant Marcus Brady.”


    “I am the Secretaries-General of the remaining UN forces. I’m also commander of the lab you came to infiltrate.”


    Marc saw no reason to hedge his bets, yet. “I’m co-leader of Safe Haven and the team leader who is going to shut you down for good.”


    Reicher kept it going, curious how much Marc would give away during this first meeting. “I’m an alpha. I give orders and people follow them or they die. That includes your team.”


    Marc shrugged. “Then you should probably go ahead and kill them. None of us are going to do what you want willingly.” Marc studied the man harder. “Is that why you split us up? Because you think I’ll turn on my team or that my team will turn on me?”


    “Splitting your team was Cerise’s idea. She suggested you might be more amiable if you weren’t attacked and hurt before we had this conversation. I agreed because I want to make you an offer.”


    That told Marc his teammates had been injured during their capture. He controlled his anger again, but it laced his tone. “Why me?”


    Reicher studied Marc through the monitor. “You have most of the gifts of the others, plus an interesting tracking ability. Are you able to share that grid with someone else to help them?”


    “Yes.” It bothered Marc that the man was able to read him over a distance. “Successfully.”


    “And that sonic door, does it actually contain a full sonic gift?”


    Marc kept a tight thumb on that door to make sure it didn’t open. “Yes.”


    “You’re also proficient with fire, ice, pain spells, physical combat, and mental manipulations.”


    Marc lifted a brow. “Why the gift recital? Recording it?”


    Before Reicher could answer, the one staff member spoke in shock. “You’re giving it to the bünzli!”


    Marc sniggered at the Swiss-German slang term for a goody-two-shoes. “That doesn’t fit me anymore.”


    “I suspect it never did.” Reicher smiled at proof of Marc’s intelligence. “Yes, Joseph is recording my observations about you, Subject Eleven.”


    Marc immediately fired back. “I only hear one flunkey, and he’s disrespectful, which means you’re shorthanded or you’d never allow that. And even though you can track me over a distance, you’re not able to open my mental doors. You might be an alpha, but you’re nowhere near as strong as I am.”


    Reicher shrugged. “And you’re not as strong as the alpha who created two adult hybrids.”


    Marc twitched, then recovered. “That’s why I’m the co-leader.”


    “Yes, we may discuss Safe Haven’s iron ruler at some point if you accept my offer. For now, please read the document appearing on the screen.”


    Marc wasn’t in the mood for games. “Just tell me what you want.”


    “I’d rather you read the terms first.”


    Marc snorted. “You’re buying time for your troops to surround me.”


    “Not really, though a transport team is enroute to your location. I hope this will be a peaceful agreement between willing partners.”


    His foe spoke with the cool cultured words of childhood instructors. It was hard for Marc to place a nationality. His flunkey was Swiss-German and had obviously been allowed to bond with his ethnic origins. Marc carefully pushed a button. “What do you want, Commander Reicher?”


    Reicher’s graying eyebrows came together. “I’ll teach you to have respect for authority. It’s obvious the Marines weren’t able to do so.”


    Marc didn’t rise to the bait this time. He could feel Reicher searching for his buttons and trying to make him do something rash.


    Reicher pushed a button on the screen instead. The monitor showed a document on one side.


    Marc began reading it.


    Goldie read it as well, while Cerise resumed digging through the folders. She had a small stack of papers in her hand now, but she hadn’t found what she was searching for yet. “It has to be here somewhere.”


    Marc’s attention was snagged as he read the document. “This is a contract.”


    Reicher’s voice echoed through the monitor. “If you’ll agree, you can be brought down to join your team. The harsh methods used to subdue them won’t be necessary with you.”


    In the background, the Swiss-German voice whined again, “That’s why it isn’t necessary. You don’t need a bond with me.”


    “Shut up, Joseph.”


    Marc smirked even as he kept reading. “It’s hard to keep subordinates under control.”


    Reicher’s tenor hardened. “All it takes is the right motivation. For example, Joseph here has decided he wants my job. He can’t have it because he’s too good at his own. Once he finally concludes that his position is more acceptable than mine, he’ll adjust. I hope you’ll do the same when you recognize the wisdom of what I’m offering.”


    Marc got to the final sentences of the document and tensed. His mind refused to accept what he was reading. This has to be a bad joke.


    Goldie stepped closer to finish reading the document over Marc’s shoulder. His mouth opened. “You can’t be serious!”


    Marc dropped his shield and punched Goldie in the kidney. The large man fell to the floor, groaning. “I did tell you not to get close.”


    Reicher’s laughter mocked them. “Once you sign that contract, you’ll have to let others abuse your subordinates. We don’t do things that way here.”


    “I got it.” Cerise picked up the map and the dart gun that had been beneath it.


    The contract vanished from the screen. Reicher’s gray face replaced it. He stared intently. “Will you take my place?”


    Marc sneered. “No. I don’t want your job! I want you dead.”


    Reicher sighed in resignation. “If that’s the way it has to be, then that’s the way it has to be. Cerise?”


    Marc lifted his shield again, but it was too late to stop the dart that was already flying through the air. It plunged into his arm.


    Cerise lowered the dart gun, shaking her head. “You knew we couldn’t be trusted. I don’t understand why you let any of this happen.”


    Marc didn’t fight the drugs. He let them pull him down. It’s all part of the plan.


    Goldie got to his feet. He stared at Marc as the monitor went to static. “He let us capture him.”


    “Ay.” Cerise used the dart gun to weigh down the maps she’d found.


    “But we didn’t tell Reicher…”


    Cerise didn’t verify that because it was obvious. They were playing a dangerous game.


    Cerise helped Goldie pick Marc up. They carried him outside, where a transport crew was arriving. “It better be one hell of a plan, mate, cause you’re in deep shit now.”


    Two blue and white transport jeeps pulled up as they got Marc outside. Cerise and Goldie did the heavy work while the short-staffed troops stayed in their vehicles.


    Cerise didn’t recognize the transport drivers, but it was clear they did recognize her. Their worried gazes kept returning to the red mark of an outcast on her arm. They knew she was capable of disobeying orders and that it often ended in bloodshed.


    A rear hatch rose on the first jeep.


    They weren’t rough while loading Marc, despite Goldie having reason to be. Both of them liked Marc even though he didn’t like them. They placed Marc in the rear of the lead jeep and started to return to the ranch house.


    The driver leaned out the window. “Get in.”


    There was no point in arguing. It was clear the order came from Reicher.


    Goldie slid into the backseat and shut the door. He didn’t mention the pile of gear they’d left in the parlor of the house. It would be found and used by needy people.


    The two transport jeeps were dusty and cramped. The small vehicles had probably been sent to conserve fuel. As Cerise joined Goldie in the backseat, she verified that by peering at the gas gauge on the dashboard.


    It was sitting at a quarter of a tank. That was exactly how much it took for these smaller vehicles to get from here to the lab. Reicher wasn’t taking chances that his troops would go off on their own with a full tank of gas.


    They were underway a few seconds later, headed back to where they’d both been born–in a lab. They’d started these homesteads on short breaks, in hopes that they would be able to live here in the future, but the government hold over their lives had never changed. Being born in the lab usually meant they would also die there. That lingered in both of their minds as the small convoy flew toward the nearest city without stopping or slowing.


     


    As the two transport jeeps fell out of sight over the next rise in the road, survivors began emerging from around both homesteads. They stepped out of the shadows or rose from the weeds on the ground. They’d been there the whole time and hadn’t given themselves away.


    A small group of these survivors collected their gathering shovels from the ground where they had dropped them upon hearing the new arrivals. Then they headed for Cerise’s house. The gunshots had told them there were bodies inside. Anyone the UN had killed was likely their people. They would get a burial in the graveyard that was a great cover. The tomb below it was being used as shelter for the men, women, and kids who made up the Australian Resistance Force.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Three BK18


    You Need Me Too Much


     


     


     


    1


    Joseph saved the file and then faced his boss as the buzzer sounded for the security exit. “Do you want me to follow normal protocols for him?”


    Reicher shook his head, acting like he wasn’t furious about Joseph’s insubordination during the call. That would be paid back at a later date. “We don’t need to torture him physically. Let him know what we’re doing, but don’t harm a hair on his head. His guilt will lead us to success.”


    Joseph entered that into the computer.


    Reicher stood from his chair to get a little feeling back in his aching legs. The blood clots and varicose veins were an awful combination with the aggressive cancer. “Send Goldie and Cerise to me as soon as they arrive.” It would take five hours for them to get here. “I’m staying the night.”


    The buzzer sounded again. The heavy door began to swing shut.


    Joseph hurriedly rose and left. It wasn’t the first time Reicher had decided to spend the night locked in here. “Pleasant evening, Boss.”


    “And to you.”


    The door shut. The lock activated.


    Joseph let his true emotions swarm his face for a moment. He was furious that an outsider was being offered such a valuable position in the organization. He was also a little relieved because he had been worried about living up to Reicher’s intense standards. Marcus Brady would bear the brunt of an awful training program while Joseph got to continue doing pretty much what he wanted whenever he wasn’t in the security room that was the center of the octagon that formed this level.


    Joseph strode through the white-tiled hall toward the showers. He always put his gear in there before his shift, so it was ready. He didn’t stare into any of the living quarters that didn’t have doors or look through the glass windows that allowed everyone to see what everyone else was doing as he went by.


    The UN didn’t believe in privacy. They believed in knowing what everyone was doing in case it was against the rules. The security personnel enjoyed punishing rule-breakers and the UN often rewarded a snitch with extra rations or credits on their account. This wasn’t a good place to be a rebel.


    People stared at Joseph politely as he went by. He wasn’t the only one who believed he might inherit leadership when Reicher passed. The boss’s illness wasn’t a secret. Until they found out about Marc, they would continue to watch Joseph for greatness as well as mediocrity. It was one of those moments in time where almost anyone could become a leader. And if Marc dies during his stay here, Reicher will have to give it to me.


    If Joseph made a huge mistake, he would be killed. If he did something great, he might be loved forever for not being one of the few elites who usually gained power in this organization. He would be a hero to the lower classes.


    Joseph cared about those things, but his addictive daily routine took up most of his concentration upon release from his shift each day. He had developed several coping methods over the years. The one he was currently employing always worked. If he didn’t have this routine, he wasn’t sure he would be able to tolerate living down here with so many monsters.


    Joseph passed the cafeteria. He nodded to all three of the identically dressed people sitting at the middle table. The cafeteria was completely AI and deserted except for that trio. Sasha and Isabel were the sisters who ran the medical department on this floor. Sasha was curvy with long black hair. Isabel was once again heavily pregnant with twins. Her short gray hair was almost hidden beneath her hat.


    The sisters were rotating twin machines. Over the last three decades, each woman had birthed 15 sets of twins. The awful diet served to them kept the machines well-oiled. Neither of the sisters looked their real ages, but the regimen only slowed the process. Both women were starting to go gray and they’d become self-conscious about it. Neither of them wanted to relinquish the prestige of being the official twin breeders in this complex.


    Sitting next to them, arrogant Owen was the top security officer. He had excelled at every test and every challenge he’d been presented with. He was also the father of half of the twin sets with the women sitting across from him. That normal trio didn’t love each other, they weren’t monogamous, and they didn’t have feelings at all for their offspring. They were totally loyal to the program.


    Sasha saw Joseph going by.


    She gave him a flirting smile and wave that he responded to with the same polite nod. He always refused advances from the sisters, and he never signed up for the breeding programs. I need other outlets for my urges.


    The trio watched until he was out of sight, but they didn’t make snide remarks or even mental jokes once he was gone. Joseph was a descendant. He might catch them and tell the boss. All three normals wanted to keep their lives here and they would do anything to make sure that happened. Pretending they liked Reicher’s assistant was a small price to pay.


    Joseph entered the shower and went to the first stall. He could feel the AI watching him and recording his movements, but nothing he was about to do was against the rules.


    Joseph stepped into the water spray and began to strip. It was a rule to conserve water. The cleaners would come in later and take care of the laundry at the same time as the shower.


    Joseph activated the security monitor next to the stall. It showed naked females being tortured for information on the Australian Resistance Force.


    Joseph took himself in hand and began to enjoy the show. “I can’t mate with Sasha or Isabel because they have to be alive when it’s over.”
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    “You may enter.”


    Cerise entered the security room at Reicher’s command. The five-hour ride here had been long and dusty with open windows and no air conditioning. The jeeps hadn’t held enough fuel to run that amenity. She groaned in delight at the cold feel of the room.


    Goldie stayed near the open door. Everyone knew the time-lock system had a short hour of operation. He didn’t want to be stuck in here with the boss. He didn’t want to be here at all. If not for his babies, he wouldn’t have signed up for this run.


    Neither of them had missed being in the labs. Despite being loyal to the UN in the past, they hated this place and everything it stood for. Finding out the UN was a smoke screen for global laboratories hadn’t changed that feeling at all. They were one and the same as far as the captives were concerned.


    The residents they’d passed in the halls had given sympathetic glances and no conversation. They were all certain he and Cerise were in for ugly punishments. Goldie thought they were probably right.


    Reicher motioned to the desk where Joseph usually sat. “You will man that station while we talk.”


    Cerise did as ordered. She had worked in a room like this for a year at her birth lab. She knew the computer system well.


    Reicher studied Goldie. “As soon as we finish this debriefing, go to decontamination.”


    “I will, sir.” Goldie assumed his sweaty, blood-splattered duds were offensive, but he wasn’t sure. This was the first time he had ever met Reicher in person.


    Reicher fought the need to cough. “By now, I’m sure you’ve heard about the death of your wife.”


    Goldie controlled the urge to lash out. It wouldn’t help him and it was too late to save her. “Yes.”


    “We did try to help her. Your offspring were too large for her body and by the time we realized we needed to do surgery, she had lost too much energy and blood. We were able to birth both of your children, however.”


    Goldie stored the information to abuse himself with later. I should have been there for her.


    “Your babies are not doing well. When you leave decon, go straight to the newborn trauma center and stay with them until we decide they’re strong enough to be on their own.”


    Goldie’s relief was palpable. “Thank you!”


    Reicher’s bushy brows came together. “You’re going to be punished. You were given orders that you did not carry out. You will be put into retraining and eventually moved to the security staff.”


    Goldie glanced over at Cerise, who was busy typing everything into the computer. He looked back at Reicher. “If I had killed her, she wouldn’t have been able to complete her mission.”


    Cerise didn’t react. She already knew who had given the order for her removal.


    Reicher shrugged with a slight movement of his hunched shoulders. “It doesn’t change the facts. Failure usually means death. You’re being given a second chance at rehabilitation.”


    Goldie examined the timer on the lock as it begin counting down. There was less than a minute left now. He couldn’t help being stressed by it.


    “During your retraining, you may be around Marcus Brady or his team. When you do have contact, you will be monitored. Obey orders.”


    “I will, sir.”


    Reicher bobbed his chin toward the exit. “Get out.”


    “Yes, sir!” Goldie was out the door a second later.


    Cerise sighed. “If you’re itching for time with me, Carl, you could have sent flowers and candy.”


    Reicher burst out laughing at her boldness. Then a coughing fit took over and ended with him hacking up another bloody lump.


    Neither of them spoke as the buzzer went off, and the door began to shut. The faint noises of the living quarters echoed to them and then shut off abruptly. The timer reset for 12 hours. He rarely left this room. All his gear had been brought here, including pain medications and sleeping powders. Reicher was trying to slow his decline with a cold environment, but it wasn’t working.


    Cerise wasn’t surprised, though she wasn’t eager for the time alone with the boss man. It would have been easier if he only wanted one thing from her. That wasn’t the case with Reicher. While she would end up giving her body, too, it was the intrusion into her mind that she objected to.


    “I want Goldie listed as a prisoner of war.”


    Cerise made a quick correction to the file and then waited, missing her cloak and longest knife. Here in the lab, she was forced to wear the normal uniform and to leave her special weapons in her locker.


    “You are as well.”


    She swallowed a chill and typed it in.


    “We’re going to get into your time with Safe Haven and the fascinating people you met there. Before we do, I want your opinion on the offer I made to Marcus Brady.”


    Cerise took a minute to find that answer. Reicher could read her mind, so there was no point in trying to lie, but if she started babbling all the details she’d picked up, he would become annoyed and punish her. She needed to give him what he wanted in the fewest words possible.


    Reicher settled back in his chair, content that the next 12 hours would keep him entertained. It would be that long before Marc woke up.


    Cerise swiveled her chair. Reicher preferred to look at someone’s face instead of the back of their head. “He’s perfect for the job. Once you break him down and remove his conscience, he’ll be even better than you are.”


    Reicher spent a minute scanning her thoughts as she showed him which moments with Marc made her believe that. It wasn’t horrifying to observe the replay of Marc drowning his lover, but it was a bit troubling. “Is he a psychopath?”


    Cerise nodded. “But only in the sense that once you make his enemy list, he’ll plan a way to end you. He has a horrible habit of following orders, however. Most of the revenge is physical or oral. Kendle pushed him into killing her. I doubt he would have done it without her extra shove.”


    Reicher knew they could use that during Marc’s retraining. “What about his other relationships?”


    She snorted. “As far as I could tell, he doesn’t have any. Everyone respects him and a lot of people fear him, but only a few of them actually love him. His wife and children aside, I can only think of one other person in that camp who would be devastated if he was gone and that was his mentor and trainer.”


    “Todd O’Neil.”


    “Yes.” Their details on Safe Haven’s members and relationships had grown with every contact and every battle. Even the ones they’d lost had earned them information. “Marc is an angry man. He likes to kill and he’s byzan, like us. He’s absolutely brilliant, for the most part. He will have accounted for 95% of anything we can come up with.”


    “I knew that as soon as I read his Ghost file. We’re going to use straightforward truth and tactics on Mr. Brady. There won’t be any tricks, though he’ll waste his energy searching for them, I’m sure.”


    “If you were holding his wife or kiddies in here, it still wouldn’t help. All he would be concerned with is a rescue. Any converting he did during that time would be faked.”


    “Agreed. Donner’s notes about Angela filled in a lot of blanks for us there. That’s part of why we chose not to bring her along.”


    Cerise laughed this time. “Yeah, chose not to.”


    Like most people in authority, Reicher didn’t like being made fun of or the use of sarcasm at his expense. He did like Cerise’s courage, but it was clear she had spent too much time away from the lab. “I want you back in the birthing wing.”


    Cerise winced at the memory of her dead children. “I’d be willing to do that, on one condition.”


    “You’re in no position to barter with me!”


    She stared at Reicher in silent warning. They were both byzan, but she was a heap healthier than he was. In a fight, he might not win.


    Reicher knew what she was thinking, but he also knew what made her tick. “You want your babes returned in the reset.”


    Cerise didn’t try to hide her pain. “If you promise me that, and put it in writing, I’ll do whatever you want–like I always have.”


    Reicher was satisfied that their hold over her was still concrete. The death of her last child had put her on the removal list because he hadn’t been certain she was controllable anymore. Reicher had sent the order to Goldie and then been relieved when Goldie had failed to follow it. Cerise was more valuable alive even though he didn’t need her to know that.


    “Why did you order Goldie to kill me?”


    Her question told Reicher she wasn’t scanning him. “You know loose ends have to be cleaned up.”


    Cerise accepted that explanation even though she would have liked more details on it.


    “Where will Saul go with my nuclear submarine?”


    Cerise had already been contemplating that. “He kept talking about going someplace warm and getting out of that ship. I think he’ll head south and take a vacation. But he’ll listen to the radio. Whoever wins can call him if they’re willing to make a deal for what he wants.”


    “What does he want?”


    Cerise shrugged “I was busy with Marc and his team. I didn’t dig in on that one. Sorry, sir.”


    Reicher wasn’t worried about it. “Did you give him the order to fire?”


    “No, that was Safe Haven, but I would have if it let me accomplish my mission.”


    “Good.”


    “I saw your brother in Safe Haven.”


    Reicher was surprised for the first time in a while. “He joined them?”


    Cerise nodded. “And I do mean joined. He’s not one of us anymore.”


    Reicher scowled at her. “Then why is he alive? You should have handled that already.”


    “I thought it would be a more fitting punishment to let Rico spend a month enjoying the place and bonding with people before we tell them, and they hang him.”


    Reicher smiled, soothed. “That sounds exactly like what my brother needs.” He was satisfied with her honesty but not her mood. “You seem different. Has something happened that I am not aware of?”


    Reicher placed it right before she started to speak. The alpha.


    “I spent time around Angela.” Cerise looked away. “She rubs off on you.”


    Reicher put the clues together. “She is the one who shared her gifts with the normals, yes?”


    “That was the gossip while we were there, but the two hybrids stayed to themselves on the sub. I wasn’t able to figure out much in the way of details beyond their goals and regrets.”


    He gestured at the computer. “Each subject has a file in there. Expand the details with what you did learn.”


    Cerise got busy, ignoring the man now removing his clothing. She honestly wasn’t concerned about a short physical moment with Reicher as long as it resulted in the return of her family. A quick orgasm with the boss wasn’t horrible. The after-sex interrogation he would want to do, was.
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    Marc woke with a dull pain in his arm and a throbbing pain in his brain. He resisted the urge to rub his skull, staying still until he was fully alert.


    The first thing he noticed was that he was wearing a paper robe with nothing underneath. His arm felt like it had been used as a punching bag. He knew they’d drawn blood and started an IV. He could feel the needle in his arm for whenever they wanted to give him another dose of the drugs to knock him out. He didn’t have shoes on, or socks, and he was covered with a paper-thin emergency blanket that would likely be thrown away after a couple of uses. The enemy wasn’t wasting supplies on him yet apparently.


    He listened and smelled, but there wasn’t much to go on. He didn’t hear any voices or anything other than the push of an air-conditioned breeze through a vent above him. He could smell Freon and some sort of cleaning chemical, along with a medicated shampoo. There were no voices, no perfumes, and no draft to indicate an open window or exit. Marc scanned for people next.


    He flinched from the instant pain in his head. He didn’t have his gifts back yet and the drugs he’d been hit with had a nasty side effect of keeping their target in pain. Marc already hated waking this way. And there are a lot more mornings like this one to come. If it even is morning. I have no idea what time it is or even what day it is.


    A clicking noise and then an operating system loading echoed. Marc understood his captor knew he was awake. He opened his eyes.


    Marc stared at the concrete ceiling, hating the paint. Blue and white implied a cheery shelter and this was anything but. He didn’t have to see the other captives to know screams were more likely to be their company.


    Marc turned his head and saw a large viewing screen on the wall across from the stiff cot where he was laying. The room had no other furniture, no bathroom, and not even a garbage can if he threw up. I’d hate to be the cleanup crew.


    “Mr. Brady.” Reicher’s voice came through the dark monitor that was still loading up. “A crew is about to come in and bring you a few of the amenities you’re missing. If you attack them, there won’t be any others.”


    Marc stayed where he was. He didn’t have control of his body yet. It was a bad time to try and escape, not that that was the plan anyway. “How long have I been here?”


    “Time doesn’t mean much. Try not to view it in those terms.”


    By the painful clenching of his stomach, Marc estimated it had been two days since he’d had a decent meal.


    The room was pristine, telling him it had been cleaned recently. There was no debris on the floor from footprints and no dust on the monitor. Marc wasn’t sure why he had been brought to a viewing flat instead of a torture room, but he was glad that part of his captivity wasn’t starting yet.


    The screen finally loaded. Reicher looked the same as he had before, though the blood smear on his sleeve was gone. His hair and mustache were meticulously neat. But Marc didn’t feel like it was a vanity issue. Reicher had it in his mind that a boss should look a certain way and he made sure that he did. I can use that.


    Marc smothered the thought and moved on. He already assumed Reicher was reading everything that went through his brain, but some of it couldn’t be helped. Noticing details about people was part of what he’d been doing all his life.


    The door next to the monitor opened. Two UN troops wearing full battle gear carried in a handful of bags and set them right inside the door. They quickly left without speaking. The lock clicked.


    Marc realized the door hadn’t been locked when he woke up, but it didn’t matter. He was just memorizing routines at this point.


    “You’ll find everything you need in the bags to last you roughly two weeks.”


    Marc slowly sat up, not caring if his gown sagged open and flashed his balls at the man. He did tug the blanket over his legs because he was chilly. “Two weeks, huh? Is that how long you’re going to keep me here?”


    “I seriously doubt I’ll be patient that long, Mr. Brady.”


    Marc yawned. “Marc is fine.”


    “Excellent. You may continue to call me Reicher.”


    Marc chuckled. “I guess all that equality talk was just talk.”


    Reicher coughed to clear his throat. “The boss here has the ability to create a world with true equality for everyone or no one, based on his choices.”


    Marc assumed the mental manipulation was about to begin. To delay it, he began asking questions. “Why didn’t you offer the job to my wife? She’s the hardass.”


    “There are no women in generational leadership. They get too emotional about children and refuse to do the testing correctly. It’s the only way we discriminate between the sexes.”


    “What is the purpose of this lab?”


    “To discover answers to the riddles that have been plaguing mankind since we were put on this earth. Being the boss here means upholding law and order. It’s much like the military that you served so faithfully before the war.”


    Marc slowly stood and went over to the gear. He felt like he could eat a horse. “What do you do here?”


    Reicher wasn’t discouraged with a copy of the same question. He gave more information this time. “We have departments that are searching for other dimensions, like the one where your wife shared her demon offspring. Some of our labs test for life after death and hunt the keys to true immortality. Other departments are searching for answers from Blinkers. The true purpose of our foundation is information. You could be a hero with us, Marc. We don’t like bad guys either.”


    “Then you shouldn’t have decided to be one.” Marc picked up a canteen of water and uncapped it. He sniffed it before taking a short drink. When he didn’t taste anything wrong, he downed half of it and let out a loud belch.


    Reicher was encouraged by the way Marc was able to keep up with a conversation even though he’d just woken from being drugged. He decided to push it to a new level. “You’d be a real boss here, not like the co-leadership you had in Safe Haven. You’d be able to save your team and any future kiddies after you’re in charge. If you decide there shouldn’t be a final battle, then we would side with Nature. Given your failed fight with her, I assume that appeals to you.”


    It bothered Marc that the enemy had detailed information about recent events. “No more wars between descendants and normals?”


    “Absolutely not. There will also be opportunities for you to go back and save your twin sister.”


    Marc glared at the monitor.


    Reicher tried another tactic. “How about nee more Mitchels? Does that appeal to you?”


    Marc laughed. “That appeals to anybody who has ever met a Mitchel.”


    Reicher laughed with him. “Too right. Do you have any other questions?”


    “Who started these labs and when?”


    “It was a combination of powerful families who came together during World War II. The false war was a sau prima cover for all the missing soldiers who ended up in these labs.”


    Marc was able to assign the ethnicity now. Reicher’s declaration of World War II being a fake declared him German or Austrian. The pale skin and gray eyes made Marc think the man was both. “Who’s your boss?”


    Reicher stared at him arrogantly. “I don’t have one.”


    Marc believed that. The UN had been defeated in each battle they’d faced in the United States and at the International Detention Center. The finishing touches had been put on during the island invasion. It was easy for him to believe the UN was on its last legs. “What’s the catch if I agree?”


    Reicher didn’t lie. “You can never ever leave. You’re here until you die.”


    Reicher’s stomach flipped over as Marc studied him through the monitor.


    Marc kept drinking from the canteen and trying to recover his demon.


    “It won’t work. You belong to me now, whether you believe that or not. Take the easy way out. Sign my contract. I’ll have a staff member bring it in. That staff member will then stay with you and take care of you in any way you desire while we prep you for training.”


    Marc was tired of this. Until they were face-to-face and the man was in reaching distance, it was all pointless. “I’ve already given you my answer. That’s not going to change.”


    Reicher tried one more time. “It would also mean no more attacks on Safe Haven, and more knowledge than you can consume in a lifetime. Or perhaps you’d like to live longer. You can have a prolonged life as long your body doesn’t betray you with something we can’t cure.”


    “What if I still say no after all your retraining attempts?”


    “We’ll use your team.” Reicher cleared his throat again.


    “You need me too much to hurt my team and alienate me. You’re bluffing.”


    Reicher’s laughter echoed as he pushed a button. The monitor switched to the warehouse and a cell with a naked captive inside. “I’ll talk to you again. In the meantime, please enjoy the movie I’ve arranged for you. It’s live.”


    Marc froze as the camera narrowed in to show Greg. This is going to be bad.


    Marc began digging through the food. Maybe it’ll be drugged and I won’t have to watch this.
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    “Food’s burning. I smell it.” Greg groaned as his swollen stomach clamped and twisted. “No more burnt food.”


    Greg snapped awake from the standing doze. Fear refilled his mind. I’m still here, in this cage. They hurt me! They’re about to do it again.


    He’d lost count of the days since their capture; it might have been five. The first two had been naked isolation in the dark, unable to see, hear, or taste anything. When the hoses had come on, he’d barely felt the cold drenching for getting a drink. Smells, he’d had the entire time. Shit and vomit were bad, but the acid scent of his piss fading into nothingness was the worst. They’re weakening me.


    No one talked to him at all. He hadn’t heard another voice since they’d been overwhelmed on the beach. That’s where I lost my eye.


    Greg mentally spun away from the memory. He held onto the slimy cage bars and braced as best he could. It was hard to get ready for pain. Rushing in as an Eagle was different than being totally helpless in front of the enemy. His demon was useless while he was drugged and his captors had been very careful to keep him that way. He’d also lost count of how many needles had been plunged into his body, so he couldn’t narrow down how long it had been that way either. I have to find a way out!


    He’d never been around cells like these. They had no weak spots to kick apart and no hole for a key. I can’t pick a lock that doesn’t exist.


    The ceiling above the cell had wide beams that supported either a roof or another floor. It was impossible to tell. There were no noises from outside this room. Greg hadn’t been questioned. No demands or accusations had been made. It was almost like the crews here couldn’t speak. They don’t even talk to each other.


    Greg couldn’t see the other mission members, but he’d heard them yesterday. He assumed they were all somewhere in this huge warehouse that had dark green walls and concrete floors that led to a single exit. That beckoning egress was guarded by a wide gate made the same way as these cells–with no hole for the key. He hadn’t seen the gate open once, even though these weren’t the same tormentors as last time. Maybe they all live in here and are rocked to sleep by our screams.


    Male and female forms in UN uniforms glided by with no expressions or any visible self-expression. They didn’t jump at shouts or swipes through the bars. They didn’t grimace at vomit spraying them. Their noses didn’t curl as turds dropped near their gravity boots. They worked awful routines of pain, hoses, and drugs without responding to any stimuli. Maybe they’re AI.


    Three of the emotionless blocks approached his cell with tools Greg recoiled from. He cringed against the rear of the cell as they advanced. “What do you want?!”


    Flames shot out.


    Darkness swarmed Greg’s vision. He fled from the agony, seeking sanctuary in his mind. Lisa.


    Greg pushed through the mental fog while his body arched and a scream ripped from his aching mouth. He went deeper, squinting through the one eye that still worked. Lisa?


    Over here! The woman’s shape was intimately familiar to Greg. He rushed toward her, leaving the smell of his burning flesh behind.


    Lisa couldn’t see anything through the fog. “My dreams are usually clear. This is too much smoke.”


    “They burnt the food.”


    “I think the ship exploded.”


    Greg’s words dried up. Terror took their place as heat neared his groin. This is going to be bad. He surrounded Lisa with his arms and broken fingers. Hold me!


    “Always!” Lisa squeezed him tightly.


    Greg snapped awake. Tears rolled over his burnt cheeks. “Lisa! Lisa!”


    Pain slammed into his body and stole his breath.


    Greg passed out with the smell of his burning flesh filling his lungs.
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    Reicher activated the intercom. “Take him to the medical wing for an evaluation.”


    It had been four days. Several of the subjects were ready for the next level of the process. “He made contact with Safe Haven. They’re having problems. I saw an explosion. They have at least half a dozen citizens hurt, including their leader.”


    Joseph quickly typed it in, but he wasn’t as happy about it as Reicher was. At some point, he hoped to battle Safe Haven and win. He couldn’t do that if they were killed in an explosion that he didn’t have anything to do with. “Can I ask you a question?”


    Reicher tensed. “If you must.”


    Joseph hated how Reicher’s attitude toward him had grown colder since the new captives had been brought in. He had come up with another tactic he hoped might work–showing concern. “Have you considered letting one of their healers try to help you?”


    Reicher’s tense shoulders relaxed. He’d been expecting a different question. He wasn’t in the mood to listen to Joseph whine about not getting the promotion he wanted. “Yes, I have, but the organization needs them more than I do. My illness is so far gone that it would take the healer’s lifeforce and not just treatments.”


    Joseph kept going. “Maybe another transfusion from the frozen Mitchel blood?”


    Reicher grimaced mentally. He hated being viewed as weak in any way. “Perhaps, if I need it.”


    Joseph knew he wasn’t supposed to keep going with that line of questioning. It was making the boss uncomfortable. He did it anyway. “If Marc doesn’t agree to what you want before things get too bad…?”


    Reicher shook his head. “You’re never going to be a leader here, Joseph. You want it too much. I can’t give that power to you.”


    “But, why? I’ve done everything you wanted and then some!”


    “Shall I lie to you again or give you the hard truth?”


    Joseph scowled. “I didn’t know you’d been lying to me at all.”


    “The lie is that your job is more important than mine.”


    “And the truth?”


    Reicher ignored his burning guts. “The truth is you’re not strong enough to do my job. I can’t put a psychopath in charge. We’ll collapse and I could never allow that.”


    “I’m not a psychopath.”


    “Shall I recite your odd behaviors?”


    “I never break the rules.”


    “No. You’re the perfect assistant.”


    Joseph didn’t know what else to say. He scanned his boss and found the man perfectly neat and in control, but his eyes weren’t the same.


    “Update me on our twins and pushers.”


    Joseph forced himself to reply as if he hadn’t just been crushed. I don’t consider myself one of the monsters. He does. “We have nine sets of twins that still have their time abilities, all under four years of age. Goldie’s offspring are not getting better yet despite his constant care. Our pushers are fully rested. They can try again whenever you call it.”


    “All in good time.”


    “Why are you waiting?”


    “Why do you care?” Reicher swallowed a cough. “In the end, ultimate goals will be achieved.”


    “You mean Marc taking your place.”


    Reicher thought of Safe Haven and didn’t answer.
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    “He’s waking up!” Isabel retreated from the exam table, holding her stomach.


    Sasha kept working. “It’s okay. The painkillers are in full effect right now. He can’t feel this.”


    “But it’s too soon! He shouldn’t be awake yet.”


    “Just talk to him calmly and explain we’re working on his eye.”


    Greg held still against the pressure of someone tugging and pulling on his face. “I am calm. You’re working on my eye.”


    Sasha smiled even though he couldn’t see her through the bandages and towels. “Excellent. We’re almost done. Just don’t move.”


    Greg felt something give in his eye socket. He knew what that meant. “You can’t save it, can you?”


    The medic’s voice was regretful. “No, I’m sorry. We did try, but there was too much damage. We’re removing the remaining bits now. But you’ll still be able to cry!”


    Greg groaned angrily.


    Isabel frowned. “That was insensitive, Sasha.”


    “Well, I just meant he would have some use out of the socket even though his eye is gone.” Sasha removed the last bit of rotting eyeball.


    Greg cooperated, but fury and panic were already making their way through his brain again. He didn’t have his gifts back yet and he felt like he’d been on a week-long drunk with nothing to eat. “My stomach is rocking rough.”


    “Isabel, give him 6.25 mg Prochlorperazine.”


    Greg heard someone move and felt the IV in his arm being touched. A few seconds later, a cool liquid shot through his veins and began calming his stomach. He refused to say thank you.


    “Since he’s already awake, should I start the questions?”


    “Yes, Isabel. I’m almost done here. You can go ahead with the paperwork.”


    Greg was both encouraged and discouraged to hear female voices. Most women were easier to overwhelm than men, but he didn’t believe in being rough with them. It was a catch-22. He decided to get information instead of planning their deaths. “How long have I been here?”


    Sasha glanced at the clock on the wall. “You’ve been in the medical bay for almost two hours. You’ve been cleaned up and your injuries were tended. The eye is the last part.”


    Because his first question had been answered, Greg went on, hoping that would continue. “I’d like to request a lawyer.”


    One of the women snickered.


    The other answered, “We don’t have lawyers here, Subject One. You don’t get a phone call and there won’t be any visits from the Red Cross or whatever humane treatment of prisoner’s agency comes to mind. We don’t have those things.”


    Greg began to dislike Sasha’s cool, arrogant tenor. “Can I talk to your boss or my team leader?”


    “I’m sure Reicher will talk to you when he’s ready. As for the rest of your team, no, you may not have any contact.”


    “Where is my team now?”


    Sasha frowned in annoyance. “In the same place you were before being brought in here.” She waved at Isabel. “Let’s do a swab wipe to make sure we got all the pieces.”


    Their touch was light and impersonal. The women would have been right at home in Safe Haven’s medical bay. Greg could tell he had been well taken care of. He could also feel a thin robe over his burnt body and a lot of bandages. “Will I get a trial at some point?”


    Isabel stepped back. “So you admit you’re a criminal?”


    “No.” Greg hadn’t expected that. “Why the torture and no talking? I might have been willing to answer your questions.”


    Sasha glared at her sister to get her working again so they could finish before Reicher scolded them for taking too long. “We don’t decide on procedure for criminals.”


    Greg was reduced to basic questions. “What do you want with me?”


    “We don’t want anything from you, Subject One, except for your cooperation in completing our duty.” Sasha prepared a medicated bandage for his eye socket. “We have nothing to do with your captivity or retraining. My sister and I are just the medical staff. Please remember that.”


    Greg didn’t like how it made him feel to think the medical staff wasn’t willing in the torture, yet they were still a part of it by tending the injuries just to send him back into hell. “What happens to me now?”


    “The boss will decide. Again, we have nothing to do with it.”


    Greg believed her, but he still started to hate Sasha. “Can I sit up and open my other eye?”


    “Yes.” Sasha removed the gory towels.


    Greg didn’t like the sisters upon sight, but he was craving the sound of a human voice. He refused to give them the cold treatment that Marc had suggested they use when they were captured. He lifted his hand to find his fingers in a cast, as well as a bandage on his foot. “How many toes did I lose?”


    The accident on the beach had given him all of these injuries, except for the burns. The burns came from here and other than the eye, they were the worst part of the pain. Second-degree burns never stopped hurting. Even the painkillers that had dampened the surgery on his eye weren’t preventing the hot stings from constantly itching across his arms and legs.


    “Only two. They had to be removed. They were turning gangrenous.”


    Greg spotted a tall form in the corner and realized the man was a security officer. His name tag said Owen.


    Greg was thrilled that his other eye was working well, but he didn’t like the look of the security officer. Owen had dead black orbs and huge arms. If he knew how to fight at all, it would be a struggle and Greg wasn’t ready for that after being weakened and now missing several body parts. He memorized other details instead of attacking.


    Their identical outfits were only broken by small lapel pins that Greg assumed designated their jobs. Even their shoes were identical. He wondered if that was to keep them from having individual tendencies or if it was just easier to outfit staff by using the same uniforms.


    The medical bay was a long, narrow rectangle covered in locked metal cabinets, cameras, shelves that were fully stocked, a small bathroom with a shower, and one main exit that was guarded by the security officer. There was a glass window in one of the walls, but it was covered by blinds. Greg couldn’t tell what was outside the medical bay.


    Greg tracked the IV in his arm to a bag of blood hanging from the IV pole. “You know it makes no sense to torture us and then heal us, just to send us in for more torture. That’s the definition of insanity.”


    Both female medics nodded, but they didn’t stop cleaning or doing paperwork.


    Isabel waved her questionnaire. “If you don’t mind…”


    Greg fell silent, waiting for the questions he had been expecting as soon as they were brought here.


    “How did you become a hybrid and why?”


    It took Greg a minute to understand the question. He had anticipated an interrogation over the infiltration and what they were doing here, not his descendant status. “Someone shared gifts with me because I proved I could be trusted.”


    “And that was the alpha, Angela?”


    Greg considered lying to protect her, but it was clear these people already knew the truth. “Yes.”


    “Do you dream walk often?”


    Again, it took Greg a minute to process the question. “No.”


    He placed the clues together and realized that was why he was getting a break from the torture. His quick trip to see Lisa had impressed someone.


    Greg studied the women again, dislike growing stronger. One of them looked like she was due to give birth at any point. He couldn’t help the snarky pitch this time. “Aren’t you too far along to be working?”


    Isabel gave him a warning glance, but she stayed out of his reach. “I’ve always worked until my water breaks.”


    Greg decided to push a little more. “Then aren’t you a little too old to be pregnant?”


    Anger flowed from Isabel and did absolutely no damage. Greg placed her as a normal. He was suddenly sure all three of them were.


    Sasha got them back on track. “What do you know about alternate dimensions?”


    This time, Greg’s mind went straight to the odd place where he’d chosen his demon. “A little. I’ve only been there once.”


    Sasha and Isabel exchanged glances.


    Greg assumed that was an incorrect answer, but it was too late to take it back now.


    Isabel resumed the questioning. “What is your relationship to the other captives that were brought in?”


    “We’re part of Safe Haven’s security force.”


    “Are you related by blood or through a marriage at all?”


    “Sort of. The father of my demon is my team leader.”


    The medics exchanged another glance.


    Sasha checked the sheet for the next questions when Isabel didn’t keep going. “What was your job in Safe Haven? Do you have family there?”


    “No, no family. I was an Eagle.”


    Sasha frowned. “An Eagle?”


    “That’s what we call our security force.”


    “Who is Lisa?”


    Greg tried not to think about her. “My girlfriend.”


    Isabel jumped back in so she didn’t get punished for not doing her job. Greg’s answers were fascinating. “What do you know about the Australian Resistance Force or ARF?”


    Greg frowned. “The what? Who?”


    It was clear he wasn’t lying. Isabel went on to the next question. “How well do you know Saul?”


    Greg’s frown deepened. “Enough to know he probably shouldn’t be allowed into anyone’s camp, even yours. The man is nuts.”


    “Do you know where he went?”


    Greg realized Saul was MIA with a nuclear submarine. “No. I doubt he’ll go back to Safe Haven, though. Angela wanted him to sink that sub. If he shows up with it, she’ll make him follow through.”


    Owen spoke for the first time. “Your boss wanted you to sink a nuclear submarine?”


    Greg didn’t nod and cause his headache to get worse. “Yes. She said it was too much power for any one person or group to have over everyone else.”


    Owen resumed his watchful silence as Isabel recorded the answer.


    Sasha opened the tube on Greg’s IV to allow the sedative already in the bag to go through. They were almost finished and letting Greg stay clear of the drugs wasn’t a good idea. Even after days of torture and starvation, his body was still strong enough to do real damage.


    Isabel resumed filling out the paperwork. “I need you to tell me why you came here and then we’ll be all done.”


    At this point, Greg saw no reason to lie. “My team and I came here to stop you from resetting time and to kill your boss so that he can’t ever restart the awful shit happening here.”


    There was no surprise or even resentment from the two medics or the security officer.


    “Thank you.” Isabel finished the paperwork and put it in the right folder.


    Sasha finished taping the bandage over Greg’s socket and then stepped back. “We’re finished, sir.”


    Both female medics peered at the camera in the corner.


    Greg concluded someone was watching them. His stomach flipped as a hard male voice came through the speaker.


    “What is his medical status?”


    Sasha smiled. “He can take a heap more.”


    Isabel hadn’t forgotten Greg’s sarcasm. “Yes, send him back to his cell.”


    Reicher admired Greg’s strength. “I agree.”


    Greg tensed. “Is there something I can do to change your call on that?”


    “Not a chance, Subject One.”


    “Owen will see you back to your cell.” Sasha quickly disconnected him from the IV and capped off both ends.


    Weakness ran through Greg’s limbs, not allowing him any chance to fight as Owen came over and lifted him off the medical table.


    He dragged Greg to the exit, ignoring the man’s resistance and his pleading. There wasn’t anything Greg could say or do to stop Owen from putting him back in his cell. Owen couldn’t be bought.


    Greg tried to remain calm. At least I was medicated and my injuries were treated. It could be worse.


    The elevator quickly took him down, telling Greg the medical wing was above the warehouse. As the elevator door opened, he spotted two indifferent staff members with electric batons waiting nearby.


    Now Greg began to fight. Screams rolled from his mouth as Owen dragged him forward.
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    Marc glanced up from the toothbrush he was currently grinding down against a sharp spot along the wall. The monitor had been showing four of his rookies being tortured with fire. Marc’s guilt had reached a new level. The only consolation was the lack of sound on the monitor. He knew the rookies were screaming, though. He could almost hear it in his head.


    Small layers of dust were beginning to grow on the viewing room. Marc had explored it fully over the last four days. He hadn’t found any spots weak enough to allow for an escape.


    The dusty floor was littered in debris that had fallen from the ceiling, though Marc wasn’t sure when that had happened. His hair had held a light shower of the gray debris. He assumed there had been a small quake or some other vibration that had shaken it loose from the ceiling while he slept. This was an old facility that clearly hadn’t been repaired much even before the war.


    The boss hadn’t contacted him again. The monitor had kept up a continuous show of torture, mostly focused on Greg. That bandaged, hurting, fighting man was now being shoved back into his cell. Once again, the electric batons were rotated in his direction.


    Marc glanced away before his guilt got the best of him. Despite knowing this was going to happen, he was still falling for the mental abuse. He found himself staring at the monitor for long minutes at a time without being able to look away.


    Marc scanned the door, where his waiting exothermic reaction of thermite, created with rust and aluminum from the hinges and the vent grates, would be an ugly surprise for anyone who opened it. He also had a small blade made from a lid that would join the toothbrush shank he was currently working on. He had his gifts back, too, but he was getting hungry. The food was drugged even though the water wasn’t. He was waiting as long as he could each day to eat.


    He’d already tried to send his demon out to do a scan and discovered an electric barrier around the flat. As soon as staff members came in and the explosive on the door blew, he was heading out to hunt the boss. Marc had already lost patience with being caged. He couldn’t take much more of it without cracking.


    The monitor went to static.


    Marc quickly hid the toothbrush in the pocket of his robe. He had been provided with a lot of amenities, including a portable bathroom that was stinking in the corner.


    The monitor cleared to show Reicher watching him knowingly.


    Marc lifted a brow. “How are you on this fine day?”


    Reicher chuckled roughly. “I admire your courage and stamina, Mr. Brady. Most of our captives resort to begging before now.”


    Marc shrugged. “Well, I’m not the one being fried alive in a cage. That makes it a little easier.”


    Reicher’s tone was sympathetic, but his face didn’t change to match it. “Our methods are harsh, but effective. Please keep in mind that you can end this at any time.”


    Marc smiled calmly. “Maybe we should have a face-to-face meeting and discuss it.”


    Reicher wasn’t fooled. “You have to sign the contract first. Then you can kill me.”


    Marc had come to the conclusion that Reicher’s offer was genuine, but it didn’t matter. “I can’t. I’m not evil enough to do your job.”


    Reicher’s tone hardened. “But you are. My stomach’s burning. As you know, byzan repel when one of them is corrupt.”


    Marc gestured with the hand that still had an IV needle in it. “That’s you.”


    Reicher shook his head. “If that was the case, your stomach would be upset.”


    Marc paused. “How can you not be corrupt? You’re a kidnapper and a killer, among other things.”


    Reicher shrugged. “I’m following my destiny. You’re still fighting yours.”


    Marc was forced to accept that Reicher was probably right, but it didn’t change his answer. “And I’ll continue to do so.”


    “Have it your way, Mr. Brady.” Reicher turned toward his assistant. “As soon as he caves and eats, blow the door and take his weapons and all the supplies that are left.”


    Marc realized Reicher was able to get through the force field around the door even though he couldn’t. That angered him and made him ashamed of himself for not trying harder.


    The monitor flipped back to show Greg’s arms going up in flames while he beat on himself to put them out.


    Marc looked away. “As long as I can’t hear it, I’m good.”


    The monitor immediately switched to full sound. Greg’s screams blared through the speakers in horrible waves.


    Marc went over to the remaining supplies and dug out another ration bar. He ate it quickly, willing the medication to knock him out faster so he didn’t have to listen to it. He was sure the sound would follow him into sleep, however.


    The sound changed.


    Marc tried to brace as he heard the newly dubbed Chief Medical Officer for his team start shouting in horror.
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    “They’re rookies! They don’t know anything!”


    Harry and the rookies had been separated and taken to a corner of this warehouse. After days of darkness and drugs, the torture had started. There had been two brief pauses where he’d been fed and watered, and hosed off. The rookies hadn’t been fed at all. Their bodies were showing it. Their frantic shouts for food in exchange for information were awful on every level.


    Harry had tried to share his food and been beaten for it. Eating while the starving rookies drooled and begged had crushed him. I ate instead of starving with them. I’m no Eagle.


    Heat sprayed over the cells again.


    Harry struck the slimy bars in outrage. “Stop it! Let me help them! Let me out!”


    Fire flamed over his cell next, sending him into the corner to avoid the blast. Flame throwers were impossible to argue with when you didn’t have a weapon.


    Harry broke. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know! Just stop it and feed them!”


    More fire hit the rookies, burning them alive this time.


    Rancid odors covered Harry in fury and fear. “I’ll kill you all for this! I’ll kill you all!”


    Harry had been alert most of the time. He’d memorized the faces and their routines. He’d also kept track of the days by the shift change that ran 12 hours each. They’d been captives for five days now.


    Tears rolled over Harry’s face as the rookies stopped screaming. Fire engulfed them all. “Let me out! I can save them!”


    The rookies couldn’t fight the flames. They fell or slumped against the cage bars.


    An unchangeable loathing settled deep into Harry’s guts for every person on staff in this complex.


     


    Reicher observed the frantic medical man below. He could feel something else coming. Joseph didn’t. It was another mark against him. “He’s about to break through.”


    Joseph snorted. “From one of those cages? That’s not possible.”


    “From the drugs.” Reicher observed intently. Very few descendants were able to fight through the drugs and still use their gifts and that included himself.


    In the cell, Harry’s fury reached its peak. Terror and rage shoved him through a live evolution. Healing power flew out of his chest and surrounded the fallen, smoldering rookies.


    All of the staff stopped to observe. Everyone was curious if he could revive the dead.


    Reicher doubted that was possible, but he was still impressed by Harry’s evolution. “Take him to the medical wing. Make sure he’s given a double dose first. We wouldn’t want him to wake too soon.”


    Joseph typed it into the computer. He watched Reicher out of the corner of his eye. I want his job. I’m going to find a way to get it.


    Reicher turned to look at him. “The only way you can get my job is if you kill me and Marcus Brady, and I’ve already left instructions for that possibility. Everyone in this complex will hunt you down. You’ll never be a leader here, Joseph. Accept that so I don’t have to replace you.”


    The timer on the exit buzzed. Reicher went back to his chair as Joseph hurriedly left before he attacked the man.


    Joseph waved in the waiting cleaning crew as he left. “It stinks in there.”


    Reicher gestured permission for the crew who would empty his cans and bags and leave without speaking. It did stink. The waste can was full of bloody clumps and tissues. The embarrassment from Joseph’s words would be paid back later, though, on the main target. He didn’t believe in killing the messenger.


    Reicher knew he was in danger from Joseph, but there really wasn’t anyone else who could do the job as well, except for Cerise, who couldn’t be trusted any more than Joseph. If it came down to a battle, Reicher would rather face his assistant than his student. Cerise was by far the more bloodthirsty of the two. “That’s why she has to be retrained.”


    It wouldn’t take her long to figure it out. Cerise was brilliant and her body was perfect.


    Reicher smothered those old feelings. His emotions could never be allowed to influence his choices. “I’m a lab rat, born and bred. I’ll be that until I’m dead.”
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    Not the Same
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    Cerise donned her blue cloak and fastened it. She paused in front of the mirror on the rear of the door to her tiny, private room.


    The private flats were four feet wide and seven feet long. They had the same white tiled floors and blue and white striped walls that were prevalent throughout most of the government labs. The color scheme had been adopted from the UN cover story.


    There was a locker on one wall and a tiny end table next to an uncomfortable cot with a thick mattress. The mattress was a rare extra. All of the injections that went into a woman’s spine made it difficult for them to lay on a hard or thin mattress while being a breeder. After losing several of them to paralysis, the boss had chosen to make the women more comfortable. That was also where the single picture of the sun and flowers had come from. The government believed a breeder’s mental state was better if she had something pretty to look at.


    The private rooms were air conditioned, but there wasn’t a dunny. She had to go down the hall to the community toilet with everyone else. It smelled like sweat and old paint in here, but Cerise used to be grateful for it. Now, it was just a reminder that happiness, for her at least, wasn’t possible.


    Cerise stared at herself. What happened to me?


    She looked exactly the same as she had the last time she’d been in this lab. The UN uniform and toolbelt hadn’t changed. Her auburn hair still curled around her neck like it always had. Her sunburnt skin blended perfectly with this awkward and painful environment. That had always been the case. It wasn’t a comforting place.


    Her muscles were the same. Her body was the same. Even her golden eyes were as cold and unreachable as ever. But I’m not the same.


    Cerise knew what had brought the change, but she was still trying to figure out how much she had been affected. I only spent a few days in Safe Haven. I didn’t have heaps of contact with most of the main camp. I don’t understand how it infected me so fast.


    Cerise adjusted her cloak so it flowed evenly over her shoulders and then stepped out into the hallway. A small section of this birthing zone had been dedicated to living quarters for the mothers, so they were more easily monitored and reached by the birthing team. Cerise had always enjoyed not being in the main bunkhouse with the rest of the troops during her time here, but now it was giving her too much space to think about things she normally wouldn’t have considered–like how much she hated it here.


    Cerise walked the empty halls without longing for companionship or the sound of another human voice, unlike Marc’s team. After so much silence, they were willing to talk to anybody about almost anything. Cerise had become the opposite during her isolation. It made her less trusting of the lab goals and nervous about the new subjects. They were progressing along the schedule almost perfectly in time with what had been predicted for their conversions, but Cerise wasn’t convinced. It doesn’t feel right.


    The men she’d brought here were hard, determined, and vicious. Their plans had been brutal. None of that matched the captives who were allowing Reicher’s staff to abuse them. Cerise had already informed the boss that this was part of Marc’s plan, but Reicher was arrogant. He wasn’t accounting for a possible trap.


    But that’s not my problem. As long as he resets time so I get my kids back, I don’t care if Marc and his men kill everyone in this place. It just has to happen after I get what I need.


    The hall floors were grimier than she was used to. Reicher didn’t have enough troops to keep the complex clean. All manpower was being diverted to more important services. Cerise still hated the way debris crunched beneath her boots as she walked.


    Cerise saw Goldie going into the cafeteria. She almost turned around and went back to her room. None of Goldie’s words would be positive. In her already contemplative state, it wasn’t a good idea to pile on his negativity.


    Goldie spotted her out of the corner of his eye. He stopped and held the door open.


    Cerise swallowed a sigh and entered the cafeteria with a distracted nod at him, hoping he took the hint. Goldie was unshaven and his duds were stained from days without being changed. Even his gold fillings were duller. It was another sign that he’d given up.


    Goldie’s isolation had had the opposite effect of hers. He couldn’t wait to talk to someone. That’s why he’d come to the cafeteria. “Are you okay?”


    Cerise still didn’t speak to him. She went to the special entrée machine and pushed a random button without caring what it was. The main ingredient in all of these meals was the same. She refused to dwell on it.


    “Me too, me too.” Goldie went to the workers’ vending machine and pulled a meal. “Been able to see my kids every day. It’s good. It’s good.”


    Cerise knew it wasn’t. She still didn’t ask. There was nothing she could do to help his children or to save them. She suspected Reicher was going to use them soon because of their bad health. He always gets his money’s worth before the subjects are killed.


    Goldie caught that and paled. He opened his mouth to beg for her help.


    Cerise slapped his food out of his hand. It splattered against the wall, drawing attention.


    Goldie started to challenge her. His face fell. “I’m sorry.”


    He quickly left before he got in trouble. Cerise was a breeder. Anyone who attacked a breeder signed their own death warrant, but it wouldn’t be a quick removal. Reicher liked to make a show out of those people and Goldie didn’t want to be on stage.


    Cerise regretted putting another dent in their friendship, but all he could do was get both of them in trouble or screw Reicher’s plans and that would be even worse.


    The lunchroom stank of old mince and bitterness. Everyone on this floor used it. Cerise had learned to judge the mood of any complex by the feel of its cafeteria. Right now, things were ugly.


    Cerise sat down with her food and tore open the pouch. She tilted it up and dumped some in her mouth rather than use the flatware and a plate. She didn’t feel dainty and there was no reason to act like it here. In Safe Haven, she had used the forks and wiped her mouth on the napkins, but it had been a rare three days of civility.


    And I miss it. Cerise tilted the pouch up for the next bite, refusing to fall prey to her own mind. Just because she’d had a few astounding, informative, entertaining days in that camp, it didn’t mean it was okay to act like that here. If Reicher figured out she was having these doubts, she would be removed and there would be no reset for her kids. It was a dangerous line to walk.


    Cerise saw Goldie watching her through the window as he moved down the hall. She tried to give him a forgiving smile, but it came out as a grimace. She also suspected Goldie was going to be killed right after his children or maybe even before them. Sometimes the time pushers needed extra energy. Goldie’s lifeforce would be a huge advantage in that situation and it would kill three birds with one moment.


    As far as she knew, the pushing staff was fully rested and ready to try again. Cerise didn’t know who they’d chosen for the next attempt, but she would bet her last credit that Goldie and his kids had already been assigned to it.


    Cerise poured another bite from the pouch into her mouth and chewed. She knew what was in it. She had helped do the research after their scroll divers had pulled up the information on immortality. Consuming corpses was disgusting, but if it allowed her to live longer, she was okay with it. It’s not like she killed people just to eat them. The bodies here usually came from natural deaths or the occasional captive who couldn’t take the level of torture that Reicher wanted to dish out.


    The cafeteria door opened. Sasha and Isabel came in.


    Both sisters were full of good health, but not good cheer. Cerise didn’t know what they’d been discussing, but the conversation cut off abruptly as they noticed her. She reckoned it was something bad about herself or leadership.


    Cerise didn’t challenge them. That’s Reicher’s problem. I have my own concerns.


    Sasha went to the normal machine while Isabel went to the one Cerise had used. Both women were hungry after a 12-hour shift in the medical bay. They gave Cerise a brief nod as they went by.


    Isabel picked up the pouch that came down the chute. “It’s smaller.”


    Sasha glanced over and shrugged. “You’re getting a little heavier with this pregnancy anyway.”


    Isabel smacked the front of the machine. “It’s too small! This won’t hold me for 12 more hours.”


    Cerise finished chewing her bite and swallowed. She smirked. “There’s a new breeder now. Command cut the portion sizes.”


    Isabel saw which pouch Cerise had and tensed. “It’s you.”


    Cerise chuckled at the ugly tone and glare. “Oi. I hoped we were going to be mates this time.”


    Isabel grabbed the normal pouch from Sasha’s hand and stormed out of the cafeteria with both portions.


    Cerise laughed again. “Your sister doesn’t seem happy.”


    Sasha wasn’t angry over the loss of food. Her stomach was upset anyway. She sat across from Cerise with a mug of tea. “She’s always been a little jealous of you.”


    Cerise finished her pouch and pitched it into the waste can from where she was sitting. “Try to talk to her about the overeating. If Reicher finds out she’s being a glutton, he’ll put her in retraining as soon as she gives birth.”


    Sasha glanced around to determine if anyone had heard them. Things like that weren’t supposed to be discussed among the staff.


    Cerise was a bit surprised at herself. In the past, she wouldn’t have offered that advice. To cover for it, she glared at Sasha as she got up. “I will report this.”


    Sasha watched Cerise leave. “Cerise never tells her victims she’s reporting them and she certainly doesn’t offer helpful advice that goes against the rules. What’s going on with her?”


    Sasha left her mug of tea on the table and went to find someone who might be able to get that answer.
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    “Is Joseph in here?”


    Half a dozen troops in the main barrack all pointed toward the shower.


    Sasha knew what was going on by the disdainful leers that accompanied the gestures. She didn’t care. She marched into the shower and entered without calling a warning.


    Joseph was already halfway through his control session. It was hard to stop. He fumbled for the security camera and managed to shut it off.


    The shower reeked of desperation. It absorbed all the bad vibes from everyone who came in here and sent it back out in an odd mood that encouraged violence. It was concerning to Sasha, but not enough to make her change her mind.


    Sasha leaned against the main door but didn’t lock it. She didn’t want anyone to assume they were doing things in here that weren’t allowed. “I need to talk to you.”


    Joseph glared at her with a hard-on in his hand and anger on his face. “It’s not a good time!”


    Sasha scanned his stiff, wet body in appreciation and then ignored it. “I need to make a report on my sister before Cerise does.”


    Joseph slowly regained control of his brain, but the hard-on didn’t go down. “What did she do?”


    “She took my portion of mince because I pissed her off.”


    Joseph’s anger returned. “You interrupted me for that?”


    “It seemed important. And there’s something going on with Cerise.”


    Joseph paid attention to that name. “What are you talking about?”


    The scent of his body soap ran up her nose and flipped Sasha’s stomach even more. “She’s different since she got back. Something’s changed with her. I was hoping you could tell me what it was.”


    Joseph had also noticed things were different with Cerise, but he wasn’t going to talk about it with one of their medics. “If you know something, file a complaint. Reicher will handle it.”


    “It’s just something different in the way she’s responding to us now.”


    “Well, until she reports it, it didn’t happen, so your sister is safe.”


    “What if Cerise doesn’t report it at all?”


    Joseph shrugged. “Then she’s the problem, not your hormonal sibling.”


    Now that she’d gotten what she wanted, Sasha realized she was alone with a naked man. She remembered one of her other goals. “I’ve been trying to get your attention for a while.”


    Joseph glared. “We can talk about this later.”


    She scanned his twitching, swollen member and smiled. “It seems like now is the perfect time.”


    Joseph felt an instant reaction, but she wouldn’t like the outcome. “Why me and not Marc? The boss’s new favorite toy would probably be happy to give you what you want in exchange for helping one of his men.”


    Sasha snorted. “I don’t believe the boss is going to give leadership to an outsider. And I want a bond with the new boss.”


    “You’re not safe with me.” Joseph assumed she knew what aroused him. Everyone else did. They’d been open about the scorn since finding out Marc was being given leadership and not him.


    “You don’t scare me. Plus, we have cuffs.”


    Joseph heard the truth coming out of his mouth before he could stop it. “They call me an incel.”


    Sasha shrugged at the term for a weak bloke who was unable to attract a mate and hated women so much because of it that he would do them violence. “I’m not sure you fit that definition since I’m here offering you a chance. However, breeding with me will change their opinions.”


    Joseph stared at her. “But I am an incel. I hate you and all your kind.”


    “My answer is the same.” Sasha stepped closer, slowly reaching out. “Turn your show back on.”


    Joseph cringed. “Don’t!”


    Sasha understood he was terrified of hurting her and being removed. She wasn’t. She’d been with enough men over her lifetime to know when one was truly dangerous. Joseph wasn’t.


    Joseph couldn’t get by her because of the stall wall. Her hand slid around him. He froze, not even breathing as she began to stroke.


    Sasha tried to finish him off quickly. Many of the men here were older and still virgins. All it took was a gentle hand and a determined sheila to help them.


    Joseph grabbed her by the throat as his climax neared. He slammed her against the wall, moaning.


    Sasha revised her opinion, but she didn’t stop stroking. She did lower her chin so he couldn’t get a better hold around her neck. We will use the cuffs next time.


    Joseph exploded into her hand. He smacked his head against the wall as he climaxed so the pain would stop him from attacking her.


    Sasha let him ride the waves. Then she slid out of his reach and rinsed off her hand. The strength in his grip was a surprise. She had always considered Joseph a weakling.


    Joseph leaned against the wall and tried to get his breath back. “Sor-ry.”


    Sasha waved it off. “I’m not hurt and you’ve learned a lesson here, right?”


    He gasped in oxygen. “Don’t have to hurt you to like it. Just have to hurt myself.”


    She frowned lightly. “That wasn’t exactly what I was going for, but okay.”


    Joseph sucked in more air to talk with, aware of his body still being partially hard from the new excitement. “Again sometime?”


    Sasha grinned happily. “Of course. After you can go all the way without getting injured, we’ll get you signed up for the program.”


    He nodded, though he had no intention of being a lab rat. “Thanks.”


    “Sure.” Her smile faded. “Has Cerise chosen a donor yet?”


    Joseph frowned at the quick change of topic. “Nee, I don’t think so.”


    “Well, maybe it will be you and then you can forget the cuffs.”


    Joseph stared in surprise as she left. That idea was instantly appealing. And forbidden.


    Joseph focused on the security camera in the corner. He could feel Reicher observing; he’d seen everything that had happened. “Your staff are starting to think for themselves. You should get rid of that new toy before the infection spreads.”


     


    In the security room, Reicher frowned deeply, but he didn’t change his plans.


     


     


    3


    Harry woke to the sound of female voices having a revolting conversation that turned his stomach before his brain registered all the words.


    “We needed more bodies for the mix.”


    “Too right, mate.” Isabel rubbed her huge stomach. She was happier again now that she’d fed. “They sure thrive on this diet.”


    Sasha injected Harry’s IV tube. “Toss on a little ketchup and you don’t even notice the taste.”


    Sasha went over to the desk for a new IV bag. Harry had drained himself trying to help his teammates. His body wasn’t fully emaciated now, but he would need a couple more to regain his health, along with all the water Reicher would allow them to give.


    Both medics were thrilled that Harry was going to be joining them after his training was finished. It was no easy feat to be the only medics on this floor, even if they were understaffed.


    Isabel rubbed her aching spine this time. She would be glad when it was over. She enjoyed her job and the status it brought, but she didn’t like being pregnant. The parasitic fetus that required her body to survive often left her with an upset stomach and aches and pains that it had no right to cause. “Do you think Reicher will partake of the diet now?”


    Sasha shook her head. “He’s big about not using up supplies we’re short on, and fresh bodies are definitely hard to come by now that the war has been over for a year.” She studied the man on the table. “Do you think the new guy will be a part of the breeding program?”


    Isabel snickered. “Setting your sights on him already?”


    “Yes. It’s my turn to breed and this one is strong. He has gifts the others don’t.”


    “It will be beaut to have him around. We might even be able to breed at the same time.”


    “True. Healers like him are rare. He might pass that on to the offspring.”


    “Yes, and if the babies were stronger, then we might have more luck with the reset program.”


    A harsh smell of burnt meat struck Harry’s nose. His mind replayed the murders of the four rookies he hadn’t been able to save. His evolution didn’t matter. His failure did.


    Harry opened one eye and scanned his new environment. The first thing he saw was a stack of burnt bodies on a cart by the window. My rookies!


    “He’s awake!”


    Harry rose up on the medical table and slipped his arm around the nearest woman’s neck. Her state of pregnancy didn’t come to mind. He was too furious.


    “Breach! We have a breach!” Owen hurried into the medical bay from his post outside the door.


    Harry’s arm tightened around Isabel’s neck. He saw they were wearing the same uniforms as those who had murdered his teammates. His arm tightened again, stopping her from breathing.


    Sasha slowly approached them. “Let her go and we’ll forget this happened.”


    Harry felt the weakness in his body and knew this wasn’t going to be the moment he escaped. But I can at least cause you pain. He shoved Isabel as hard as he could, knocking her into the stools by the exit.


    She hit them heavily and dropped to the ground, gasping. A thick stream of water began puddling around her feet.


    Owen rushed forward and wrestled Harry back onto the table while Sasha injected his IV with another dose of sedative.


    “Help!” Isabel began aging rapidly as her body diverted all her energy toward the coming birth.


    As the drugs began to pull him down, Harry screamed obscenities at all of them.


    The medical bay door opened. A large hound came in, growling lowly.


    Sasha and Owen immediately retreated out of the way. Both of them wanted to help Isabel, who was losing consciousness but still releasing puddles of amniotic fluid. They didn’t move, however. The hounds knew the staff here wasn’t to be harmed, but that didn’t always keep them from reacting when they felt threatened.


    Harry didn’t even notice the dog. He knocked things over, staggering around drunkenly as the drugs tried to sedate him and he tried to destroy the medical bay. He threw beakers and glasses and knocked over trays. “Those were my rookies!”


    Owen covered Sasha from the blast of weak magic. Harry’s demon was also venting fury, but it had little energy to spare for spells.


    Magic hit the IV pole and burst the bag. Warm liquid flew through the air and drenched the wall.


    Harry ran his arm along the counter, not caring about the instant slices or blood. His fury was out of control. More glass shattered.


    The hip-high hound was dark red, with red orbs and hot breath that came out visible in the air conditioning. Jagged teeth bared in warning that Harry missed.


    Horrible pain flew through his hand.


    Harry screamed again. Two fingers and the thumb on his left hand were gone.


    The hound that had bitten him growled as it swallowed.


    Harry kept screaming, holding his hand to his chest as blood flooded down his chest and pattered to the floor.


    A dog whistle sounded.


    The hound quickly ran from the medical room, licking Harry’s blood from its muzzle.


    Harry sank to his knees as the blood loss began to take effect.


    Owen hurried over and lifted him onto the medical bed again, while Sasha grabbed the special equipment key and unlocked the drawer. She managed to get the cauterizer around Harry’s hand as blood flew over all of them and the cot.


    Harry screamed again and passed out at the fresh pain in his hand. He couldn’t take the heat.


    On the floor nearby, Isabel groaned harshly. “Labor crew. Labor crew!”


    Sasha and Owen could only handle one patient at a time. They strapped Harry down while the cauterizer stopped the blood loss. By the time they got him fully sedated and were able to remove the cauterizing device, Isabel was already breathing rapidly and fighting not to push.


    The medical door opened again as the birthing crew hurried in.


    They picked her up and shoved her into a wheelchair. Isabel was gone a few seconds later with harsh moans ringing from her lips.


    Owen examined the mess. He couldn’t believe things had gone so badly so fast. “I’m going to be in trouble for this.”


    Blood splatters and broken glass covered the entire medical bay. In two minutes, Harry had done massive damage to their setup here. They didn’t have another medical wing on this floor and some of this equipment was irreplaceable.


    Sasha expected the same for herself. Letting one of the subjects go on a rampage was never a good idea. “Let’s just hope Isabel’s birth goes well. If she loses those brats, Reicher will blame us for it.”
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    Reicher stored the dog whistle. “We need healers, but only those we can control. Perhaps the loss of some digits will help him obey the rules from now on. And if not, we always need corpses.”


    Reicher switched his monitor to a view of the birthing wing, where Isabel was being helped onto the delivery bed. Her skin had gone waxy and her eyes were glazing. Harry’s shove had ruptured something inside. “Did he do that by accident or did his demon take her life in exchange for those four rookies?”


    Reicher wasn’t sure. That type of power hadn’t been in these ugly halls for a quarter of a century. “And we can’t have that now when we’re at our weakest.”


    Reicher spat into the waste can and then switched the monitor to the next unlucky subject, so he didn’t dwell on Harry’s fate. Reicher hated to make important choices while he was upset. I’ll cool off first. Then maybe I’ll have him killed.
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    Shawn stood ramrod straight in the small cage, with his hands over his shriveled penis. It was the only position where the hounds weren’t able to reach him. They sniffed and pawed, drooling for the taste of human blood.


    Shawn’s knees shook. He’d been like this for a long time. The torture sessions had been short when they’d first started. Now, they stretched on endlessly as the dogs raked their jagged claws across anything they could reach.


    Shawn’s mind started to blink out. He was spending too much time in it, but there was no other escape from the thirst, the hunger, the pain.


    Shawn thought about Missy.


    He felt the connection go through and tried to pull it back before the little girl saw what was happening to him.


    Too late. Missy’s horror went through his mind.


    Shawn couldn’t take her pain and his own. He stumbled.


    Pain ripped into his leg as a hound tried to pull him closer.


    Shawn jerked upright again, shouting.


    Missy screamed and snapped awake.


    Shawn wished that he could.


    He shouted again as pain ripped through his ankle. He looked down to find blood squirting from a severed artery. The hound that had caused it was sprayed in the face and began licking eagerly.


    Shawn tried to cross his legs to cut off the stream of blood, but he wasn’t able to get enough pressure on it in this position. He quickly leaned down and slapped his hand over it.


    The hound lunged against the bars, razor claws coming through. It ripped a chunk of flesh from Shawn’s arm.


    He quickly stood up to get out of reach. Blood poured from his ankle.


    One of the staff members triggered a whistle in the kennel to get the hound away from the cell.


    The apathetic man eyed Shawn’s injury and then turned toward a glass mirror in the top of the warehouse that Shawn hadn’t noticed before now. It blended in almost perfectly.


    The speaker buzzed. “Take him to the medical bay.”


    Shawn tried to stay conscious. He needed to know how to open his cage, but blood loss made it impossible. His vision blurred. His body sank to the floor of his filthy cell.


    Reicher opened the cage from his security room and watched them all the way to the medical bay.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Six BK18


    I Didn’t Agree


    Mission Day 20
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    “Wake up!”


    Shawn flinched at the loud voice near his ear. His eyes jerked open, but his brain didn’t react yet.


    “The boss would probably be happy if you slapped him a few times.” Owen glared at the man on the medical bed. Owen, along with two other bulky males who had been pulled from their duties just for this moment, surrounded the bed to keep from having a repeat of the last incident with one of the subjects.


    Sasha took a step closer. She had a new fear of the patients that hadn’t been there before. “Wake up, Subject Two!”


    Shawn’s eyes stayed open this time. Awareness slowly began absorbing and relaying information.


    They’re all angry. That was Shawn’s first observation of the three men and one woman leaning over his bed.


    I’m tied down. And I can’t feel anything in either of my legs or my waist.


    “We were able to stop the bleeding in your ankle. While we give you another bag of blood, we have some questions.”


    Shawn knew what that meant. They had stopped him from dying because he was valuable. He hoped the same was true of the rest of his team.


    Shawn turned to look at the female medic in the white coat.


    Everyone flinched back from the table.


    Shawn recognized the reaction. One of my teammates made it in here before I did. Shawn let himself feel a little pride over that. It meant he had lasted longer without a serious injury. “I want to speak to your leader.”


    Sasha frowned. “Unlikely. How did you become a hybrid and why?”


    Shawn had been expecting these questions a week ago. “The alpha shared her gifts with me.”


    Sasha was already tired of hearing that worshipping tone when the new people spoke of their alpha. “And that’s Angela?”


    “Yes.” Shawn assumed they would start with questions they already knew the answers to. Lying yet wasn’t wise.


    “Do you dream walk often?”


    Shawn realized someone had been monitoring his thoughts while he connected to Missy. “A good amount. It’s easier to concentrate when it’s quiet.”


    “What do you know about the meaning of life?”


    Shawn paused, not expecting that. “I don’t know how to answer.”


    “What do you believe is the meaning of life?”


    Shawn gave a shaky smile. “Humanity has been searching for that answer for a long time.”


    “Have you?”


    Shawn shrugged. “I’m curious. If we knew our true purpose, we might be satisfied and less prone to violence.”


    Sasha agreed silently. “What is your relationship to the other captives that were brought in?”


    Shawn heard her fear. “We’re all teammates. We defend our camp.”


    “Are you related by blood or through a marriage?”


    He shrugged again. “Maybe to Marc. I’m not sure how sharing a demon works even though I was there for it.”


    She didn’t smile at his attempted joke. “What was your job in Safe Haven? Do you have family alive?”


    “Security for the council. No family.”


    “What do you know about the Australian Resistance Force?”


    “Never heard of them.”


    Sasha didn’t believe him, but it wasn’t her job to dig for the truth. “Where is Saul going with the submarine?”


    Shawn rolled his eyes. “I knew he wouldn’t sink it. Angela will be pissed.”


    Sasha finished filling out the paperwork. “Why did you come here?”


    “To kill your boss.”


    Sasha worried that might be possible now. Harry’s violence had convinced her this crew was different. “Who is Missy?”


    Shawn tensed. “An orphan I care for.”


    Sasha had read the boss’s notes on Shawn. She used them now. “Isn’t it true that you have an illegal relationship with the child?”


    “Of course not!”


    “That’s not what your team says.” Sasha and the other women loved it that Reicher didn’t permit sexual abuse of any captives.


    Shawn knew she was lying to get a confession. “I would never hurt Missy. I don’t see her that way.”


    The speaker in the corner buzzed. A man’s hard tenor came through it. “You’re lying. You’re attracted to a child.”


    Shawn assumed that was the boss. I made contact! Too bad I can’t reach him. “I never have been. Our relationship isn’t like that.”


    “I don’t believe you.”


    Shawn dropped his mental shield. “You should come down and check out my memories.”


    Reicher chuckled roughly over the speaker. “It’s an amazing team that sticks to a directive after 11 days of my retraining program. I assume whoever gets close to me will sacrifice their life to take mine?”


    Shawn didn’t answer.


    Reicher didn’t need it confirmed. “Let’s search those memories from here.”


    Shawn had no defense as Reicher tore into his mind, proving he was a powerful descendant and distance didn’t matter. Shawn also realized he had made a mistake by inviting the man into his thoughts. Marc was right to handle things this way.


    Reicher decided he might have judged Shawn too harshly. He wasn’t a danger to the girl right now. Later might be a different story, but Shawn would never make it home, so the child was safe. “What is his medical status?”


    Sasha began gathering the trash. “He can take more. He’s in no danger.”


    “You may proceed with the operation.” Reicher coughed, then switched back to Shawn. “How do you feel about a better flat and a much easier job, Subject Two? I have a slot open.”


    Shawn watched as the medic began gathering sharp implements that would have sent a shiver down his spine if he could feel it. “What’s the cost?”


    “Your manhood.”


    The medic approached Shawn with a scalpel in one hand. She lifted the thin sheet covering his groin.


    Shawn’s screams were the only protest he could make. His body refused to move. “I didn’t agree! I didn’t agree!”


    Reicher clicked his tongue. “I know, and your hesitation has cost you the ability to reproduce.”


    Reicher shut off the speaker, but he left the monitor on. Shawn would be awake for the entire thing. He wouldn’t be able to feel it, but just knowing what was happening was another form of mental retraining that was usually reserved for their most valuable captives. He’d decided to keep Shawn.


    Reicher scanned the other monitor, where Isabel had given birth to two small girls. Their few healers were trying to save her life.


    Reicher’s anger at Harry rose another notch. “But I’m not keeping their doctor. His death will come in terrible ways.”
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    Marc breathed a sigh of relief as the screaming cut off and the monitor went to static. He hadn’t been able to look away. “Finally.”


    The boss had been checking in nightly. After going 23 hours each day with only the screams of his team, Marc had found himself eager for the human contact.


    Reicher knew. That’s why he was handling Marc this way. He was bonding with him like Joseph wanted but would never get. “Good evening, Marcus.”


    “You sound different today, Commander.”


    Reicher had adjusted to Marc calling him that. It no longer gave offense. “I almost lost something valuable. Whenever that happens, I try to figure out where I made a mistake and then immediately fix it–like you did in your old job I would imagine.”


    “I assume someone almost died. Family?”


    “No, but she is a valuable part of what goes on here. Without Isabel, her sister would fall into a level of depression that would prevent her from doing her job. I would lose both medics and breeders.”


    Marc refused to act sympathetic. “Well, considering what goes on here, I’m not going to wish her good luck. I will say if you surrender now, my team and I can try to save her life. Harry is a talented healer.”


    Reicher’s rough voice chilled. “Harry’s the reason she almost died.”


    Marc was surprised. “That complicates things a little, but he might still do it. If he’s had a chance to calm down, he might feel bad about it. You can use that.”


    “I might.” Reicher didn’t mention Harry’s new injuries or the punishments he was receiving for hurting one of the staff. He scanned the room and the cold, naked man on the cot. It was all they’d left him. Each morning, a canteen and a ration bar were shoved through the door before Marc woke. He was eating only when he couldn’t stay awake anymore.


    Reicher didn’t like the dirty space, but it was part of the mental conditioning he was doing. Marc had to be taken back to his primitive side. Letting him have a housekeeper would be detrimental to that goal. “Have you been using your free time wisely?”


    Marc laughed harshly.


    Reicher felt the mental crack waiting to happen. He didn’t push those buttons yet. He needed a bond with this hard, angry, stubborn man that wasn’t completely based on pain and torture. “Harry’s evolution was magnificent to observe. Has that happened before in your camp?”


    Marc shook his head. “I’ve never observed one live. I barely remember mine, but I know it wasn’t like that.”


    “Healers are different than the rest of us. Their minds are fragile.”


    Marc nodded. “Harry won’t be able to take much more of seeing people hurt. If you don’t have plans for him, let him use his skills to heal.”


    Reicher coughed. “That’s not part of our program.”


    Marc shrugged. “He’ll snap again and take his own life next time.”


    Reicher knew that was a fair warning. “I’d stop it all if you’d agree.”


    Marc glared. “Cutting our nightly talk short by asking me that now?”


    Reicher snapped his mouth shut, glaring back. He hadn’t meant to take them there already.


    Marc didn’t gloat. He needed this human contact to keep himself from going nuts. “You look worse than usual.”


    That bothered Reicher. He’d neatened himself before this meeting. “What did I miss?”


    “Just your eyes. You can’t hide the growing panic.”


    Reicher shuddered. “Death is a terror that we all share, no matter how hardened we become. As the moment approaches, all facades are stripped away.”


    Marc brought up something he’d been stewing on. “I am surprised you’re not using desperate methods to stay alive.”


    Reicher contemplated those times in sadness. “I did for the first years of this disease. I gave up shortly after the war.”


    “What caused that?”


    “Discovering it was all a lie.”


    Marc sat up, pulling the thin mattress up on one side to cover his cold body from the waist down. “Which part?”


    “You tell me.”


    Marc concentrated. He was able to get some of Reicher’s main thoughts now, but not the deeper levels. Still, it was progress. He’d been working hard on it. “The Weigh Station existing but God not being in control of it.”


    “Yes.”


    Marc studied the approving older man. “I felt the same way when I ascended.”


    Reicher smiled at the information. “And your alpha?”


    “Yes, along with team members who aren’t here. And a Mitchel.”


    Reicher grimaced. “Mitchels!”


    Marc laughed genuinely. “Exactly. But they do have their uses.”


    Reicher made another face. “They used to. Once we had enough blood frozen and trackers to replace them, I outlawed that family from my zone. If you survive, you should do the same.”


    Marc found the truth falling out of his mouth. “I can’t. He’s bonded to my wife.”


    Reicher’s gray orbs glowed briefly. “Your three lines were the first in Eden. It’s natural that bonds would grow.”


    Marc was no longer surprised that Reicher knew so much. His gifts were incredibly strong. Marc hadn’t been able to keep him out at all. “I was told it was my fault for not sharing her. I’m the reason we were all cursed.”


    Reicher waved that off. “Adam might be the reason, but not you. Blaming yourself for something an ancestor did makes no sense.”


    Marc felt better even though he didn’t want to.


    Reicher forged another bond. “The Mitchel tried to steal your mate. You picked a new one but managed to hold onto the first one as well. Is that why you killed the spare?”


    Marc’s face glazed over. Rage rushed out and slammed into the walls.


    Reicher cleared his throat. “You’re not ready to discuss that.”


    Marc controlled himself, but it was hard. Captivity had weakened his emotions and made it easier to get under his skin. “She was a threat to my wife and children. She would have killed them all if given the opportunity.”


    “So you removed her, by hand. Strangulation and drowning imply you feared it wouldn’t be enough.”


    “I wasn’t sure. She was…special.”


    “Ah. I see now. That’s why you volunteered for this suicide mission.” Reicher coughed again. “You don’t want to survive.”


    Marc refused to confirm or deny.


    Reicher kept trying. “You have an amazing team.”


    Marc sighed at the topic change. “I assume you promote them to the next stage whenever they dream walk?”


    “Or when they connect to home over such a long distance. Your team is doing both at the same time–even the normal who’s still alive. It’s astounding.”


    Marc sensed Reicher was about to bring up the problems in Safe Haven. Marc didn’t want to talk about that. There was nothing he could do from here except get so distracted by it that he lost focus. He chose the next topic. “Why was Shawn castrated?”


    “He’s being moved into the labs. Where he’s going, nothing is allowed to distract them. My Blinkers never leave their dorm after the initial evaluations are over. They’re never abused, and they are given anything and everything they need to encourage them to stay in the zone. Shawn’s relationship with the little girl, combined with where I want to put him, said it needed to be done.”


    “I doubt Shawn is going to agree with you. When it comes time to decide who gets to take your life, it will be him. Bank on it.”


    “Considering that I’m already dying, your threat pales in comparison. However, I continue to be impressed with your men.”


    Marc’s mood dipped.


    Reicher felt it. “What are you fretting about?”


    Marc’s anger flared out again. “They’re not really my men. Adrian and Angela made them that way.”


    “Well, as you say, Mitchels have their uses.”


    Marc sensed Reicher didn’t believe Angela had been responsible. Despite the equality speeches and motions, he didn’t think Reicher liked women very much.


    “I don’t.” Reicher forced a thin smile. “Parents scar us. We hate them and it becomes a lifetime achievement with each person we meet. For anyone to remind us of those failed guardians is to incur instant disrespect.”


    “True.” Marc reflected on his own mother. “But it doesn’t always present at first. I went decades thinking I wasn’t treating whores badly out of respect for them.”


    “And was it not?”


    “No. I was proving to myself that I didn’t have to be as cold as my mother to the lower classes. It had nothing to do with the actual women themselves.”


    Reicher figured out Marc didn’t want to talk about his team. He considered a number of other options that might allow for more light bonding between them.


    “You’re persistent.”


    “It’s part of the job, I’m afraid.”


    Marc rubbed his beard absently. “Angela is like that until she realizes she can’t push me anymore. Then she lets me screw up on my own and tells me how to fix it after the fact. I hate that!”


    Reicher made another connection. “Like with this mission. Would you prefer she broke you down on the spot and let you build yourself back up?”


    “Sometimes. It’s emasculating.”


    “I’ve heard you’re a jealous lover with misogynistic tendencies. Do you agree?”


    “No. I’m a chauvinistic pig with kind tendencies.”


    Reicher laughed, assuming Marc was joking. “I do not sense that in you, not even in the murder of your lover.”


    Marc froze up again.


    Reicher cleared his throat. “These sessions are to prevent cracking, Marcus. I need your brain intact, just changed.”


    “Well, it’s changing, but the more I hear the screams, the more I don’t care about anything but killing you. You’re giving me the cracks. Don’t get upset over the result.”


    Reicher laughed.


    Marc reached out this time, searching for a weakness he could use later. “Tell me why you’re a Nazi.”


    Reicher tensed this time. “I am not one of those failed boogeymen.”


    “Okay. Tell me who you hate.”


    “I loathe the coward who assassinated a diplomat and changed the course of history for everyone on the planet.”


    Marc was fascinated by history anyway, but he sensed Reicher would provide information that might contradict what he’d learned in his classes. He was eager for the distraction. “Hitler was a monster who exterminated millions of people.”


    Reicher bristled. “Nee. The translations of his speeches were wrong. Ausrottung means deport, not exterminate.”


    “The stories of him butchering civilians was common.”


    “The Allied Forces spread those lies to turn the public toward their cause. This was proven many times. Telling them the enemy killed civilians, disfigured women, and bayoneted babies gained many fighters and supplies from around the world.”


    Marc had read about the propaganda side of the war. “Both sides lied about a lot of things.”


    “So if they did not kill civilians, how can it be that they murdered 6 million Jewish citizens?”


    “Maybe they didn’t consider those people to be civilians.”


    “Perhaps. What of Paul Rassinier?”


    Marc couldn’t pull up the name. “I’m sorry.”


    Reicher wasn’t surprised. “He was in Buchenwald. He lived through those times.”


    “What was his position?”


    Reicher recited it. “One day I realized that a false picture of the German camps had been created and that the problem of the concentration camps was a universal one, not just one that could be disposed of by placing it on the doorstep of the National Socialists. The deportees—many of whom were Communists—had been largely responsible for leading international political thinking to such an erroneous conclusion. I suddenly felt that by remaining silent I was an accomplice to a dangerous influence.”


    Marc shrugged. “Not all camps were the same.”


    Reicher liked it that Marc was giving common sense answers without denial or biases. “His essays claim war was good for business and the world needed an enemy, even if it was a fictional one. He blamed communism and swore there were no gas chambers.”


    Marc rubbed his feet together to warm his toes. “We’ve all seen pictures of the camps and the ovens, and the piles of charred belongings.”


    “We’ve also seen Hollywood films that made anything look real. Belongings from fires can still be found in any landfill, as well as old shoes, broken watches, and other discarded personal items.”


    Marc didn’t have an answer for that one. “No proof of being real or fake from either side.”


    Reicher rubbed his stomach out of view of the camera. “Can you explain why most of the tattoos held five digits when 6 million were supposedly exterminated?”


    Now Marc took notice. “No, I can’t.” He’d never noticed that before. Even if Hitler hadn’t known the exact number of the Jewish population, it still would have been a seven-digit number.


    Reicher gave Marc a minute. It was an important mystery. He was curious if Marc could come up with an answer.


    “I can’t. It doesn’t make sense.” And yet, he’d heard 6,000,000 Jewish men, women, and kids had died. The tattoos were all five or six digits. What does that mean?


    Reicher became more certain of his own conclusions. “In your service time, you saw cultures turn against each other.”


    “Many times. Often over something stupid, like a snide comment or flirting with someone’s wife.”


    “Why would it be different for Germany, who had been blacklisted after WWI and decimated by Woodrow Wilson and his Treaty of Versailles?”


    Marc had always felt Germany got a bad deal in WWI. “I agree they were provoked in the first war. That doesn’t allow for what happened in the next one.”


    “But it does, my young student. After they crushed Germany’s economy with the Treaty of Versailles, Germany was overrun with injured, crippled men from the war, and then with thieves who knew the motherland was ripe for the taking. Adolph grew up in a harsh homelife and joined the military for WWI. He worked his way through the ranks and earned the respect and admiration of his people. He loved Germany and watching it be crushed in an unfair war and aftermath gave him a hatred of foreigners. He wanted them out of his country.”


    “Or he wanted them gone. It depends on the translation again.”


    “Agreed. Either way, when he gained enough power, he began sending them out, but he didn’t start with the marches and the ovens, yes?”


    Marc considered what he knew of that time period. “I suppose not. Germany was being occupied by observers and conservators.”


    “Who tore apart any economic recovery attempts. Remember, the world needs someone to hate so it isn’t reduced to hating itself.”


    As much as he’d been deployed over trivial reasons, Marc had to agree, but he did it silently.


    Reicher coughed harshly. He took in a deep breath, then smiled patiently. “Shall we continue?”


    “Yes.” Marc wasn’t bored or dwelling on anything but this topic. It was better than being alone with his mind and the screams.


    “The grounds weren’t covered in ash. Nor were the prisoners. You’ve never viewed ash in any photo, even those taken right after a so-called liberation. There were ballrooms, dining halls, and maternity wards. Why would those things be provided for people who were marked for death? The gas chambers weren’t airtight. They were made of wood. The burnings supposedly happened in mostly wintertime with Zyklon that would have been too slowed by the cold to give a lethal dose of gas.”


    Reicher was rattling things off quickly, but Marc caught it all. He answered the one he was confident about. “I’ve never believed the stories of gas chambers and ovens. You can’t walk prisoners into a place of death without them feeling it and resisting. I read somewhere those were used to clear mattresses of bugs in the camps and the Allied Forces just assumed and decided it was good propaganda.”


    “So you accept that governments lie, but you still think this wasn’t one of those moments.”


    Marc ran a hand over his filthy hair instead of itching and opening sores on his fragile scalp. “I believe something awful happened. Hitler had to be stopped or the rest of the world was in trouble.”


    “I will stump you now, soft denier.” Reicher was pleased with the progress. “Do you believe the Jewish people were dangerous?”


    Marc snorted. “No, or the Holocaust wouldn’t have happened.”


    “And yet, most of the top positions in the American government were held by someone of Jewish nationality when the war happened. The Vice President, the Secretary of State, Secretary of the Treasury, the Attorney General, the Secretary of Homeland Security, the Director of National Intelligence, the Small Business Administrator, the Presidential Science Advisor, the Chief of Staff, and that doesn’t include the 40 other members of the House and Senate who were Jewish.”


    Marc tried to remember all their names. “That can’t be right.”


    “But if it was?”


    Marc frowned. “Then they were smart enough to take over our government without us knowing it.”


    “And yet, Hitler was able to kill six million of them without the population dipping in any of the census counts during that time period.” Reicher slowly held up a picture; his hand shook slightly, but Marc was able to see the top politicians and their family lineage beneath their pictures. His stomach churned.


    Reicher taped the paper to the screen so Marc had time to read the small print. “All of that was pulled directly from their websites or office biographies. It was the information they provided to the public. All of them were Jewish. You were lied to your entire life. We all were.”


    “For what purpose? It doesn’t make sense.”


    “It does if you want to rule the world without firing a single shot yourself. You make it seem like you are the victim of a horrible crime and people will give you anything–even leadership of their country.”


    Marc leaned against the cold wall. His mind spun through their conversation, trying to take a side, a stance.


    Reicher had only used this topic to open a doubt and form a bond. He didn’t want Marc to dwell on it. “It does not matter now.”


    “It damn well does matter to me.” Marc’s mind was too full of new information. He needed time to process it. But I don’t like it that he has me on several of his arguments.


    Reicher moved them on. “Do not dwell on the old world of lies. Consider what you would do if you ran this complex, Sergeant. That time draws near.”


    “Why did you kill my rookies? They were asking for a second chance. That’s why they volunteered for this run.”


    “And it cost them their lives. Desertion is a death sentence, Marcus. There was no way I would ever have let them live.”


    Marc didn’t want the conversation to end, but the observation slipped from his mouth before he could stop it. “Your patience has run out. You’re moving me soon. I can feel it coming.”


    Reicher removed the paper from the screen and stored it. “You’re a smart man. I have appealed to your intelligence and to your compassion and wisdom. I have provided a fair deal with truthful promises. I will ask you one last time. Please, take my place? I need you.”


    Marc knew it had taken a lot of humility for Reicher to say that. He shook his head but didn’t use a nasty tone. “No. I’d rather be dead.”


    “Have it your way.”


    “Wait.” Marc glanced over. “Thank you for the conversations.”


    Reicher smiled warmly. “It has been my honor.” His face lost all expression. “I know why you have drawn something personal from me. Your stubbornness insists you can win this game. In fact, it’s probably saying you can take anything your men have survived and then more. You want me to hurt you. You want to be punished. And by God, I’m going to give you what you’re asking for!”


    The monitor went dead.


    Marc heard a hissing noise.


    He looked up to find green gas coming through the vent.


    He inhaled deeply so he didn’t have time to think about what was coming next.
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    Do You Consent?
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    “Do you have an appointment?”


    “Get out of my way!” Sasha pushed by Marion, the supervising caretaker in the birthing wing. “Isabel?”


    “Over here.”


    Sasha followed the sound of her sister’s voice to the cubicle, frowning at how weak she sounded. She entered the tiny area and tugged the door shut. The other cubicles echoed with noises of crying babies and unhappy mothers who couldn’t wait for this part of their duty to be done.


    “Easy!”


    Sasha turned around and saw Isabel was nursing an infant. The baby had a nipple in its mouth and was chewing more than sucking. Its tiny fingernails were digging into Isabel’s breast between slapping and pinching her. “Yuck.”


    Isabel nodded in agreement. “I have to be a nurse this time, too. They say it will help stop the bleeding.” Isabel grimaced as the eagerly suckling infant got rough again.


    “How are you?” Sasha sat on the stool next to the bed. Isabel was pale and seemed exhausted. Now that the birthing was done, the aging process had slowed again, but the crow’s feet and the gray streaks made it clear that Isabel was too old to be doing this. We both are.


    The arrival of Marc’s heartless team had encouraged Sasha to start thinking again. She didn’t like it, but she didn’t know how to make it stop. Once awake, I reckon there’s no going back to sleep.


    “They won’t tell me. All they keep saying is I’m still bleeding on the inside. They don’t know what to do about it. The other medics were in here earlier, but they didn’t do anything for me.”


    Sasha’s unhappiness increased. “I wish we still had a surgeon. Tobias would have been able to help you.”


    Isabel didn’t nod again even though she agreed. It took too much energy.


    “Maybe someone else can help.”


    Isabel looked up with slightly glazed eyes. “I don’t care who it is. If they can help, I’m okay with it.”


    “It’s the person who put you in here.”


    Isabel shifted her arm so the infant could get closer without straining its neck. “I don’t think Reicher will allow that.”


    “But you’d be okay with it?”


    Isabel did nod this time. “I’ve heard them talking. He was out of his mind because he knew the bodies we had in the bay that day. It’s understandable.”


    Sasha stared at her sister in surprise. Isabel had never been compassionate or empathetic. “Are you okay?”


    Isabel let out a heavy sigh. “I’m dying. If Heaven and Hell exist, I need to start earning credits.”


    Sasha waved that off. “You’ll be fine, but speaking of credit, I finally cornered Joseph.”


    Isabel wanted to act interested, but she didn’t have the energy. “Oh, yeah?”


    “He isn’t mine yet, but I’m working on it.”


    “We’re not safe here anymore.”


    Sasha couldn’t wave off Isabel’s bad vibes this time. “I know, but there isn’t another choice for people like us.”


    Isabel stared at her sister. “Cerise has been telling stories about her last run.”


    Sasha scowled. “Safe Haven won’t take us in. We’re the enemy!”


    The little bit of hope left in Isabel’s face faded. “You’re right. I know you’re right.”


    Isabel peered down at the infant who was starting to get sleepy. It was hard to keep hating the parasite now that it was crying for her whenever they were apart. She could almost feel how much the baby loved her. It was awkward and uncomfortable.


    It was also a little maddening. It kept making her wonder where her other children were now. Once babies could survive on their own, they were placed into different departments in the lab. The breeders never saw them again. But I think I want to. She looked back up at Sasha. “I’m not okay.”


    Sasha took her sister’s hand. “I’ll talk to Reicher. We’ll get the new healer in here to help you.”


    “What if Reicher says no?”


    “Then I’ll force Joseph into it.”


    Isabel yawned. “You need to get to him before Reicher’s new toy breaks.”


    “I will.”


    “Have you met the new boss yet?”


    Sasha shook her head. “Reicher’s got him on the warehouse floor now.”


    Isabel drew in another uncomfortable breath. Her chest felt like someone was sitting on it. “Maybe it won’t work.”


    “Maybe.” Sasha had already considered that, but she still came to the conclusion she’d given Joseph. “He won’t hand over control to an outsider.”


    “Then why is he spending his last months of life breaking in a new man?”


    Sasha frowned. “I don’t know.”


    Isabel let her lids close. “Find out. Joseph.”


    Sasha understood the jumbled order. “I will.” Joseph would be in her pocket soon and then she wouldn’t be short on information about anything. She and Isabel had been trying to make a connection with Joseph for years now. It was finally time to try harder.
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    “You will do it.”


    Marc screamed at the pain, hitting his knees in the filthy, tiny cell. “Never! You can’t break me!”


    The captives in the cells around him admired his courage even as they dreaded the reaction to his answer.


    “Do the next one.”


    Flames shot out.


    “Again.”


    Fire engulfed one of the smaller cells.


    “No more!” Marc slammed his skull against the damp bars repeatedly, trying to knock himself out to make it stop. He could hear the shouts of his teammates, but he’d been hearing it for 23 hours a day. It had little effect on him. The cries of the strangers were a torment he couldn’t escape.


    “Another.”


    More flames and awful shrieks sank into Marc’s mind and set up a permanent residence there. It wasn’t his team being tortured, but that didn’t matter. An instant bond had formed as soon as he’d woken and found the unfamiliar captives lined up across from him.


    Smoke rolled over the bare, damp floor and filled his cell.


    Marc sucked in the smoke as fast as he could, trying to take the easier way out.


    “Another.”


    Reicher’s heartless voice dug deeper into Marc’s mind. I hate Adrian and I loathe Kenn, but they’re nothing compared to this new feeling. “I’ll rip your guts out and eat them!”


    “You will do it.”


    “Never!” Marc’s frantic head slams made him dizzy and brought bloody welts to his face. They were his only injuries, other than some weight loss and decline of his muscle mass from lack of use. He’d been treated gently. No one else had.


    “Another.”


    Captives whimpered in fear.


    Marc threw his body backward. The cell tipped over and thumped him brutally against the bars. He surrendered to the darkness gratefully.


    “Another.”


    Kids began to scream.


    The teammates alert enough to see what was happening also screamed for mercy.


    Reicher smiled at Gus and Biff through the speaker. “It doesn’t stop just because you check out.”


    Flames rolled over the smaller cells.


    Men and kids shrieked in agony.


    “Another.”


    Gus was able to save his screams for himself because he wasn’t bonded to any of the captives who were being killed.


    Biff wasn’t so hardened that he could do it. Their pain washed over him in thick waves that threaten to snap the lock on his mind. He struggled to find a way to save them. I have to make it stop. I will make it stop!


    A small snippet of Eagle training flew through his stressed brain. When in a hostage situation, it’s possible to gain control. You have to force the captor to give you what you want or risk losing what they have. Just be sure you can pay the price. Meaning, if he threatened something his captors wanted, they would have to pause the torture at least long enough to secure it.


    Biff scanned the warehouse walls and then Marc’s unconscious and uninjured body. He hasn’t been hurt. That means he’s valuable. Threatening Marc’s life would probably do it, but Biff had no way to achieve that and if they called his bluff, he certainly wasn’t going to kill his team leader. What else?


    Biff spotted the largest, leanest of the hounds coming around his cage on a patrol. The dogs weren’t in attack mode right now. But they could be…


    Biff steeled himself against the coming pain and stuck his hand outside the cage. He waved his middle finger, glaring as the hound instantly swiveled in his direction. “I’m going to kill you for this. I swear it.”


    The hound lunged at him, growling.


    “Look out!” Gus observed in horror as the hound took a chunk out of Biff’s hand.


    Biff’s screams echoed over the dying captives, drawing attention from the staff and the boss. Footsteps hurried his way as a hound whistle sounded, calling off the dog.


    Biff clutched his bloody fist to his bare chest and sobbed. It hurt a lot more than I thought it would!


    Blood ran from his hand in a thick stream.


    Reicher had little choice but to intervene, unless he wanted to sacrifice the man now. He considered it briefly, but there was something special about Biff and Reicher was still trying to figure out what it was. He activated the intercom. “Get him to the medical wing.”


    He opened the cage so Biff could be removed.


    Watching closely, Gus stored that information. It was the first time he’d been around any of his teammates. Seeing the rear of Marc’s cage had been helpful, but not enough. Gus hadn’t found a locking mechanism. Knowing the cages couldn’t be opened from this location was both horrible and a relief. It meant he could stop working on that challenge and move on to figuring out how to get transferred to a different location, one that might allow for an escape. He suspected Biff had just accomplished that. Gus was proud of the man. He was also sorry for him. There was no way to know if the next place would be worse.


    Biff tried not to pass out as he was dragged from the cell and injected with a sedative. Now that the cage was no longer between them, he sensed fear from the staff, but he didn’t understand it. He stumbled along between the armed security guards, dripping blood the entire way.


    Reicher connected to the medical bay and activated the speaker. “Subject Eight is coming in for treatment. You will follow the new security procedures or be suspended from your duties in this complex.”


    “Yes, sir.” Sasha had no intention of disobeying those orders. Since Isabel’s assault, she’d developed a fear of the patients that wasn’t fading. Her new concern was that one of them was going to kill her. She felt like that moment had already been chosen.
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    “Has it stopped bleeding?”


    Biff gently lifted the bandage from his hand and peered at the injury. The medic had come in once he was almost unconscious and then she had left as soon as his treatment was over. That had been an hour ago. “I think so.”


    “The tissue is fragile. Don’t use it or bump it for a few hours or it will start bleeding again. You will finish the IV. Don’t get up. It will make you dizzy.”


    Biff scanned the medical bay, frowning lightly beneath his thick beard. There were stains on the walls and bits of broken glass on the floor. Most of the shelves were bare and there were empty places outlined in grime where equipment had once sat. It made him wonder what had happened in here and who was responsible.


    The open blinds over the large glass window in the medical bay provided a view into the rest of the complex that Biff hadn’t had yet. Mentally worn out from the constant sight of his cell in the warehouse, Biff was eager for any view that was different. Even the blue and white walls were a welcome sight.


    “While we wait, I have questions for you.”


    “Okay.” Biff had been fed and medicated and he hadn’t lost any of his fingers. There was a hole in one side of his hand that would always remind him of what had happened, though. I seriously doubt I’ll ever be able to spend time around a dog again.


    “Why are you along for this mission? As the only normal, you’re a weak link.”


    Biff knew that count wasn’t accurate, but he didn’t argue it in case some of his teammates were flying under the radar. “I’m an Eagle and good at my job.”


    “You work for the alpha, Angela?”


    “Yes.”


    “Have you ever dream walked?”


    Biff frowned lightly, shivering. “No, but I want to learn how.”


    “What is your relationship to the rest of the team?”


    “We’re brothers-in-arms.”


    “Do you have family in Safe Haven?”


    “No. I’m the last surviving member of my line.” Biff wasn’t happy about that, but he also wasn’t torn up anymore. He’d come to terms with it.


    “What was your job in Safe Haven?”


    “Eagle team member.”


    “And Eagles are your camp’s security force?”


    “Yes.”


    “What do you know about the Australian Resistance Force?”


    Biff didn’t protect their traitor. “I think Cerise said she’s a member, but I’ve never heard of them otherwise.”


    “Where is Saul taking our submarine?”


    Biff considered hedging on that one, but he assumed they already knew these answers and were looking for any excuse to resume the torture. He told the truth. “South, probably. He likes the idea of living on a small island and never being around people again.”


    “Why did you come here?”


    “To kill your boss.” Biff heard the woman start asking another question, but his attention was drawn by movement through the window. He saw a gurney being pushed by. It held a familiar man.


    Biff staggered off the table toward the window. “Greg?”


    “You’ve lost a heap of blood. You need to get back in the bed!” Sasha didn’t sense anything dangerous about Biff, but she wasn’t allowed to go back in and help him if he needed it. Reicher had made it clear she wasn’t allowed to be around the subjects anymore while they were alert.


    Also standing outside the exit, Owen got ready to go in even though he didn’t want to. He was the only guard this time because Biff was normal. Owen was suddenly sure that had been a mistake. “Get back in the bed!”


    Biff ignored their demands. He leaned against the window, staring at his friend. Greg’s body was covered in burns and bandages. There was even one over his foot.


    Greg’s head turned toward him. An empty eye socket glared in misery.


    Biff felt a part of his mind snap. A dangerous voice came through that new crack. Someone has to pay for this.


    Biff glanced up at the camera with a blank expression. “I don’t think I can make it back to the bed.”


    Outside the room, Sasha gestured at Owen. “You have to do it. I’m not allowed.”


    Owen reluctantly opened the door. He entered slowly, watching for trouble.


    Biff staggered against the window, paling even more as Greg was wheeled out of view. They might kill him now. “I really should have stayed in the bed.”


    Owen caught him as he fell. He got an arm around Biff and directed him toward the cot.


    Biff grabbed the knife from Owen’s belt sheath and wrapped his other arm around the bigger man’s shoulders in one smooth movement. He spun as he sliced, making it a beautiful dance that sprayed blood across the walls and the window.


    Watching through the doorway, Sasha screamed.


    Observing from the security room, Reicher cursed and sent an order for the hounds to go in.


    Biff jerked the knife across Owen’s throat a second time and then let the bloody body fall. He yanked the IV from his arm and dropped it as he ran toward the open door.


    Sasha took off. She made it into the next room and slammed her hand against the button to shut the door.


    A knife flew in a second later and hit her in the shoulder.


    The door shut and locked as she started bleeding and screaming.


    Biff kept going, sorry that it hadn’t been a kill shot. Throwing a knife while drugged, abused, starving, and with a chunk of flesh missing from his hand wasn’t something he’d practiced in Eagle training.


    Silent alarms began to flash through this level of the complex. Staff entered the nearest room and locked the doors like they were supposed to when a subject escaped.


    Biff was aware of how little time he would have to make this work. Without knowing the layout, he was running blindly down the hallway with only a paper gown and a bloody bandage on his hand, trying to figure out where they’d taken Greg. I have to save him!


    Biff wasn’t sure how he was going to do it, but every second out of that cage was worth it even if he failed.
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    Cerise stared in surprise as a half-naked bloke ran by the cafeteria window, dripping blood and IV fluid. She recognized Biff an instant later. I told Reicher not to underestimate Marc’s team.


    Cerise reluctantly rose and headed for the exit. She didn’t want to stop him, but she didn’t have a choice. If Reicher replayed the tapes and saw that she’d just sat here while an escaped subject went on a rampage, there would be hell to pay and that bill would come straight to her.


    Biff heard someone come out of a door behind him. He immediately spun around and lunged at them.


    Not expecting it, Cerise fell under his weight. They both began to struggle–her for an advantage in the fight and him for one of her weapons.


    Two large hounds ran down the hall toward them, both eager to eat anything they could before they were called off. Food supplies for the animals were also getting low, so their rations had shrunk.


    Biff’s Eagle training kicked in automatically. He heard Cerise’s graphic curses, but the sound of dog nails hurrying across the tiled floor was scarier. Biff used the little strength he had left to roll them over, lifting Cerise’s weapon while it was still in the holster. He pulled the trigger twice before she was able to shove his hand away.


    Both bullets hit the lead dog in the chest. It was thrown into the second one and knocked it into the wall.


    Cerise kept a tight hand around her holster and began punching backward with her elbows. She didn’t stop even when Biff sagged. She was furious that a rookie had gotten the best of her.


    The second dog recovered, but the smell of blood was too much for it to ignore. It began eating its dead pack mate.


    Cerise shoved herself away from Biff and rolled to her feet as she drew her gun. She stayed along the wall, swinging back and forth between him and the remaining hound. If either of them got aggressive, they would die. “I was just itching for food and quiet before my next duty. What the hell was wrong with that?”


     


    Reicher sent for a medic from a different floor, directing them to Sasha, but he kept an eye on Cerise and her captive as security rushed toward them. Sasha was popular among the staff. Her screams for help were ringing through every wing on this level. Biff might not make it back to a cell.


    Reicher made a quick choice about their new prisoner. He wasn’t happy to lose Owen, but he also wasn’t as upset as everyone would expect him to be. That death would add a new body to the diet of their breeders, and it would clear a slot he could use to tempt one of Marc’s team. “Who wants to join the enemy in exchange for fake freedom?”
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    “Do you have an appointment?”


    “Get out of my way!” Sasha pushed by the guard on the open door of the security room just before midnight. “You’re all absolutely useless!”


    She stomped in and stood in front of Reicher’s desk, not caring if she got in trouble. Seeing her dying sister, and then almost being killed, had dulled her fear of the boss. “We have to talk!”


    Joseph eyed the bandage on her shoulder and then her heaving breasts. He didn’t care that she’d been hurt, only that she was still alive to repeat her actions with him. He rubbed the bump on his head. Reicher hadn’t asked about his minor injury. He didn’t need to.


    Reicher was instantly furious, but Sasha was the most experienced medic they had on this floor. He didn’t want to bring any of the other medics up from the main lab. “So talk.”


    Sasha had been expecting a scolding first. It threw her off a little. She tried to regain her equilibrium. “Owen’s dead.”


    Reicher frowned at her. “I know. I ordered his body put into the rotation. That should make your sister happy. She’ll get a full portion again.”


    Sasha grimaced. “Isabel isn’t doing well. She doesn’t care about mince now.”


    Reicher held in a violent cough. “She should have been more careful around the subjects.”


    “Too right. We both should have, but that doesn’t change the fact that Owen is gone, my sister might die, and I’m the only one left to handle all the medical needs for this floor. I want you to order Subject Seven to help her. If you say no, I’ll stop working and you’ll have to put me in a cage to keep me from leaving.”


    Reicher normally wouldn’t have even considered it. He also would have met her challenge with exactly that order, but he needed her. For now.


    Sasha wisely closed her mouth and gave him time. She looked over at Joseph and smiled.


    Joseph immediately felt a reaction from his body. He gestured, keeping his hands out of Reicher’s view.


    Sasha nodded, agreeing to meet him tomorrow.


    Reicher’s tenor was icy. “I will let their healer attempt it, but only when I’m ready. If your sister isn’t strong enough to hang on, then a tortured captive isn’t going to be able to save her either.”


    Sasha wanted to argue, but it was clear from Reicher’s tone that he wasn’t going to give in. She stomped from the room without yelling.


    Reicher studied Joseph. “Congratulations on your new relationship.”


    Joseph stared back, tensing. He felt something coming that he wasn’t going to be happy about.


    Out in the hall, Sasha stopped, drawn. She wasn’t scared of Reicher, but he did have the power to make her life miserable while she was here. She listened.


    “However, your relationship is forbidden unless you join the breeding program.”


    “What?!”


    “If she falls in love with you, and I suspect she will, I lose yet another breeder and I can’t allow that. Join up and have her legally or end it now. If you don’t, I’ll remove you both and bring up medics from the lab who can obey directions.” Reicher stood and headed for the open door. “You have this post. I’ll be around.”


    Reicher left without responding to Joseph’s surprise or his anger about the ultimatum. He’d never left the man in charge before. I hope he’ll try to remember what’s at stake, but I need to get into Marc’s head. The only way I can do that is to get away and think.


    Reicher had realized he couldn’t stay hidden in the security room now that so much violence had happened with Marc’s team. His staff didn’t feel safe; rebellion talk was happening in dark corridors. He needed to revive his previous perception of walking death, not someone waiting for death to claim him. Once he took a few hours of thinking time, and did his duty as a donor, he planned to walk the complex and kill anyone who angered him. It would send a clear message to all of them and help calm things down.


    Reicher stepped by Sasha, who had frozen in fury at hearing the threats. “Get to your post.”


    Sasha watched him go with open dislike on her face. Yes, grandpa.


    Reicher’s shoulders tensed.


    Sasha prepared to run.


    Reicher forced himself to keep going. He needed her skills, and her fate was already set. He’d seen it many times while checking the future for his own destiny. All he had to do was leave her alone until it happened, then her punishment for disobeying orders and challenging authority would be complete.


    Reicher entered the isolation flat where Marc had been held. He sat on the mattress covering the rickety cot and drew his gun. He put it on the mattress next to him in case he needed it. I will find a way into your brain, Marcus. And when I do, you’ll never get me out of there.
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    Sasha stepped back into the security room with a pounding heart and two sets of handcuffs she’d stolen from the guard post down the hall. Her attention went to the timer now counting the last 20 minutes until the door locked again. Reicher wouldn’t be happy if he found out she was breeding out of turn with an unapproved donor.


    But he’s dying, and no one owns me. I’ll do whoever I want! Sasha didn’t care anymore. Owen was gone and her sister was on her deathbed. I can’t be alone down here. I have to have a bond with someone or I’ll go insane. Reicher needs me. I’m almost a queen now.


    Joseph felt her entrance. He tried to ignore her as he kept entering the day’s test results, but it was hard. Stiff wood began lifting his uniform and gave him away. All he’d been able to think about was her next shower visit. “You shouldn’t be in here. We’ll meet in the morning.”


    Sasha sashayed to his desk and dropped both sets of cuffs. “Put them on or I’m leaving.”


    Joseph immediately gave in. He cuffed his left hand, and held out the right for Sasha to do. Reicher was in an isolation flat now. He doubted the man would return anytime soon. He was trying to get into his prey’s mind. Joseph didn’t believe it was possible. Reicher would have to give him leadership, despite what he’d said. That means I’m almost the boss. I can do what I want.


    Sasha snapped the cuff shut, then put the keys on his desk so he could reach them if she had to leave suddenly. He might have to use his mouth and bend over until he thought his guts would pop, but it was doable.


    “I’ll cover it. Hurry up!” The hard-on inside his uniform was throbbing and leaking like it did during his shower moments.


    Sasha wasn’t here for her pleasure, though she planned to teach him how to handle that later. Right now, she needed to cement her control over him. “I’m taking your virginity. Do you consent?”


    “Yes!” Joseph grinned eagerly, trying not to squirm and make the cuffs rattle. The guard was on a patrol, but he would hurry back if they made too much noise.


    Sasha began removing her clothes.


    Joseph fought the automatic urge to attack her. He curled his fingers into tight fists.


    Sasha stood naked before him for a minute, letting him see what a woman looked like. She rubbed herself lightly and watched his eyes dilate into heavy need.


    Joseph whimpered when she reached for him. He bucked into her grip through the clothes and almost finished it himself, alone.


    Sasha smiled softly. “Count to 50 and we’re there.”


    Joseph began counting.


    Sasha freed his member and lifted her leg to straddle him.


    Joseph lunged upward, unable to wait or control himself. He impaled her roughly, bringing a cry from both of them.


    Sasha held the arm of the chair and let him have his way. The rough thrusts didn’t hurt thanks to the painkillers for her knife wound. His sudden movement had just startled her.


    Joseph regressed into an animal, thrusting upward so hard that he bumped her further away. He moaned and then sobbed as she settled onto his lap and held onto his shoulders.


    Sasha leaned back to view his face.


    Joseph butted his skull into her chin and screamed as he climaxed.


    They moaned and groaned together–one in ecstasy and the other in pain.
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    Outside the door, Cerise shook her head and walked away. She should report it, but she had a rough duty coming up now, too. At least mine won’t end with a broken nose.


    Cerise went to the isolation flat and tapped once.


    “Enter.”


    She closed herself off mentally and then joined Reicher in the small, barren room.


    He moved the gun to the floor and patted the cot next to his naked body.


    Cerise went with a fake smile and settled herself across his lap. After he spanked her, he would provide her donor session. This would continue for weeks, or until she received a positive pregnancy test. This wasn’t the first child he had sired on her. Cerise knew his routines well.


    I didn’t care before. She held in a wince at the first hard slap to her cheek. Now, I hate it.


    Reicher chuckled indulgently. “We all have to do things we hate. This doesn’t even make the top five of the worst.”


    Cerise chuckled with him, while inside she died a little.


    Reicher was still feeling the need to bond with someone. He missed the nightly talks with Marc. He pulled her off his lap. “You will face me this time.” Reicher sent a small pleasure spell that immediately lit Cerise up against her will.


    “Why?” He normally didn’t want to make eye contact during these moments. Cerise didn’t trust him even for something like a new sexual position.


    Reicher rubbed her body as she settled over him, ignoring the pain in his guts. “Because I want you to remember this moment and feel how good it was and that it came in the arms of your enemy.”


    They both froze, minds connecting to show them what they’d missed.


     


    “What is your relationship to the rest of the team?”


    “We’re brothers-in-arms.”


     


    Biff’s answer was the answer.


    Reicher grinned happily. He sent another pleasure spell that forced Cerise to tighten around him like a glove.


    She twitched and groaned, hating herself while craving more.


    “Let go. Join with me, Cerise. We’ll be unstoppable until I die.”


    She didn’t see another option and the lust was riding her hard now. “It makes sense that sex and death would end up together.”


    Reicher held in a grin. “Who have you killed?”


    “Myself.” Cerise climaxed hard, losing her breath and more of her sanity.


    Reicher joined her, shuddering. This would be his last child, but the girl would be too powerful for anyone to control. I will die, but my hatred will live on forever.
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    “It’s not safe for you to be here, sir.”


    Reicher approached the window of the hallway outside the warehouse a few hours later. Staff members were staring at him in surprise. He never came down here. Their morning was starting differently than they were used to.


    Thalia sent in a security request through the computer, but since Owen’s murder, the rest of their forces were reluctant to answer calls from this level. She only expected someone to come this time if they used their cameras and saw the boss was here.


    “Don’t concern yourself, Thalia.”


    “Dad. Really, it’s not safe. These subjects are almost uncontrollable.”


    “I know.”


    His pointed pitch discouraged her from the urge to take his arm like a frail old man and escort him out. He might look that part, but he would never play it.


    Thalia had been raised in this lab. She had no desire to leave. She was good at her job, and she had enough authority to make her feel needed. Even the nervousness from her impending marriage couldn’t compare to the contentment of working under her father.


    Reicher tuned her out. His eldest daughter was nothing like him. Her skills in the torture field were irreplaceable. Her management abilities were non-existent. Reicher was the opposite when it came to applying pain. All he did was send details on a subject’s mental anguish, but Thalia figured out how to make them tick and tock with it. “But it’s not working this time.”


    “No.” Thalia also scanned the caged men who were being shocked with cattle prods. “We’ve only had this problem one other time and never with so many subjects.”


    Reicher coughed lightly. “The Mitchel.”


    “Yes. But we will break Alexa. Corbin will do it. There’s no one better.”


    Reicher had approved his daughter as a match for Corbin as soon as he broke the Mitchel, but they’d been waiting for almost a year now. Thalia was trying to hide her disappointment with false confidence.


    Reicher let it slide. Not because he loved her and wanted her to be happy, but because he was in the middle of a mental moment. “Shut up.”


    Thalia retreated out of his range, reminded of the past when she’d been foolish enough to push him.


    The other staff members around them hid frowns. Every one of them liked Thalia.


    Reicher noted that as another difference between them. He was never going to be a crowd favorite. He did like it that Thalia had managed to win over most of the staff, though. If he had to give orders that were detrimental to their mood, he would have her do it and save himself a riot. That would only work one time, but if he felt like he needed to use that escape, then it was probably the time it was most needed.


    Thalia sensed her father was on the verge of a breakthrough. She relaxed. He often got snappy when he was about to make a leap in one of their fields of study or an improvement to the way they did things. His brisk attitude was a defense mechanism. He wanted to be left alone so he could concentrate.


    Thalia glanced away as Reicher wiped blood from his nose. His condition had worsened since the last time she saw him. Thalia couldn’t remember exactly how long that had been. Reicher never came to these rooms, and he hardly ever ate in the cafeteria. I think it was when I delivered those personal updates six months after the war.


    Thalia wanted a better bond with her father, but like Joseph, she didn’t know how to get it. The best I can do is help with his work, his goals, and try not to get in his way.


    Thalia motioned the rest of the staff toward the exit. Whenever her father got like this, he preferred privacy. He liked to talk aloud, but he didn’t want others to hear the way his thought process worked.


    Reicher was glad she’d caught on. Because she had, he didn’t protest when she stayed. Joseph, in all of his greedy contemplations, had forgotten about Thalia. Just because a female had never inherited leadership before in these labs, it didn’t mean that couldn’t happen in the case of an emergency.


    But I really don’t want to break all the rules. These labs had been in place for 100 years and they’d produced some amazing results. I would hope even an heir I don’t want would be better than completely upending the system and hoping something good came from it. “I may go out there. As soon as they see me, they’re going to start causing problems and distractions. Warn the staff not to be fooled.”


    Thalia began typing it into the computer. The auto-generated voice would inform the staff through their earbuds or their pagers.


    The torture command center held a computer system and a locked case full of devices that had all been used on Marc’s team now, with little success. Only Subject Two was responding the way other captives had during this process, but Reicher didn’t want to take manhood capabilities from all of the team. There is another way to convince him to do what I want. “I’m not taking a guard. The only way to open those cages is through the security room. If a cage opens, it was intentional, and Joseph should be executed when you take control.”


    Thalia looked up at the camera in the corner. She could feel Joseph watching them and frowning.


    “Do you really think–” Thalia stopped herself. Of course, her father thought Joseph was capable of it. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t have made that statement. As for her taking control, Thalia made a face. She didn’t want Reicher’s job.


    Reicher gave her a quick nod of approval, but his mind was deep into the well-proven fact that brothers-in-arms and sisters-in-arms created bonds that would last throughout a lifetime. Most of those moments came from surviving death. Some of those moments came through the pain they were forced to endure to complete a mission. Most of those bonds came from simply being in the same place at the same time and living through the same conditions or situation. Survivors of disasters often had a bond with complete strangers.


    The labs had always run on the theory that subjects didn’t need to know each other to form a bond while being held captive in a place that hurt them every single day. It’s part of why he had kept Marc’s team separate. He didn’t want their already strong bonds to increase, but he had a new idea based on reading through the files. Marc and Kenn had served together long before the war. It was well-known that they didn’t like each other, but their missions had been successful, even the ones they didn’t feel that way about. “I’m testing theory HK129. Update the file as needed.”


    Both Thalia and Joseph opened their copies of that file and read the details to familiarize themselves with what Reicher was about to do.


    Theory HK129: Subjects who hate each other can have stronger bonds than friends.


    Reicher moved over to the computer and typed in a new command for the staff.


    Staff members in the warehouse began turning the cages into a semi-circle, allowing the subjects to have contact for the first time since they’d been captured. They had been able to hear each other often, but it wasn’t the same as getting a clear view. Only Marc had been treated differently.


    Reicher, Thalia, and Joseph surveyed the subjects as the cages were rotated and injuries were revealed.
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    Stunned silence held most of the captives quiet for a few seconds of observation and anger. Not all of Marc’s team was alert enough to scan for injuries. Those who were, instantly bonded to the team they hadn’t been sure of while on the submarine. These Eagles had been on crews together and handled missions for Safe Haven, but none of them were actually friends beyond Biff and Greg and even their relationship hadn’t progressed past a few drinks and words of comfort.


    Seeing missing body parts, bloody wounds, and freshly healing scars created a bond that was infinitely stronger than just being a team member. Now they were victims, all brought together for the same goal in the same place. Fresh determination lit up their dulled eyes and provided a small layer of immunity to the medium-strength shocks that two of the staff members had been delivering for hours now.


    Gus remembered not to tense against the electricity. When his muscles were tense, the shock dug in and fought its way through, causing unbearable pain. When he relaxed and let it go through, he was a conduit relaying power from one place to the other. The problem came when the electricity didn’t have an outlet. Gus had learned to put his hand outside the cage and hope one of the hounds came by. If he touched the cage, the entire thing became electrified and shocked him repeatedly until it dissipated. He’d also figured out if he could touch one of the staff members going by he could transfer it to them, but they’d only made that mistake once.


    Gus scanned the teammates around him, horrified. There had to be a better way to do this.


    Greg’s empty eye socket glared at all of them. He’d gotten the most of it, though not the worst of it. His missing eye and toes, and broken fingers, couldn’t compare to the blood dried to the inside of Shawn’s thighs. His shrunken member was an odd color and his face was exceptionally pale. Gus didn’t know exactly what they’d done to Shawn, but he was immediately glad that it hadn’t happened to him.


    Gus saw Kenn’s nod of awareness and confirmation that they were all in this together. Several of the other team members motioned back, sharing support and information. Gus just hoped being allowed to see each other meant they would be allowed out of the cages for a while. He’d figured out this wasn’t a normal house of torture. It happened regularly and it was awful, but it wasn’t designed to kill. The people doing this wanted something from them. Gus was ready to give it.


    In the cage next to Gus, Shawn didn’t move at all. He was living inside his mind now, refusing to face reality and what his life would be like after this. In those few brief seconds when the pain hit and he was forced to come back, all he could think about was how much he would be willing to trade places with Greg. If it was just my eye and some toes, I might be able to survive.


    It wasn’t cold in the warehouse, but Shawn still shivered. Then he spotted Marc.


    Marc stared back at him with unreadable blue eyes and a body that didn’t look injured at all. Shawn went back down into his mind so the fury and jealousy didn’t eat him up. This was all part of the game their enemy was playing. And I lost. Even if this mission is a success, I still lost.


    Greg squinted with his good eye, trying to view into all the cells to verify the entire team was here. He didn’t think he needed to squint from this distance, but he hadn’t gotten used to only having one eye that worked.


    Greg saw seven cells and no rookies other than Biff. He wanted to be upset, but he couldn’t take his eye from Biff’s beaten body. He and Harry were in cells next to each other and both of them looked like they’d been used as punching bags. It didn’t help that the staff was giving Biff and Harry more of the shocks than anyone else.


    Biff’s body was a bruise from top to bottom. He had dried blood and broken stitches that were allowing blood to leak from his many injuries.


    Harry’s body was much the same, though he was missing fingers and some of his bruises were starting to turn color, indicating his beating had happened before Biff’s. That said Harry had snapped first. Greg was surprised. He had expected Kenn or Shawn to go first.


    Marc refused to look at either of those men. His guilt wouldn’t allow it.


    All of the team had questions and concerns about home that they wanted to share, but none of them did. It wasn’t a good idea to fill each other with distractions and fears that they couldn’t fix or handle right now.


    Greg decided to take a chance. “Why are you picking on the runts of our litter?”


    The nearest staff member with a cattle prod glared at Harry and then Biff. “When you hurt one of ours, we get upset.”


    Everyone was surprised to hear that as much as they were shocked that the staff member had answered. Biff hurting someone wasn’t a surprise. Harry’s snap was.


    Greg was encouraged by the conversation. He had to keep going. “Who did they hurt?”


    The staff member didn’t answer this time. He looked toward an empty warehouse wall and waited for instructions.


    Harry and Biff missed the moment. Everyone else understood that wall contained an exit or a viewing glass.


    Reicher’s icy voice came over the speaker. “Light conversation is allowed. Continue.”


    Marc grunted. “That’s the boss man, in case you guys don’t already know. His name is Carl Alexander Reicher. He’s a Holocaust denier, a compassionate dictator, and an amazingly gifted descendant. He’s also dying.”


    Everyone who heard that silently agreed, even his own daughter and staff. The description was perfect.


    Greg focused on the evil man with the cattle prod again. “So, who did they hurt?”


    The staff member, Wallie, hit Harry with the cattle prod again, even though the man was no longer conscious to respond to the pain. “He hurt Isabel. She and the babies may die now.”


    Standing next to him, the other captor gave Biff two long shocks to an ankle already covered in burn marks. “He killed our security guard and stabbed our medic. You people are incredibly dangerous.”


    The team laughed through their misery. It was true, but it was also ironic that the person torturing them felt that way.


    “Animals!”


    None of the team bothered to argue with the angry cattle prodder. Anyone who could think it was okay to force someone through a procedure or process that might threaten their lives and then turn around and call them the problem was mentally screwed up. A debate with them made no sense.


    Kenn had lost his patience a week ago. The need to get out of this cage was overwhelming He laughed with the team, but he didn’t keep communicating in Eagle hand code. He hadn’t forgotten that Mitchels had been in the labs. It was likely that the boss here already knew their code. “So when are we being let out? We’re all eager for what comes next.”


    Wallie wasn’t surprised by the egos and inflated confidence of the subjects. During his time on the warehouse floor with them, Wallie had come to several conclusions. The biggest of those, he hadn’t shared with Reicher because he wasn’t sure if it would get him in trouble for doubting the process. He never had before, but it was clear it wasn’t going to work on these men. It might have worked on the rookies they’d burned alive, but even them, Wallie wasn’t sure about. These men are different.


    Wallie stored the cattle prod on his belt, obeying a computer-generated order through his earbud. The other staff members did the same. “That’s the boss’s call.”


    He and the rest of the staff moved toward the elevator, but it didn’t open, and they didn’t leave.


    Kenn and the rest of the team immediately turned to Marc, waiting for words of encouragement or a new plan. Like Shawn, all of them saw how well he’d been treated and tried not to react to it. Their enemy would want them jealous, but that was also a perk of leadership. Even in centuries-old wars, it had been common for chiefs to be well-treated upon surrender or capture. That had only lasted a brief time, however. All of the team was certain Marc’s misery was coming. It was a matter of when, not if.


    Marc didn’t have any words to give them. He remained silent while the team exchanged worried glances and began to discuss the explosion in Safe Haven.


    Reicher was disappointed Marc wasn’t giving more of himself. He activated the speaker. “I wish for one of you to join me. If you will take the staff’s place while they’re on break, I will consider you for a job.”


    The team looked at each other in firm denial.


    Except for Gus. He found his mouth opening easily. “I’ll do it.”


    “Don’t give in, man!” Greg tried to lend comfort. “We can’t be here much longer. Something has to give.”


    Kenn flexed his hands, ignoring the pain from broken fingers and cracked ribs. It wasn’t the first time he’d had injuries like this. The bruises and burns were nothing compared to the pain in his lungs when he drew in a deep breath, but he was certain their captors knew that. Out of everyone, he and Marc were in the best shape, but Marc didn’t have severe weight loss. The rest of the team had been steadily weakened through lack of food and water. Kenn understood why Gus was caving. He just didn’t agree with it. “Hang on a little longer, Gus.”


    Gus ignored them to stare at the cattle prods. “I assume I’m killed on the spot if I try to escape?”


    Reicher’s voice was like stone as it came through the speaker. “I will not give you the terms of a deal. You will obey or stay in your cell.”


    Gus shrugged. “I’ll do it. Anything is better than being in here for another week, or two, or ten.”


    “You fucking traitor!”


    “Don’t do it!”


    Gus didn’t react to the shouts and disapproval from his team. He shielded his mind to prevent them from being able to reach him while he had his gifts back. He didn’t want to hear their insults or their begging. He also didn’t want to give it away that the drugs had worn off early on him this time.


    Gus’s cell beeped and then the front of it swung open.


    Gus quickly stepped out. He stretched his arms and legs and gently popped his spine, thrilled. His bruises and burns stung and reminded him of every moment spent in there. He glared toward Marc, then looked around.


    The warehouse was filthy around the cages, but Gus was able to see that the rest of the wide building was pristine. It did indeed have cots and bathrooms along one wall for the staff. They really do live in here and go to sleep listening to our screams. How awful for all of us.


    The smell of the warehouse was different from inside the stinky cage. He was able to smell water and bleach, two odors that were infinitely better than body odor and waste, but he also picked up fear.


    Everyone tensed as a cattle prod slid across the floor and hit Gus’s bare foot.


    Gus picked it up. He rotated toward the staff members.


    All the staff cringed against the elevator, stunned that Reicher would allow this. They were positive they were about to be killed.


    The staff was small in comparison to Gus. It would be easy for him to overwhelm them, but he still wouldn’t be able to open the warehouse exit. Gus turned toward Harry and delivered a short blast to the unconscious man.


    The rest of the team began shouting obscenities as Gus moved from cage to cage, shocking them in places that hadn’t been hit yet. He had an obsession with designs and some of their legs held bare spots that could be filled in with something beautiful.


    Reicher returned to the window to watch as Gus began to enjoy the job while his team shouted and screamed.


    Behind him, Thalia made detailed notes. Her dad didn’t believe he was good in the torture field, but his ideas usually worked. All she did was carry them out. I wish I was more like him so he would spend more time with me. I don’t want his job. I like mine, but I also want to love my father for at least one moment in my life before he dies.


    Reicher stored that desire from her and continued to search Marc’s expression for a clue into that stunning brain. Even while drugged and without his gifts, Marc had a natural shield over his mind that was hard to get through and still didn’t shed much light once Reicher was in there. Marc was a complex man with more secrets than Reicher had expected. Just monitoring his thoughts wouldn’t get enough answers. Reicher had returned to old-fashioned detective work. The body always gives us away in some way. You just have to know what you’re hunting for.


    Marc blinked twice as Gus started shocking Kenn. It was his only reaction. Reicher caught it.


    He allowed the torture to go on until Gus had shocked every member of his team several times. Each time it was Kenn’s turn, Marc blinked or his hand twitched or he looked away.


    Reicher examined Marc, suddenly sure that he had found it. He can take the abuse of everyone else because it’s a common bond. When it comes to the other Marine, the old connection kicks in. He can hear it and know what’s going on, but if he has to watch it, that might snap the lock he has over his emotions and allow me a small space to stick in a pry bar. Seeing it on the monitors was nothing to him. In person is very different.


    Reicher relayed a new order into the computer.


    Thalia read the command as it went through and agreed. Gus would be a valuable part of their team once he finished his conversion process. Turning on his teammates was just the start of him proving his loyalty, though. He was out of the cell now, but he was no freer than he had been while he was in it.


    Out in the warehouse, Wallie slowly approached Gus. “You’re being moved to the medical bay and then the security dorm. Surrender your weapon and follow me.”


    Gus almost couldn’t do it. There was a place left on Marc’s ankle that didn’t have a scratch or bruise or burn.


    Marc felt Gus’s new obsession. He stuck his leg through the cage bars. “Whatever makes you happy, traitor.”


    Gus shocked him happily, laughing like a loon.


    Kenn looked away this time, unable to take Marc’s pain.


    Marc shoved backward out of Gus’s reach and tried not to touch the bars until the electricity dissipated. Like Gus, he’d figured out what he could do with it and what he couldn’t.


    Staff members came back over and began turning the cells away from each other.


    Gus followed Wallie to a door in the wall that they’d all been staring at without knowing what was there. He vanished through the egress that quickly shut.


    Behind him, the torture resumed.
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    Reicher faced his smiling daughter. “You may speak now.”


    Thalia didn’t appear related to him. Her blonde hair and bright blue eyes marked her as Mitchel offspring. Reicher had already forgotten what family line her mother had come from, but it wouldn’t surprise him to find out they were mixed with Mitchels. He didn’t keep track of things like that. Despite his hatred of Jewish people, he didn’t pay attention to ethnicity when it came to doing this job. Hatred was counterproductive when he had citizens from all cultures working under him, including Jewish survivors. There were also proud nationalists, angry supremacists, and other sarcastic Holocaust deniers. He wasn’t loyal to any of them. That wasn’t his mission here.


    Thalia beamed at him in pride. “You’ve got him now. HK129 is no longer a theory. Prima work!”


    Reicher tried to feel good from her praise. A connection to a family member was encouraged in leadership to help keep them human.


    Thalia tried again. “He’s a wonderful choice as heir. I’m looking forward to retraining him.”


    “Yes, you do good work.”


    Her face brightened at the rare praise. “Thank you.” She decided to take a chance. “Would you like to take dinner with me tonight?”


    “Absolutely not.” Reicher headed for the exit. I feel nothing for her.


    Thalia’s face fell. She went to the computer to make notes, trying not to cry.


     


    Joseph saw it all from the main control room. He was seething about Reicher’s comments, but he was also terrified that Thalia was right. Reicher had figured out how to get into Marc’s head. Now, he would use it to reshape the man into what he needed.


    “Unless I interfere.” Joseph checked the timer on the security door. “He’ll be sent to medical for a checkup at some point. When he does, I’ll visit him.”


    Joseph grinned evilly. “And maybe I’ll end that subject on the spot. Marc can’t become the heir if he stops breathing.”
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    The medical bay was a lot colder than the warehouse had been. Gus sat in the chair next to an empty gurney, delighted to be in clean clothes and sitting down. He’d been here for an hour now. He didn’t have many serious injuries. The broken toes were healing and most of his burns were minor even though they hurt like they were worse. His captors were experts at causing non-lethal pain.


    The medical bay was almost empty. It was obvious that it was about to be used for something other than medical care. Maybe interrogations, Gus thought.


    He’d been handcuffed to the chair by both wrists. Then an injured medic had come in to treat his injuries and check his health status. The bandage on her shoulder and her nose had been a glaring reminder that his teammates were willing to hurt women.


    Gus wasn’t okay with that in any situation, including this one. He’d told Marc so on the submarine. The UN had been famed for letting women into normally male jobs, but Marc had told him he would follow his training when it mattered. I walked away from him then. I should have told him to leave me on the sub.


    Sasha had pronounced Gus fit, and then she’d pointed to a stack of clothes for him to change into. She’d shakily unlocked his cuff on one side, dropped the key onto the floor by his feet, and then rushed out of the room. She was clearly traumatized and too fragile to be here.


    Gus wanted to search her mind, but he’d refused to give away the only tiny advantage he had. He was more than surprised to still have his gifts. He’d expected to be drugged again. It’s a trick. They want me to turn on my team, and I have. I guess it worked.


    It had occurred to Gus that he didn’t approve of most of Safe Haven’s methods of training. He didn’t like being here in this torture house either, but Safe Haven was supposed to be the good guys. They didn’t act like it, though.


    Gus knew he was starting to crack mentally. It was terrible to be aware of it and not be able to stop it, but he couldn’t. Betraying his teammates was small in comparison to the mental rifts in his mind now.


    He’d also found himself harboring an enormous amount of hatred for Brittani. He disliked Daryl and he was upset with Thelma and Dwight, but he felt true animosity for Brittani. He’d never hated another living soul until now.


    She pushed me into this. I never would have volunteered for a run like this without her betrayal. She said we would be together forever. She even told other people we would be together forever, and as soon as something sparkly came along, she left me cold.


    Gus thought about Trinity next. She had wanted him for breeding purposes and bragging rights. She hadn’t loved him either, but her death had still put a big dent in his life and caused the fractures in his mind to expand. He wasn’t sure why he had reacted that way, but he blamed it on Brittani. Why couldn’t she just love me the way I love her?!


    The speaker on the wall activated. “Mankind has been asking that question for way too long. A better question would be why do you need her to love you at all?”


    Gus recognized the boss’s voice and understood the man was in his mind and he hadn’t even noticed it. He gave a sad shrug. “It’s just the way humans are wired, I guess.”


    Reicher encouraged the conversation. “I’m trying to rewire the human brain to not require love in a relationship.”


    “That sounds good to me.” And it really did. Gus firmly believed if not for emotions, people would be more logical and make better choices. “I think the world would have been a safer place.”


    “So do I.” Reicher was still outside the warehouse, observing Marc and his remaining team, but the monitor was focused on the medical bay where Gus was waiting. Reicher hadn’t ordered them to drug Gus yet so he could observe the man’s gifts without the haze of medication. “It’s time to prove your words.”


    “What do you want me to do?”


    “Use your skills.”


    Gus already knew who the intended targets would be. Anything to get out of that cage! “I’ll agree, on one condition.”


    “You’re not in a position to bargain over the terms of employment!” Reicher coughed suddenly and cut it off.


    Gus heard the danger line and continued anyway. “Nevertheless, I want your word I’ll be hired on permanently after I prove myself.”


    “Why do you want to work for your enemy?”


    “I recently found out I like hurting people. It takes away my own pain.”


    Reicher saw that in Gus’s mind again, like he had when the man volunteered. “One of your teammates needs to be punished for injuring our medic. You’re not allowed to stop until I tell you to.”


    Gus steeled himself, suddenly hoping Marc was brought in even though he knew Marc hadn’t hurt the medic. “If you want it, you’ll get it.”


    The door opened less than a minute later. Two large, twitchy security guards dragged Biff’s body into the room and lifted him onto the metal gurney. Even though he was unconscious, they still handcuffed him to the bed by his wrists.


    Both the guards were big and bulky and wearing the tools they needed to defend themselves even against his kind, but it was obvious that fear was in control. They wouldn’t even have been considered rookies in Safe Haven.


    The guards quickly left while casting curious looks at Gus.


    Gus assumed everyone knew what was about to happen in here. “Am I supposed to wait until he wakes up?”


    Reicher’s confused, rough tenor came through the speaker. “Why does that matter?”


    Gus shrugged again. “It doesn’t. Pain or serious injury?”


    “Pain, of course. It’s the number one factor in motivation.”


    The door slid open again. Cerise entered, interpreting the situation in a brief second to come up with an accurate conclusion. Reicher had sent her in here to punish her and test her at the same time. Biff wasn’t the only one in a bad situation.


    Gus glared at Cerise. He didn’t care about her bruises. “I wish I was allowed to hurt you.”


    The entire team hated her because she’d betrayed them, but it hadn’t been because she hated Safe Haven or them. “It wasn’t personal. You just do your job, and I’ll do mine.”


    Gus turned his anger on Biff’s unconscious body.


    Cerise watched Gus torture his own teammate. She wasn’t surprised Reicher was having him do this. It was a systematic way to turn team members against each other, but she was surprised the person he was torturing wasn’t awake. She reckoned Biff had become expendable now. Reicher was testing Gus to see if he would follow through.


    Because there were no screams, Gus was able to do it without guilt. If he’d heard Biff screaming, that might have been a different story. As it was, he sent pain up and down Biff’s motionless body in thick waves that Gus used to soothe his mental anguish. I really do like causing others pain. When this is all over, they’re going to have to lock me up somewhere to keep me from hurting innocent people.


    Reicher let it go on for a few more minutes and then activated the speaker. “You can stop now.”


    But Gus couldn’t. He continued to send pain spells that would have dropped Biff to his knees if he’d been awake and able to stand.


    Cerise forced herself to get involved; she could already feel Reicher about to give her the order to do it. She took a step toward Gus. “Stop it.”


    Furious at being interrupted, Gus turned his anger on Cerise.


    Not expecting it, his pain spell swarmed her and took her to the ground. Awful shrieks ripped from her throat.


    Reicher also let that go on for a few minutes. Cerise hadn’t been punished for most of her transgressions while away from the lab and that included sleeping with Captain Miles Silver to gain control of the nuclear submarine that was now missing in action.


    Gus ran out of energy before he ran out of will. The spell slowly faded. He shivered and shuddered, wishing it wasn’t over yet.


    Reicher activated the speaker. Approval laced his voice. “You’re on probation.”


    “Who do I have to kill to make it official?”


    “Report to the lounge for that answer. Cerise will show you the way.” Reicher deactivated the speaker to keep them from hearing his violent coughing fit.


    Cerise picked herself up off the floor, wiping away tears and glaring. She didn’t argue, however. Reicher could just as easily have told Gus to kill her.


    Biff still didn’t move as he was left alone on the table. That didn’t stop his mental screams. He’d been awake the whole time. He was too drugged to react, and Gus hadn’t thought to scan his mind. It was another punishment for the life that Biff had taken.


    The two twitchy security guards came back in and dragged Biff off the gurney. They took him out into the hallway and turned down a corridor that led away from the warehouse.
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    Cerise led Gus down the tiled hallway, staying next to him and ready for anything. Biff had been able to take her by surprise and he was only a rookie. Gus had been in Safe Haven longer and he was twice as big. If he gave her problems, she’d already chosen to eliminate him. One bullet was better than more of the pain he’d already delivered.


    Gus pulled his loose sweatpants up over his smaller stomach and held them there as he marched down the blue and white hall. He saw a lot of empty rooms with dark windows, and doors that led to places he could only guess about, but he sensed the boss man didn’t spend much time here. It was filthy and it stank. It was unlikely that the boss was willing to tolerate this environment.


    “Reicher prefers the security room.” She was still shocked that he’d come down. Cerise led Gus to a set of double doors. She knocked twice and then opened the one on the right. “Stand in the middle of the lounge and wait for orders.”


    Gus entered without hesitation. He was thrilled to be out of the cage and eager to forge a different life. And hopefully at some point that life will cross paths with my ex and I can make it clear how I feel about her betrayal.


    Gus realized the lounge was nothing like the name implied. There was a large metal table in the center of the room. Three kids were sitting or sleeping on it. Two of those were twin infants. At the end of the table, an older female with a tight bun and a severe profile kept her hand on the baby nearest to the edge. Gus assumed she was a nurse or nanny.


    Next to the table was a steel cart with various implements that could be used for medical procedures or torture.


    The large square room had bare concrete walls and a concrete floor, like the warehouse. There were no other furnishings. It stank like mold and felt damp. Gus assumed they cleaned it out with hoses whenever they were done with whatever happened in here.


    At the other end of the table, a descendant inside a powerful shield observed his every move. The woman was large-eyed, large-armed, large-chested, and small-legged. It was an odd combination that drew his attention repeatedly, but Gus wasn’t fooled by her 5’2” elfish appearance. Some of the smallest people were the most dangerous. Marc was proof of that. He wasn’t the biggest man in their camp by any means, but he was easily the most lethal. Gus disliked him for that too.


    Gus saw cameras in the corners, along with the usual speaker boxes and that was it. It was him, three sleepy kids, a nanny, a powerful descendant, and Cerise.


    Cerise ignored the glares from the other staff members. Marion was a caretaker for the kids and Valerie was their executioner.


    Cerise hated Valerie. She had for a long time. She still didn’t know if Valerie had been the one who’d killed her kids after the war. It was unlikely that Reicher had let the powerful alpha leave this complex, but Cerise couldn’t help hating the woman anyway. Abomination.


    Valerie smirked, scanning the red mark on Cerise’s arm. She’d put it there a long time ago. “Bloody dog.”


    Marion’s lip curled. She didn’t like Cerise either.


    Still commanding things from the guard room outside the warehouse, Reicher activated the speaker. “Bringing in the prisoner.”


    Gus observed in satisfaction as Goldie was brought in by two not-as-big but just-as-twitchy security guards. Goldie was handcuffed, bloody, bruised, and begging. He’d clearly given up the idea of bringing down his enemy.


    “No!” Goldie tried to run to the table.


    The guards pummeled him mercilessly.


    Goldie cringed away. “Don’t hurt them!”


    The guards forced him to the rear wall and handcuffed him there.


    Gus studied the twins. Those are his kids.


    Valerie had been monitoring his thoughts. No one kept her out unless she let them. “Use the gold knife from the tray. When we give the order, make one quick slice across each neck. We don’t want them to suffer.”


    “Don’t do it! Please, Gus! Please don’t hurt my babies!” Goldie continued to scream and beg for the lives of his children.


    Gus was still inspecting the kids. The twins were obviously ill. They weren’t going to last much longer on their own. The third child was a small boy who appeared perfectly healthy.


    “I’m sorry! Don’t hurt my kids! Take me instead!” Goldie knew Reicher was punishing him for not killing Cerise during the invasion.


    Gus didn’t want to be a part of this. Torturing an adult was one thing. Hurting kids or women was another. I should have stayed in the cage.


    Valerie looked toward the camera. “You can take him back now. He’s not going to follow through.”


    Marion leaned away from Gus in case he got the idea to use her as a hostage.


    Cerise drew her gun. “You won’t be going back to your cell if you betray us. Your body will go to the cafeteria. Then we’ll eat you.”


    Another rift fractured in Gus’s mind. He froze in place, torn between his duty and a nightmare.


    The speaker activated with Reicher’s voice. “Do you need a moment to consider our agreement?”


    A shiver went up Gus’s spine. He heard the unspoken warning that the torture he’d received so far would feel like a summer breeze compared to what would happen if he failed to deliver. Gus slowly shook his head and moved toward the cart.


    Reicher’s tenor came over the speaker again. “Count down from five.”


    Marion immediately began counting. “Five… Four…”


    Valerie had already gathered energy for the spell. She began shoving it through the door in her mind with the simple symbol of a clock. All alpha descendants had that door, but few of them were able to open it.


    Cerise motioned toward Gus with her gun. “Get the knife!”


    Cerise didn’t want to be in here at all, but it was another punishment from Reicher. Almost every free moment she had now was filled with torture in some form. He didn’t care that she might already be carrying his offspring. When Reicher wanted someone punished, the punishment lasted until he was satisfied.


    “Opening the stream.” Valerie concentrated on her job, confident that Cerise would protect her if it was needed even though they were sworn enemies. She lowered her shield, so she only had one thing to concentrate on.


    Gus stopped in surprise. Everything was moving too slowly. Just walking was like trying to punch through water. She’s slowing time!


    Valerie concentrated harder. Grabbing ahold of the time stream was a difficult thing to do no matter who you were. Doing it under the threat of death made that even worse. Reicher would slaughter her mother and father if she failed to make progress.


    Cerise caught that and ignored the automatic sympathy pains. Everything being done in this complex was against someone’s will.


    The Demon of Time rushed toward Valerie angrily. “Forbidden manipulator!”


    Valerie fired happiness toward the demon, who ducked it and kept coming at her as fast as he could.


    Valerie fired her sharpest laughter spell and hit the demon in the chest.


    The ugly creature burst out in loud mirth that stopped him in place and sent agony over his features.


    Not used to being hit with something he couldn’t fight, the Demon of Time slid into the shadows and growled as she grabbed the stream and yanked it backward.


    “Do it now!” Valerie could feel the moment coming. There were only a few seconds once the time stream slowed enough to shove in the lifeforces from the timekeepers. If it wasn’t done in that few seconds, everything had to be restarted.


    Gus picked up the golden knife in slow motion and moved toward the kids.


    He was fascinated by how time seemed to push back on him, making his body weigh 1000 pounds as he slowly walked toward them. Words were distorted, as was his hearing. Everything felt foreign.


    Cerise kept her gun trained on Gus. She was positive he wouldn’t do it.


    Marion stepped away from the table. She was terrified of these pushes.


    The two security guards next to Goldie also moved toward the exit.


    Goldie screamed louder as Gus neared his babies.


    Valerie grunted and strained, now trying to stretch a hole in the time stream while still slowing it down.


    Gus shifted the knife in his hand and drew in a slow breath for courage. Then he lunged at Valerie and shoved the knife into her chest.


    Valerie gasped, eyes glazing. Gus saw her demon shadow flee into the walls and then she dropped at his feet. Blood ran from her body in a thin stream.


    Gus’s mind fractured again. I killed an unarmed woman.


    Time snapped back into place with a loud pop; an angry rumble followed. The ground shook harshly. Pieces of the ceiling and walls dropped from the old structure like dead wood.


    Nearby, cracks opened in the earth and swallowed parts of the port city that was hiding the entrance to this complex.


    Cerise fired.


    Gus dropped to the floor to avoid the bullet.


    Marion pulled a dart gun from her pocket and quickly fired at Gus. She ran for the exit as the dart landed in his big arm.


    Gus smacked the dart to the floor, but it was already too late. The drugs began soaking in to take away his power.


    Cerise fired again, but the kids were in the way and she had to pull the shot. The bullet plunged into the concrete floor next to Gus’s leg.


    The speaker activated. “Holster that weapon!”


    Cerise did it reluctantly.


    Gus laid his cheek against the damp floor and let the drugs kick in fully. He refused to think about anything as the sloshing darkness started taking over his mind. I hear the ocean. How odd.


    Goldie continued to sob in relief that his children hadn’t been hurt.


    Reicher delivered orders in a curt tone that wasn’t as upset as it should have been. “Return the timekeepers to their dorm, Marion. Guards, take Goldie to his cell. Then come back and assist Cerise while she modifies Subject Nine.”


    Cerise approved. Gus was about to receive a memory modification. Jennifer had been able to read a few seconds of past thoughts. Cerise could change those few seconds. Everything would get fuzzy and then shift, based on what she told them.


    She kicked Gus in the ribs and then knelt to handcuff him as another caretaker entered the lounge.


    Marion and the other caretaker collected the children and took them out.


    Cerise kept an eye on Valerie’s body while waiting to be sure the drugs had Gus under control. Sometimes descendants came back and not in good ways. It was impossible for her to know who had been combined with something that shouldn’t have ever been messed with. Not all fantasy was actually a fantasy now. Some of the nightmares had become reality and she had no intention of falling victim to them.


    Valerie’s hand twitched.


    Gus saw it. That can’t be possible.


    Cerise quickly drew her dull machete and began hacking at the woman’s head in satisfaction. It would have only been better if she’d gotten to kill Valerie herself.


    The ground rumbled continuously while Cerise chopped. Mother Nature wasn’t happy.


    Gus grunted. Join the club.


    Blood sprayed over Gus and Cerise as she continued to chop.


    Gus’s stomach flipped.


    Cerise scowled down at him. “Why are you even here?! You had no intention of following through.”


    Gus focused on her in terror. “Have you ever been in a cage so long that you’d be willing to do or say anything to get out of it?”


    Cerise flashed through the hell she’d been in since losing her children. She gave him a curt nod. “Yes.”


    She brought the blade down again and severed Valerie’s head from her body.
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    Reicher observed it all on the monitor. He hadn’t expected Gus to follow through, but losing Valerie was another blow. It had been a mistake to give Gus that opportunity, but it was too late to change it now.


    Reicher quickly typed commands into the computer, then hacked up another part of his body. I think it’s in my lungs now.


    Reicher once again considered Marc’s history with Kenn. He typed in another order.


    Move the subjects to the main lab floors. Prep this level for a complete shutdown. Clean up the leaks and repair the wall in the lounge.


    Despite the time push not working, Reicher was in a great mood. He now had what he needed to force Marc to do what he wanted. Losing Valerie might come back to haunt him in the end, but he doubted it. Descendant pushers were a dime a dozen, and this complex was full of kiddies. What he needed was someone to oversee it all and that was Marc, whether he wanted the job or not.


    Leave Marcus for last. Bring me his XO.
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    Joseph was horrified by Reicher’s lack of caring for his staff. Joseph wasn’t close to these people, but he would never treat them that way. Right now, while they were short on manpower, was a horrible time to risk lives. He didn’t understand why Reicher had allowed Gus to be around any of their women. Gus’s thoughts had been full of warm and fuzzy feelings for females, but Reicher should have expected that to be false.


    The timer on the door buzzed. It began to swing open.


    Joseph finished typing in the details of what had happened and then left without permission. He wasn’t going to stay in here for another 12 hours while Reicher ran loose in the complex and ruined the progress they’d made over the last decade. Marc and his team needed to be eliminated. “And I know how to make that happen. Reicher isn’t the only one who can screw with someone’s mind. I learned from the best.”
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    It’s Working
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    “Damn, it feels good to be able to sit down.” Kenn yawned sleepily. He had been drugged as soon as he was removed from the cage. He didn’t have his gifts or control over most of his body, but he was able to feel the relief from a new position. He flashed a smile at the nervous medic.


    Sasha smoothed the last piece of the cast in place on his hand and stepped back. She tried to act like she wasn’t afraid of him. “Good onya for putting those breaks back into place on your own.”


    Kenn smiled again. “Medic training for an Eagle gets detailed on handling personal injuries. We do a lot of solo runs.”


    Sasha wiped the plaster from her hands, frowning. “This isn’t a solo run. You guys shouldn’t be here.”


    Kenn refused to get into an argument. “Do I need stitches in my other hand?”


    Sasha threw the trash in the waste can. “Yes.”


    Sasha was exhausted. This was the sixth patient in a row she’d handled. Her nose was aching and her shoulder was throbbing.


    The door slid open. Reicher entered but only far enough to allow the door to shut behind him. A powerful shield covered him in multiple layers of protection that Kenn wouldn’t have been able to get through even if he’d had his gifts.


    Kenn recognized the setup. “You have someone outside covering you.”


    Reicher was impressed Kenn had recognized that, but he didn’t confirm it. Very few people knew about his private security.


    Kenn’s lids lowered. “I’ll kill them to get to you.”


    Reicher studied the Marine. “But will you kill your team to reach me?”


    “Yes. I have no bonds with them.”


    Reicher had little trouble believing all the stories they’d been told were true. Kenn had the attitude of an abusive fighter who excelled at his training. “Not even with your fireteam leader?”


    Kenn hesitated. That simple question said the enemy knew his history.


    Reicher leaned against the wall near the exit and continued to study the man, covering his weakness. He’d taken medication to stop the coughing while he was on this floor. It made him sleepy.


    Kenn tried to study the man right back, but it was hard to fight through the haze from the drugs. He did know Reicher wasn’t going to fall for any of the schemes he and Marc had concocted before they left the island.


    “How long until he can be moved?”


    Sasha pinched Kenn’s skin together and began sewing the claw slice. “As soon as I’m done here, sir. About five minutes.”


    “Good. I want him taken to the session wing.”


    Kenn lifted a brow. “What happens there?”


    Reicher shrugged. “More of the same you’ve already experienced, except we’ll explore your descendant side and decide if you’re worth keeping.”


    “Why keep any of us?”


    Reicher gave him a cruel smile. “My new heir will need a right hand and you’re corrupt enough to do it.”


    “I’ll just kill them.”


    “I think Marc can handle you.”


    A lot of pieces fell into place for Kenn. He was more than a little surprised. Wow. Angela would have a cow. Maybe. Or did she know what she was sending Marc into this time?


    Reicher noticed Kenn didn’t refuse right away. He waited to see what response would come first so he could match the proper training.


    Kenn sighed. “I’ve already made the choice to walk on the light side. I don’t think I can switch back now.”


    “How do you feel about Marcus Brady?”


    Kenn’s grimace wasn’t enough. Reicher dug in as Kenn automatically recalled some of their most violent moments.


    Kenn didn’t try to keep the man out. It would be a waste of time.


    Reicher pulled the most recent interactions and chuckled coldly. “Your plans neglected a lot.”


    Kenn glared. “And yet, we’ll win. Your days are numbered. And I mean that in every way.”


    Reicher felt a cold chill go over his neck. He didn’t let it change his mind. “Perhaps, but it won’t be a total win. I’m in his mind now and I’ll dig deeper with every minute he spends here.”


    “His wife will handle that when he gets home.”


    Reicher smiled happily. “Nee, she won’t. Marcus will never leave this complex. You can bank on that.”


    Kenn tried to find a weakness in his enemy, but there wasn’t much to go on without being able to read Reicher’s thoughts. He wore a command uniform, and he was pristine. The subordinate staring in concern through the window behind him was a relative, judging from her fearful expression, but she didn’t look like him at all. There was no wedding ring, no obvious weakness in Reicher’s gifts, and he was still strong enough to fight despite the illness he was trying hard to ignore. Kenn willed it to go faster. Eat him up before he turns Marc against the light.


    Reicher grunted. “It’s much too late for that, but I can’t take credit. His time in Safe Haven is responsible. He learned he’ll never have happiness there, and you helped teach him that valuable lesson. Thank you.”


    The computer in the background began calling a warning to all staff that the level was closing down. Kenn celebrated. Most of us survived the first stage, Boss.


    Reicher hated Kenn’s loyalty to another alpha. He’ll die before I do.


    Kenn felt the mark of death settling over his abused body. He laughed, long and loud. “It’s about time!” He kept laughing.


    Reicher left, confused and concerned that he’d made the wrong choices to safeguard the future.


    Sasha hurried through the stitches. She hated being alone with the subjects, but they didn’t have security to spare now. Valerie’s murder was known, and staff had begun to go missing. Sasha reckoned they were all too scared to show up for duty. Reicher would punish them as they were caught, but Sasha wasn’t going to run away from her job. She controlled her fear and finished tending Kenn’s injury.


    Kenn let himself doze. He was thrilled to be out of a cell and eager to be in the new location. He was also disappointed that he’d been in a room with his main target and hadn’t been able to do anything about it. That will change next time we meet. You can bank on that.
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    “The locks are on a different schedule. Make sure you time it correctly.”


    “I will.” Thalia watched as the door to Marc’s cell swung open. The warehouse floor was busy and filthy. “I still wish you’d wait until Cerise is finished.”


    Reicher ignored her concern. Cerise was giving Gus a modification and Reicher wanted the last of the subjects moved now. “Did you get my orders on the shutdown?”


    “Yes.” Thalia had been through one other shutdown, but it had only lasted a few days while the bombs were falling during the first war. “All staff have been reassigned except for the helpers who are working here.”


    Reicher scanned those unfortunate residents.


    Thalia didn’t. She felt their demise coming. She didn’t want to give it away. Shutdowns always included cleaning up unneeded manpower, and these low-level helpers were definitely not needed. The lab barely had space for the few citizens they’d already reassigned from this level.


    Reicher ran through his plans again to confirm his choices. They were on the warehouse floor, standing near the open elevator. There was one cell left to be handled. Reicher was overseeing it personally.


    Marc observed them without moving. He’d been overloaded with their drugs this time, but he was awake, proving that he’d built up a tolerance, but it wasn’t enough. It didn’t matter that he knew where the door in the wall was or how to activate the elevator. Marc still memorized those things bitterly.


    Reicher studied Marc as he delivered more orders. “As soon as he’s out of here, shut the exits and release the hounds.”


    Now Thalia did glance around at the staff members who were busy spraying out the warehouse and gathering rubbish from the torture sessions. None of them were listening and all of them were normal, but they wouldn’t receive an easy death for their loyalty. Word would spread and cause more unrest among the staff. “Are you sure?”


    “Yes. It will give the hounds a good meal and then you’ll send them up to the first floor. They can provide security while we’re down here.”


    Thalia wasn’t surprised by the choice. She just didn’t agree with it. “We’ll have to put the hounds down when we reopen that level.” It was a known fact that their hybrid dogs were hungry for human flesh. Once they killed, the labs were never able to get them back under control.


    “I know.” Reicher stepped closer to Marc, almost daring the man to try something.


    Marc knew it was a trap. He watched Reicher’s approach with a foggy brain and an intense loathing.


    “I had an interesting conversation with your XO a little while ago.” Reicher saw Marc’s small flinch. The gloating grew thicker. “His conversion is going well.”


    Marc could tell Reicher had figured out a way to win, but he was too drugged to pull it from the evil man’s mind. Marc slumped against the bars, not stepping out of the open cell. “Well, Kenn always was a pussy.”


    Reicher laughed. He looked over at Thalia to give another order.


    Marc lunged out of the cage.


    Reicher lifted his shield as Marc reached him. He sent an ugly pain spell through it that immediately dropped Marc to his knees and brought screams that echoed across the warehouse.


    Everyone watching relaxed a little about Reicher’s coming demise. He was definitely ill, but he was not on death’s door if he was able to do that.


    Marc tried to force his gifts and his body to obey. Both failed him. The doubled dose of knockout drugs hadn’t sent him into the darkness yet, but he had no defense and no hope of doing damage.


    Reicher hit him again, enjoying the cries and the renewed respect from his staff.


    He felt Thalia willing him to keep going. She was angry about all the injuries to the medical staff; neither of them cared about Owen.


    Reicher stopped, but not to prove a point about mercy. Marc already hated him. If he wasn’t careful with his cruelty, Marc would tear apart the lab just to get rid of his ghost. “I want you to think of me fondly at times, Marc. Don’t ever make me do this again.”


    Marc drooled on the damp floor, chest heaving from the pain. His body twitched helplessly. “Next time… Next time…”


    Reicher sighed in resignation. “Next time, you’ll kill me.” He rolled his eyes. “You can’t do anything to me. By the time you accept that, we’ll be too bonded for you to refuse me anything and that includes all the secrets of your little Safe Haven. We’ll have quite the fun when your wife arrives.”


    Marc realized Angela had been right to send him in her place. He wants you, Angie. Don’t come.


    He and Reicher both waited for an answer.


    When there wasn’t one, Marc breathed a sigh of temporary relief.


    Reicher hid his anger and gestured.


    Thalia directed the staff. “Get him into the medical bay.”


    Marc didn’t resist as two security guards dragged him into the elevator. He glared at Reicher, but his mind was too fuzzy to concentrate.


    Reicher watched him until the elevator shut. Something didn’t feel right about this, but he wasn’t sure what it was.


    “I thought he would do more damage in a moment like that.”


    Reicher nodded at Thalia’s observation. “So did I.”


    “Was he faking?”


    Reicher strode toward the elevator. “Perhaps, but he spared both of our lives if so. This was his one and only chance to actually kill me. He’ll never get this close again.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “It means it’s working. Marcus Brady will take my place. It’s just a matter of time.”
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    Marc didn’t resist as he was shoved into a chair next to an empty metal gurney. Terror of what was about to happen was trying to clog his mind.


    The guards stayed close, watching for him to try again.


    Sasha approached him tiredly. She was a little less scared of Marc because Reicher had chosen him, but the fear didn’t entirely leave as she studied his healthy body and angry face. “The boss wants to make sure you’re vaccinated. Are you able to tell me what you’ve already had?”


    “I was current when the war came.”


    “Active duty then?”


    “Yes.” Marc fought the dizziness to stare at the ugly bruises on her nose and the dusty bandage on her shoulder. Both of those appeared to be fresh injuries. The fingerprints on her neck were turning yellow, telling him it wasn’t the first time she’d been hurt. “I went AWOL.”


    Sasha wasn’t surprised, but she did disapprove. She began checking his blood pressure. “You should give him what he wants. He’s not a bad employer. No one is here against their will.”


    Marc snorted. “I am.”


    Sasha flushed. She was walking a thin line, but she was very curious about the bloke who was supposedly going to run this place after Reicher died. She needed to go pack, but she also needed answers. “Why don’t you want the job?”


    Marc tried to stay focused on her face. Sleep was yanking his chain. “It’s wrong. You must know that.”


    Sasha listened to Marc’s steady heartbeat. “He always gets what he wants. You should give in.”


    Marc chuckled arrogantly.


    Sasha was impressed even though she didn’t want to be. Even while drugged, Marc was a hard, confident man who projected the ability to get things done. Joseph wants to be that way, but he never will. Cerise could have been that way, but losing her kids broke her. Reicher is that way and it’s made him unstoppable. Which means he’ll get what he wants. I’m talking to my future boss. “I’d still want to be a medic, when you take over.”


    Marc’s bitter amusement stopped all at once. “He’ll never break me.”


    Sasha had a flash of insight. “Because you’re already broken.”


    Marc nodded. “I did it to myself before I came here.”


    “Intentionally?”


    Marc changed the subject. “How do you feel about his offer?”


    Sasha’s face darkened. “We all expected Joseph to get it. But we’ll adjust as long as you’re a good leader.”


    “When you say good, does that mean continuing the torture that goes on here or stopping it?”


    Sasha felt the trap. One answer would anger Reicher and the other might anger her new boss-to-be. She decided not to answer it at all. “I need you to get onto the gurney.”


    Marc’s new fear popped into his brain and opened his mouth. “Go ahead and cut it off. I don’t need the damn thing anymore anyway.”


    Sasha made the connection. “I don’t have a castration order for you. I need to check your feet. You’re bleeding from one of them.”


    Marc saw red smears on the dirty floor. He hadn’t known he had an injury there. It was odd the way the body could block out pain after a while unless it was extreme. Some of his Marine training had prepared him for this moment, but he wasn’t grateful for it anymore.


    Sasha shut off her penlight and went to the counter where a small kit was all that remained of the medical supplies on this level. “You have something in there. I need to dig it out.”


    Marc shrugged like it didn’t matter. “You’re the Doc.”


    Sasha liked it that he was being agreeable, but she didn’t trust it. She glanced up at him in time to catch an evil thought cross his expression. “Please, don’t.”


    Marc forced himself not to hurt her. In this position, all it would take was one jerk of a foot and he was almost certain he could manage that much control over his body through the drugs. It would break her jaw, knock out teeth, and possibly even kill her. “Get out of here.”


    Sasha fled without looking back. The two guards followed her.


    Marc sighed. I probably should have killed her. She can’t be one of the good guys.


    But Marc’s new guilt complex wouldn’t allow it. Handling Kendle had broken him. He wasn’t even sure he would be able to face a woman in the heat of battle anymore, let alone one just trying to pull a piece of shrapnel from his foot.


    The door opened. The lackey from the very first contact with the enemy appeared in the doorway. I think his name is Joe.


    “I prefer Joseph.”


    Marc felt true danger enter the air. And I’m vulnerable, with no weapons. This is not good.


    Joseph entered the medical bay and shut the door. Then he hit the button to lock it. That cool smile never left his face as he took a scalpel from the medical kit.
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    “Don’t fall for Marc’s act.” Cerise had been outside the medical exit, providing layers of shielding. “He’s trying to play you.”


    The halls were mostly empty now. A few inhabitants were still packing, like Sasha, who’d been busy handling patients, but otherwise, the level was deserted. It made their steps louder. The sound of dripping water rang in their ears. The pumps would handle that if got too bad, but there wouldn’t be a cleanup crew sent until they were ready to reopen this level. Cerise didn’t think that would happen for a long time. Reicher was downsizing and she doubted he was finished.


    Reicher walked steadily through the hallway. He swallowed a bloody cough and grimaced. “Marc and I are playing a game. But he can’t win it. He’s going to take my place. Make sure in the future he understands it’s his duty to reproduce so the experiments here can continue.”


    Cerise glanced over. “How many children do you have?”


    Reicher leered. “In which complex?”


    “How is that possible? You never leave.”


    “Staff are often rotated out carrying a gift.”


    “How many, a few dozen?”


    Reicher laughed. “Think much higher.”


    Cerise observed flashes in his mind of some of the mothers. Cerise felt honored to be among that crew, but she also felt Safe Haven’s tug again telling her all of this was wrong.


    Reicher felt it but didn’t comment on it. It had already been a rough day, and he was feeling like his body might give out at any point. He needed to finish this step and then take a few days of recovery time.


    Cerise escorted Reicher into the main security room and then stood in the doorway to keep him safe.


    Reicher scanned the monitors and found Joseph leaving the medical bay. He narrowed in to verify Marc’s safety.


    He didn’t see any fresh injuries, and Marc was still breathing. He appeared to be asleep.


    Reicher wondered what they had been discussing. Joseph visiting one of the subjects was forbidden. He was supposed to be in this security room right now.


    Reicher started to rewind the footage from the medical bay and found it hadn’t been recorded. Whatever had happened in there, only Joseph and Marc knew. “Find him. Bring him to me.”


    Cerise immediately went to collect Joseph.
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    “Damn. It’s all wet.”


    Sasha’s tiny private flat was empty except for a small trolley on wheels that was loaded with her gear. She was trying to empty the bottom of her locker, but an inch of water had ruined a lot of her things.


    She’d already packed Isabel’s stuff from the room next to hers. She hadn’t taken many of the mince pouches Isabel had stashed beneath her cot. Sasha planned to say it hadn’t been there when she packed. When that failed, she would blame Isabel’s obsession with that diet on the chaos of the move and the stress of birth. Mom told me to keep Isabel alive and I will.


    Sasha thought of the look in Isabel’s eyes as she’d left. Her attention had returned to the infant sleeping in her arms. True warmth had crossed her face for just an instant. “Oi, Issy. What have they done to you?!”


    Sasha tossed the next stack of wet duds into the corner. Her shoulder was hurting and her mood was rough. “Lay there and think about what you’ve done.”


    Joseph appeared in her open doorway. “Okay.”


    Sasha snickered but she kept working. Reicher had ordered everyone to get to the new level. Sasha was the last one to go from this wing.


    “Can I help you with anything?”


    Sasha reluctantly shook her head. She didn’t want to be in a closed-in space with him after getting her nose broken.


    Joseph flushed. “I’m sorry! I was trying to get deeper. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


    Sasha softened. “It’s okay. We’ll be more careful next time.”


    “Yes.” He pulled a set of cuffs from his pocket. “Speaking of next time…”


    Sasha hesitated. Reicher was out and about right now. He could catch them.


    Joseph smiled at her. “I’m joining the breeding program. He won’t care.”


    Exhausted and scared, a moment of closeness appealed to Sasha. I need human contact.


    Sasha held her hand out for the cuffs. “Okay.”


    Joseph settled onto her bare cot while she cuffed him to the bed.


    When he stayed calm even while she was removing his clothes, Sasha relaxed. He’s not a bad man. He’s just been isolated too long.


    Joseph smiled at her to encourage that impression. He also clenched his teeth until he thought they would break off and fall out. I need her to trust me so she’ll do this without the cuffs…just one time.


    Sasha went slow, trying to work on her own pleasure, but the distraction in her mind prevented enjoyment. She settled for making sure he didn’t blow too soon in case she just needed to warm up. The feel of their bodies being connected, and the sound of his moans, reminded her that she was still alive.


    The computer sent out a warning through the hall speakers. “This level will close in 58 minutes. Please collect your belongings and walk calmly to the nearest elevator.”


    Sasha paused, saddened.


    Joseph felt it. He fought to control himself as his climax neared. “I’ll get this floor reopened as soon as Reicher dies.”


    Sasha resumed grinding against him and leaned her breasts into his face. “That could happen as soon as you ask me for the right vial from the medical bay. Some of it is untraceable.”


     


    Cerise paused outside the open door to Sasha’s flat. Their conversation had echoed clearly. Cerise tapped on the wall. “Drop your toss and get to the boss. Now!”


    Joseph let go of his semen, hips lifting. Then he tugged on his hand. “L-let me loose.” He sucked in air to talk with as he filled her full. “Duty calls.”
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    “Tell me about your meeting with Marcus.”


    Joseph joined Reicher and Cerise in the security room. He stepped over a small puddle that wouldn’t be cleaned up this time. Earthquakes often gave them leaks. “He was unconscious. I didn’t get to talk to him at all.”


    “Why did you leave your post?”


    “I was going to kill him.”


    Cerise and Reicher glared.


    “Why didn’t you?”


    Joseph shrugged. “I’m getting everything I want. I have a woman who’s helping me become normal. I’m going to join the breeding team and keep her. You were right. I’m already happy where I am.”


    It was impossible for Reicher to fight through Joseph’s mind while on the medication. They were full of Sasha and his moments with her. “Your lust is disgusting!”


    Joseph shrugged. “I am what I am.”


    Reicher had to let it go for now. He didn’t have time to deliver a punishment that the man would need to recover from. “I want you to oversee the rest of the shutdown personally. I don’t want you on any other level until it’s finished.”


    “Yes, sir.” Joseph was thrilled with how things were going. He kept running sexual replays through his mind as he sat in the command chair. “Whatever you want, Boss, that’s what you’ll get.”


    This computer system would be switched to the next level right before he left, giving him one minute to reach the elevator.


    Cerise escorted Reicher toward the lift. She was eager to get him settled in a more secure location. She didn’t trust Joseph any more than she trusted Marcus Brady.


    Neither did Reicher. But he’ll get what’s coming to him. In the end, we all do.
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    Greg woke slowly, gently. His senses registered a calm, comfortable environment.


    Greg opened his eye. He immediately noticed a warm yellow shade to the walls and then a soft mattress supporting his tired body. Soreness registered next, but it was the discomfort that came from healing wounds and not fresh injuries. Maybe the pain is over now.


    Greg slowly sat up, scanning the flat with his one good eye. Anger and depression tried to refill his mind as he realized it was empty other than a bed and a chair. He was still a prisoner.


    Greg refused to let the negativity overwhelm him. He wasn’t being tortured now and his environment had definitely improved. He stood and did a gentle stretch to determine his physical state.


    Dizziness overwhelmed him. His stomach growled loudly.


    It was the normal growl of a stomach ready for its next meal and not the painful twisting of a stomach in the middle of starvation. Greg wondered how long he’d been out. He assumed they had been feeding him through the IV because his body felt better than it had during his time on the warehouse floor.


    Click!


    Greg’s head swung toward the door as it unlocked. He stepped that way cautiously, not sure if it was a trap.


    Greg tugged the heavy metal door open and stood there, trying to adjust to the new view.


    Other captives wearing the same white jumpsuit with blue lettering strolled toward the center of the hallway where tables and chairs and even a magazine rack waited for them.


    Greg blinked. Definitely not what I was expecting.


    The other captives gave him curious glances as they came from their rooms to enjoy their free time in the lounge.


    Greg stayed in the doorway. He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do now. Back when Marc had told them the plan, Greg had assumed it would all be over after the torture. He hadn’t asked what he was supposed to do if he was put into the lab. He watched the other captives for a clue.


    There were a variety of nationalities, along with both genders. Greg saw long, staticky hair, thick beards, and full mustaches. He assumed the captives were never given razors to shave with so they wouldn’t have a weapon or be able to take their own lives.


    The smell of cooking food permeated the hall, catching his attention next. Greg was suddenly looking forward to whatever the captives were served.


    A loudspeaker began to give information. “A meal will be served in 20 minutes. Please enjoy the newest concoction from our chef. Also, don’t forget to welcome the newest member of the Dimension wing, Subject One.”


    All of the captives turned in unison and waved at Greg or smiled at him, following their instructions immediately.


    Instead of being encouraged, Greg was creeped out by it. They want to be here?


    Greg’s demon nodded. They do. They’re full of eagerness for the jobs they’ve been given.


    Greg realized he had his gifts back. He immediately sent that powerful entity out to search for an escape route.


    The captives in the lounge scowled at him.


    Greg was able to hear their thoughts clearly.


    Don’t do that.


    Stop it right now!


    You’ll get us all in trouble. You have to stop.


    Greg sneered at them. “I’m not going to be a willing captive.”


    The loudspeaker clicked on again. “Subject One, report to the session room immediately. Follow the red arrows on the wall.”


    The other captives stared at him in longing now.


    Greg concluded they were eager to do whatever he was about to. He began to dislike them.


    Red arrows lit up on the wall.


    Greg needed to know where the exits were, so he obeyed the order. He automatically adjusted for his new limp as he walked. He’d never understood how much missing toes would interfere with balance.


    The other captives watched him without speaking.


    Greg was bothered by the silence. Now that he was scanning for it, he was picking up thoughts from all of them, but it was only about the session room. None of them were thinking about escape.


    Greg’s demon reported back. We are in an octagon with eight cells like yours and the lounge in the center. I see only the exit they are directing you to.


    Greg paused in front of that door. It slid open to reveal an elevator.


    Greg stepped in reluctantly. If they were sending him back to the warehouse floor, he wasn’t sure he could survive it.


    Neither was his demon. Then we’ll blow this place and go down together.


    Greg nodded as the elevator descended. He’d rather be dead than back in that cage.


    Agreed. His demon stayed ready to fight.


    Greg read the signs in the elevator:


    Always wash your hands.


    Turn off the water while you brush.


    Never make friends with the subjects.


    It was standard stuff he expected to be here. Greg scanned the corners and found a small camera. He forced himself not to lift a middle finger to whoever was watching him.


    The elevator stopped after only one floor.


    Greg saw a long rectangular room with barstools around the walls. As he stepped from the elevator, it closed and the light over it switched to red.


    The session room was empty except for a dozen silver stools. White walls with charred marks gave a clue as to what happened in this place, but he refused to follow that line of thought.


    “Pick a seat.”


    Greg looked up and found a large glass window with a blonde-haired, blue-eyed woman watching him. He couldn’t view much of the room behind her, but he doubted she was alone.


    Thalia activated the speaker again. “Sit down.”


    Greg chose one of the empty stools along the wall furthest away from that window. He studied the woman and the room she was in, but there wasn’t much to see. From this angle, it only revealed blue and white walls and maybe a computer, but he couldn’t be sure from here.


    “We’re going to try an experiment in a few minutes. First, tell me everything you remember about receiving your descendant.”


    Greg had already answered these questions several times. He rattled off the same answers that he’d given before.


    Thalia recorded his answers. They matched almost word for word with what was in his file from other observers. She wasn’t surprised or angered. All of Marc’s team had their answers memorized. It was obvious they’d prepared before they came here. But they aren’t prepared for what goes on here.


    Greg caught that and stared at her in surprise. He wasn’t used to having his gifts back yet. It had only been two weeks without them, but it felt like much longer.


    Greg’s demon hovered closely, enjoying the bonding. I missed you, too, master.


    Thalia scowled at him. “Do you want to return to the warehouse?”


    Greg quickly shook his head. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what you’re asking me for.”


    Thalia could tell he was withholding details. “Go through it in your mind from the minute you started the dream walk. I’ll follow along and pull the details I need.” She entered his mind and began flipping through his mental doors.


    Greg was offended at the invasion of his privacy. He and his demon shoved at the same time, pushing her out of his thoughts. “I’ll walk you through it. Stay out of my mind!”


    Thalia shoved right back in, ignoring his protest. “We do things my way or you go back to the warehouse cell.”


    Greg was forced to let her explore his mind. His anger overrode his embarrassment when she discovered the most humiliating moments in his life.


    Thalia didn’t cause more stress by discussing those moments. Everyone had screwups. That wasn’t what she was digging for.


    Greg could feel her getting frustrated as she watched the entire event. “I don’t know what you’re searching for. If you tell me, maybe I can help.”


    “I need to know where she took you. Is it a real place? Is it something she pulled up from an old map? Did she invent it?”


    Greg didn’t have a concrete answer. “Shawn and I were both positive that it was a real place. We talked about it once afterward.”


    “You’re itching to go back. I can feel it.”


    “It was a place with no rules and endless possibilities.” Greg shrugged. “I was able to be myself there for a little while.”


    “And you cannot be yourself in your camp?”


    Greg leaned against the wall and stretched his legs out. His body wasn’t used to sitting now. It didn’t like it very much. “I always have to be good in Safe Haven. All of us do. Having an alternate dimension to visit and live out the harsher parts of our personality would have been a relief.”


    “I reckon your alpha would not allow that.”


    “I never asked her.”


    “Because you were sure she would refuse.”


    “Yes. The alpha knows we need releases, but letting us have any release we want in another dimension would probably be bad for our mental state.”


    Thalia both caught the irony. That’s exactly what was happening here, just not in another dimension. She moved them on. “Are you aware that most hybrids die before puberty?”


    Greg frowned. “Is that what I am? A hybrid?”


    “Yes. Your gifts did not come naturally. They were given to you by a generous, foolish alpha.”


    “You feel it’s foolish because you think giving away power is wrong. As an Eagle, I believe giving power to other people is part of what creates a safer society.”


    “I’m not going to argue with you. I’m going to give you a warning.”


    Greg braced for something ugly that involved another warehouse threat.


    “We’ve never handled a hybrid of your age. We don’t know what the long-term effects are. If you start noticing symptoms, you need to report them so we can attempt to help you.”


    Greg was surprised by the offer. He told himself not to be fooled. “What symptoms?”


    “Hybrids die before puberty because the gifts are greedy. The demon will drain you and try to force you to do what it wants. It’s not loyal because it’s not natural.”


    Greg’s demon immediately protested. I would never betray you!


    Thalia heard it but didn’t believe it.


    Greg believed it completely. I know where these gifts came from. Nobody on this planet is more loyal than Angela. Her demon offspring are the same way.


    “Nevertheless, if you notice symptoms, report it so we can try to help you. If it goes on too long, there’s nothing we can do.”


    It soothed Greg a little that they were willing to save his life, though he assumed they were going to use it for bad purposes. Not wanting to die was a natural trait of humanity.


    “Before we begin the session, I’m going to give you a quick rundown on the rules. If you break any of them, you will be sent back to the warehouse to spend the remainder of your time with us in a cage.”


    Greg shuddered. “Tell me the rules.”


    “You will come here once a day and try your hardest to achieve the goals for your session.”


    Greg had no problem with acting like he was going to obey. “I can do that.”


    Thalia didn’t care that he was trying to blow her off. If he refused to cooperate during the sessions, he would pay for it. “You will not fight with the other subjects or with the guards. You’ll eat when we tell you to and sleep when we tell you to. Other than that, your free time is your own. You can spend it however you want.”


    Greg couldn’t help pushing a little. “Does that include trying to find an escape?”


    Thalia chuckled, surprising him again. “Of course. All of the subjects spent their first weeks trying to find a way out of here. You’ll discover the same thing they have–there is no way out except through me. When I’m satisfied with your progress, I can recommend you be transferred to a different wing.”


    “Can you recommend they send me home?”


    Thalia’s amusement died. “You’re never going home, Gregory. This is your life now.”


    Greg fought the anger and the depression. “What do you want me to do?”


    “I want you to return to that dimension and explore it while I stay linked to you so I can take notes and dig for details.”


    Greg snorted. “I’ve never been able to get back there on my own. Even when I go to sleep, I never go back there.”


    “Then you’re going to have to try harder.”


    Greg’s anger spewed out. “I have been trying hard, you fucking cunt!”


    Thalia wasn’t offended. She’d been called much worse. “I think you need the proper motivation.”


    Thalia hit the buttons on her keypad.


    Electricity shot through the stool he was on and shocked Greg brutally. He fell off and hit the floor.


    Electricity shot up from tiles and hit him again, bringing screams this time.


    “I don’t know how! I don’t know what you want from me!”


    More electricity shot up from the floor, bringing misery he couldn’t fight.


    Greg scrambled up as soon as it stopped and picked a different stool, hoping one of them wasn’t electrified. He was dismayed as he realized none of them had rubber grounds. There was no rubber anywhere in this room. “It’s one gigantic shock machine.”


    Thalia’s arrogant voice confirmed it. “Yes. Your warehouse testing revealed a distaste for electricity. You were afraid of the other methods we used, but this is the one that actually got you to do what we wanted. This is the one we’ll be using on you during your time in the Dimension wing.”


    Greg glared at her. “I hate your guts.”


    Thalia chuckled again. “I would think so. If I were in your place, I would feel the same, I’m sure, but if you just do what I tell you to, it doesn’t have to be painful. Your time here can even be enjoyable. Just do what you’re told.”


    “I don’t know how! I keep telling you that. The alpha used a sleep spell and took us there.”


    “We’re not going to use sleep spells on you. You’re going to access that dimension on your own or you will pay for it with every second you spend in the session.” Thalia began shocking him again.


    Greg couldn’t take much of it. He was sobbing on the floor less than a minute later. “Okay! I’ll do whatever you want.”


    Thalia continued to shock him, driving in her point that he was helpless.


    “I’m going to kill you!”


    Greg’s demon offered encouragement. We’ll rip her head off and use her brain to paint these walls.


    Thalia shivered. She had little doubt that an ugly death would come if Greg ever got his hands on her. “Let’s try again. Sit on one of the stools and access the dimension where you received your demon.”


    Greg slowly forced himself up and onto a stool, but that was where his cooperation ended. He honestly didn’t know how to give his evil tormentor what she wanted.


    Thalia didn’t know how to access it either. That was all part of the experimentation that went on in the Dimension wing. Figuring out that there were other dimensions had been easy. Reaching them was the goal. “Try harder!”


    “Go to hell!”


    Electricity flew through the room.
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    “Return to your flat now. Take a shower and the medication waiting there for you.”


    Greg was relieved the pain had stopped, but he and his demon were both furious. There was no way he could stand to be closed up in a small flat right now, though the painkillers did appeal.


    He stood on shaking legs that had taken most of the electrical hits. He made himself walk to the elevator.


    In the security room, Thalia ordered a cleanup crew to go in. Bladder control was impossible when you were being hit with electricity, but these rooms weren’t like the warehouse floor. All messes had to be cleaned between sessions.


    The elevator took Greg back up to the Dimension wing. Fury and humiliation radiated off him as he stomped down the hallway with pissy pants and fury in his mind.


    Greg didn’t know how long he’d been in the session. The constant pain and pressure to find the other dimension had taken all of his mental strength not to snap and curl up on the floor until they shocked him to death. I’ll never give in. You can’t break me, either!


    As he entered the lounge hallway, he saw the stack of clothes on a cart next to the shower door. He headed that way with stiff steps.


    The other captives were still in the lounge. They quickly glanced away. Even though they didn’t feel it anymore, they hadn’t forgotten what it had been like to be new here.


    Greg swept the staticky hair of the other residents and saw it for what it was this time. He scanned their twitchy bodies and shoes that bore the same scuff marks as the walls in the session room. They’ve all been in there. They’ve all gone through it.


    Greg stopped in the middle of the lounge, glaring. “How can you be okay with this?!”


    No one answered him. All thoughts immediately locked down, preventing him from getting into their minds unless he wanted to dig.


    Greg got angrier. “None of this is right! If we all work together, we can get out of here right now!”


    The elevator opened, drawing attention.


    Wallie stepped out with a small handheld device that Greg instantly recognized. “You’re not going to hit me with that ever again!”


    Wallie approached Greg with a cruel grin.


    Greg prepared to fight.


    Wallie pointed his device at the nearest man in the lounge and shocked him.


    Greg was too exhausted to use his gifts to protect the other captives. He hoped he had enough left physically to get the job done. He marched toward Wallie in his Eagle frame of mind.


    Wallie ducked his swing and hit him expertly with the electricity, in the chest.


    Greg dropped to his knees, heart clenching. Heart attack!


    Wallie resumed shocking the other captives as they fled toward the flats to escape his cruelty.


    The speaker activated. “Disobeying orders hurts everyone around you, Subject One. Get in your flat!”


    Greg crawled toward the door, completely subjugated. He wasn’t sure if he was having a heart attack.


    As soon as he was inside, the door shut. A lock clicked.


    Greg listened to sounds outside in renewed rage, but there was nothing he could do about it. Wallie was still attacking the other captives and from the sound of his laughter, he was enjoying himself.


    The speaker in Greg’s room activated, this time with Reicher’s voice. “If I have to do this again, I’ll remove you. I don’t enjoy letting my subordinates cause pain that isn’t deserved. Don’t force my hand.”


    Greg shook his head, indicating he wouldn’t. He kept his thoughts locked so they didn’t prove him a liar.


    His weakened demon was prowling restlessly, but it also remained silent. They were in a bad situation here. Now wasn’t the time to go crazy.


    “Take your medication and rest. You’ll be allowed to have a shower and time in the lounge later. Do not abuse this second chance.”


    The screaming outside stopped. A tense silence came.


    Greg went over to the small end table that had been brought in while he was gone. He swallowed the two pills with the glass of water while hoping he got one minute alone with Reicher before he died. I’ll make it count. My second chance won’t be wasted.


    Reicher laughed in his mind. I’m ready for anything you try, Subject One. By your leave.


    Greg blanched as he realized the man had enough power to get into his mind without him being aware of it. We’re all screwed.
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    In the cool security room, Thalia regarded her father. Water sloshed around them, but they ignored it. The ocean was angry today. It matched the general mood.


    The security room down here was identical to the one upstairs, except its shape was an octagon and six of the eight walls held glass windows that allowed Reicher to view into any of the session rooms on this level.


    Reicher finished his coughing fit and then took a minute to make sure none of the blood had gotten on his clothes. He straightened his shirt. “I’ll survive.”


    Thalia had been thrilled to find out her new post was with her father, but she hadn’t counted on how awful it would be to listen to him dying minute by minute. “Let us try to help you again.”


    Reicher gave a curt nod. “But not yet. I want an update.”


    Thalia was forced to obey. Like Greg, she had no secrets and no way of thwarting anything her father decided. “Joseph and Cerise are both in the breeding wing, getting a checkup. Sasha has been happily installed in the birthing wing to help with her sister. Isabel is doing a little better, but the bleeding hasn’t stopped.”


    Reicher coughed again and then leaned back tiredly in the chair. “Is she still bonding with them?”


    “Yes. The caretaker’s report included several moments where Isabel expressed empathy and concern for her infants. Her latest request to keep them with her while she sleeps is proof that even the most apathetic breeder can form a bond to their children if given enough time with them.”


    Reicher thought about his own mother and then stifled that contemplation. He didn’t want Thalia’s sympathy or for the story to get around that he’d had an abusive childhood. Anyone with common sense would already assume that. He didn’t want the staff gossiping about him more than they already were. “What about our prisoners?”


    Thalia frowned. “Goldie and Biff are in the gaol on this level. Cerise modified Gus, though she said it won’t last long because it wasn’t the first time it had been used on him. All of the time pushers are ready for our next attempt…and Cerise still isn’t pregnant.”


    Reicher heard the slight accusation from Thalia but didn’t react to it. Cerise’s older body and his weak seed would take time before putting together the root that would grow the most evil little girl on the planet. Reicher hoped to be alive to see that child born, but it didn’t matter as long as she was conceived before he died. “Continue.”


    “All the other subjects from the warehouse have been settled into their wings for stage two. Like you wanted, we’re handling them one at a time and only under your supervision.”


    Reicher had ordered that for many reasons. One of which was someone else would always be in this room with him now while Joseph was here. Reicher was getting weaker, but it wasn’t time for him to go yet. Joseph might try to push that ahead of schedule. It would be a lot harder for him to do it while Thalia was here.


    Thalia smiled proudly. “I’ll protect your life with my own.”


    Reicher nodded curtly. “That is why you’re here.”
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    Harry woke all at once. He jerked into a sitting position, gasping in fear. He couldn’t remember what he’d been dreaming about, but he assumed it was something ugly from how fast his heart was pounding.


    Harry noticed the flat as his fear faded. The yellow walls were almost soothing after waking to so many days on the warehouse floor. He could tell by the design that they were also padded. Did they put me in a nut ward?


    Other than the bed and a small end table, there was no other furniture in the room. Harry saw he was wearing a soft white jogging outfit with cushy socks and comfortable gym shoes. It was a huge change from how he’d been treated before now.


    Harry slowly swung his feet off the side of the bed. His entire body ached. He’d been beaten repeatedly and then healed and then beaten some more. His punishment for being violent with the medics had felt like it would never end.


    Harry examined his missing fingers in bitter anger. He’d heard ghost limb stories and attributed them to patients imagining things, but he’d been wrong. He could still feel the thumb curling against his palm. “But it’s gone. I’ll never be whole again.”


    The door lock clicked.


    Harry automatically stood and went over to it. He didn’t open it, however. He wanted to see what was on the other side first. He peered through the window.


    A small lounge with other residents met his view. The calm captives were reading or writing; a few were even drawing. It was peaceful. Are they here willingly?


    Harry swept them in quick glances, try not to draw attention. All of them were males and most of them were bigger than he was. It was a mystery why they tolerated captivity, but he wasn’t going to ask. He wasn’t sure he could stomach the answers.


    The speaker activated. “Follow the red arrows on the wall to the session room, Subject Seven.”


    Harry considered refusing. His aching body made the choice for him. He couldn’t take another beating.


    The other captives didn’t look at him as he went by. Harry knew they were aware of his presence, but they refused to meet his eyes.


    Worried, Harry followed the red arrows on the walls to an exit at the end of the hall. When the elevator slid open, he stepped inside while swallowing a lump of fear.


    The elevator had nothing for him to read that gave him any clues about the rest of the complex. Harry wasn’t happy to be here even though he was delighted to be out of the cage. He had heard horror stories about what went on in these labs. Conner had given him a lot of details during his blood donation days.


    The elevator took Harry down one floor and let him out into a rectangle room. There was a metal garbage chute and a gurney in the opposite corner with a body on it. Harry’s balls drew up.


    The elevator slid closed behind him. The light above it went to red, telling Harry he wasn’t getting out of here until his captors allowed it.


    The session room was cold, but he didn’t see vents for air conditioning. He didn’t have the mental energy left to figure out how that was possible.


    A speaker activated. “Heal the man on the gurney.”


    Harry saw the viewing window. He instantly hated Thalia on sight. Her ruthless expression said he wasn’t going to like anything that happened in here and she was fine with that.


    Harry hurried over to the gurney as he realized he was ignoring a wounded patient. His medical skills kicked in as he examined the man’s pupils for the proper responses. “I don’t see any injuries.”


    “He has internal damage.”


    Harry could imagine what had caused that. He began to send healing orbs into the man and then realized he had his gifts.


    Harry’s demon immediately suggested he fire through the glass window and try to kill Thalia.


    The injured man on the gurney stiffened, groaning.


    Harry shoved more healing orbs at the man, unable to take his pain. “He’s dying.”


    The man went into convulsions.


    Harry kept trying to heal him, but it didn’t work.


    The speaker activated. “Hurry up! Don’t let him die!”


    Harry tried harder.


    So did Thalia. “You can’t let him die! You have to try harder!”


    “I am!” Harry hated being rushed. The panicky feeling wasn’t helping.


    Thalia ignored his sensitivity. “You’re a doctor! Do not let him die!”


    Harry began to panic. He shoved in bigger chunks of healing energy, breaking into a sweat. “I’m working on it! Shut up!”


    The man inhaled a final time. His last breath rushed out.


    Harry kept trying to heal him, but it didn’t work.


    The speaker activated again. “Dump the body into the chute.”


    Harry glared up through the window. “How can you be so heartless?!”


    Thalia stared at him with calm tolerance. “Being rushed produces better results.”


    Harry gestured at the body. “Clearly, that’s not true.”


    “Dump the body in the chute.”


    Harry couldn’t leave until he did it. He went over to the metal chute and jerked the door open. A horrible smell rushed up to greet him.


    Harry threw up.


    “Dump the body down the chute.”


    The lack of consideration was almost as bad as the torture he’d been put through on the warehouse floor. Harry wiped his mouth, swallowed his rage, and went to get the body. His anger needed a place to go, and his demon had already given him a target. He just had to wait for the right moment.


    Harry got the body into the chute and shoved. It clanged and banged all the way down. He thought he heard the buzz of a saw at the end, but he wasn’t sure.


    The elevator opened behind him.


    Wallie emerged from it, and he wasn’t alone.


    Harry could tell the two women weren’t subjects by the way they were malnourished and bleeding. His captors had been careful to keep him healthy through the torture.


    Wallie roughly pulled the women into the session room.


    The two women whimpered and grunted, but no sounds came out of their mouths. Harry saw a fleshy stub and realized their tongues had been cut out.


    “Execute one prisoner.”


    Wallie drew his gun and shot the closest woman in the stomach.


    Harry screamed as he rushed toward her. “What are you doing?!”


    Wallie pulled the other woman out of the way and gestured with the gun. “Heal her.”


    Harry did everything he could to save the woman’s life, but the injury was too severe. Thalia and Wallie shouting for him to hurry up and save her had absolutely no effect. She still died.


    Harry was crushed.


    Thalia activated the speaker. “Put the body in the chute.”


    Harry had already begun to hate that order as much as he hated the person giving it. He struggled to pull the body over to the chute without help.


    “You say rushing isn’t the way to go. So take your time on this one.” Thalia nodded at Wallie through the glass window.


    Wallie shot the second woman in the stomach and then hurried into the elevator. The door quickly shut, protecting him from Harry’s wrath.


    Harry had almost made it to the elevator in time. He banged on it mercilessly, screaming.


    Thalia got his attention. “I said you could take your time, but you might want to at least try to save her.”


    Harry reluctantly went to the woman, already exhausted. He sank down next to her and began using his gifts.


    It was like trying to stop a flood with a bucket. The blood kept gushing out. There was nothing he could do.


    “Put the body in the chute.”


    Harry didn’t wipe away the tears as they fell. “Do it yourself.”


    “Put the body in the chute or we’ll bring in one of your teammates.”


    Harry didn’t have a choice. He tugged and pulled the body over to the chute. His spine and arms ached and pinched as he finally got it in there.


    “Are you ready?”


    Harry shook his head in misery. “You’re pushing me too hard, too fast. I’m going to snap.”


    “Well, at least try to save the boy’s life before you do.”


    The elevator slid open. A small child stood there. Blood was leaking from the hole in his stomach.


    Harry’s mind shuddered to a halt. No sane person could do something like that. This complex is full of monsters.


    Harry snapped. Rage and terror flew out of him and struck the window.


    The glass was reinforced and saved Thalia’s life.


    Harry hit the window again and again, trying to punch through and kill her. He already knew he couldn’t save the child that had collapsed in the elevator. He was using the last of his energy to try to make sure she couldn’t do this again.


    Harry felt a crack in his mind widen. He also felt a new wave of energy swarm his body. He instinctively directed it at the gasping boy.


    Powerful healing orbs sank into the child. A slug pushed out as the wound healed from the inside.


    Harry dropped to his knees, body withering.


    The bleeding stopped. The little boy’s lashes fluttered as he drew in a deeper breath.


    The elevator shut, blocking Harry’s view.


    Harry broke down in tears.


    The speaker activated. “You’ve done well. Take a minute to collect yourself and then return to your flat. If you wish to explore the wing, you are allowed.”


    The elevator opened again. It was empty this time, but a large pool of blood showed drag marks. Whoever had retrieved the child hadn’t been gentle.


    Harry forced himself to get up and stagger into the elevator. “This is inhuman.”


    Thalia didn’t answer. Their methods were more than harsh. They were also more than effective. Harry’s newest evolution might save Reicher’s life. That was all Thalia cared about now.


     


    Harry walked through the Life and Death wing without talking to any of the other captives or even looking at them. He wasn’t sure he could function in any normal way right now.


    He went into his room and grabbed the small pills next to the cup of water that hadn’t been there when he woke. He took them and then collapsed on the bed. Tears rolled from his eyes. His body shook with grief and anger.


    Harry felt the drugs start to take effect. His powers faded and exhaustion took their place. I never should have volunteered for this run.
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    Harry listened to the captives in the lounge, but he didn’t get up from the bed even though it had been hours and he was allowed to have contact. Listening to them talk was already more contact than he wanted.


    “They let him out of the session early.”


    “Does that mean he had an evolution?”


    “Probably. I’ve never known them to let us out of a session early for any other reason.”


    “He’s covered in blood. I bet they did the three-prisoner push.”


    “I don’t care what they did. I only care about the results. If he had an evolution, then they’re going to try to duplicate it. You know they like to keep all of us at the same level.”


    “Why is the new guy able to do more than we are? We’ve been here all our lives. We’re happy here. Why is he stronger than us?”


    Harry was horrified. He kept listening, trying not to hate them. He believed they had Stockholm Syndrome, where they’d formed a bond with their captors because it kept them alive.


    “He’s one of those Safe Haven people. All of those descendants are stronger.”


    “But why?”


    “No one knows. That’s part of why the boss is doing things this way.”


    “Maybe the new guy can save the boss.”


    “I hope so. No one wants Joseph to take over.”


    “I’ve heard a different replacement was chosen.”


    “So did I, but Reicher isn’t going to give control of this lab and the remaining UN forces to an outsider and certainly not to an outsider from Safe Haven. He’s bluffing. When he dies, we’re either going to get Joseph or his daughter.”


    Harry could tell they didn’t mind the idea of Reicher’s daughter inheriting. He could also tell they disliked Joseph.


    “If the new guy really had an evolution, we could be successful this time.”


    “And then maybe we wouldn’t have such an awful diet.”


    “Hey, I like the food we have here.”


    The other captives groaned.


    Harry’s stomach twisted. He knew what they were eating to increase their lifespans and he would never approve of it. Even bodies from a natural death deserved burial, not consumption.


    “The light on the lift just switched to green. They’re getting ready to call one of us.”


    “Ay, I hope it’s me. I’ve been practicing on the few bugs we get down here.”


    “Have you had any luck, mate?”


    “No, but bringing people back from the dead can’t be much harder than doing it for an insect. Once I master that, I’ll have it and Reicher will make me the top L&D descendant in the lab.”


    “Not if I get it first, bitch!”


    Harry now understood that was all the captives in this wing cared about–increasing healing gifts until they were able to bring someone back from the dead.


    Harry thought of the session he’d gone through. That’s going to be my life until I master an impossible goal. “I really was better off in the cage.”
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    “Report to the session room, Subject Seven.”


    Anxiety sent chills over Harry’s skin. He hadn’t left his bed even though staff members had entered his flat to deliver clean clothes and personal care items.


    He had his gifts back now, but they were weak. Harry was scared that his captors would hurt more people if he refused. He forced himself to stand. Going to the door was easy. Going through it wasn’t.


    Harry’s walk to the elevator was slow and full of fear. He didn’t care if they beat him again or starved him or any of the other awful things they’d done since he’d been captured on the beach. He just couldn’t take any more deaths.


    The elevator quickly took him to the session room. The door opened to reveal one of the residents from his wing. He recognized the man only because of his bright red hair and the name tag with his number. The gun in his hand didn’t register.


    Subject 18 was his size and his age. Harry also thought the man had been a doctor before the war. He had the look of a family physician who was trying hard to keep the locals alive while they were busy killing themselves with high-fat foods and low-exercise lifestyles. Harry connected to him instantly. That was the type of medical practice he had always foreseen himself having.


    Thalia activated the speaker. “Do it now, Subject 18.”


    Harry frowned as he realized that wasn’t his number. It took another second for him to conclude he was the one being experimented on this time.


    Subject 18 fired the gun in his hand. It only held one round.


    The bullet hit Harry in the stomach and plunged in deep.


    The pain was indescribable. He tried to hold it in with his hands and let it out with his screams.


    “Save his life! Hurry up!”


    Harry slid to the ground, gasping as more blood drained out of him and new waves of pain sank in. Harry had never been shot before. He didn’t like it.


    “Do it now! Save him!”


    Subject 18 was already sending healing orbs into Harry’s bleeding body, but he wasn’t nearly as strong as the Safe Haven medic. The weak orbs vanished under the blood and did very little help.


    Harry stretched out a bloody hand toward the terrified man. “The dark door in the back. Use the dark door!”


    Subject 18 ripped open his mental doors, but he didn’t have the energy gathered to use any of it.


    Harry’s heart stuttered. The blood loss was taking effect. “The dark door!” Waves of agony clamped down on his stomach. His skin went cold.


    Fear of death filled Harry’s mind.


    His demon prepared to flee.


    “Get back here!” Harry pulled the demon in closer, preventing it from leaving. “We sink or swim together!”


    Unable to escape due to Harry’s mental hold, the demon focused on helping Subject 18 save Harry’s life.


    In the security room, Thalia and Reicher observed intently. Thalia wasn’t happy to be using Harry this way. She considered him too valuable, but Reicher had insisted this was necessary.


    Harry fell, dropping to the cold floor. His blood added to the layer of stains on the faded tile.


    Subject 18 began to panic. “I’m out! I can’t do it!”


    Thalia activated the speaker. “You may take his lifeforce to save yourself.”


    Subject 18 hurriedly scrambled away, instinctively going for the gun that was out of ammunition.


    Even in a dire situation, Harry refused to sacrifice someone else to save himself. He dug deeper, searching for the spell he needed.


    Harry jerked open a dark door in his mind. He stepped through without hesitation. “I accept you for what you are.”


    Harry’s demon went through an instant evolution. Harry emerged twice as powerful, with twice the skills.


    Thalia and Reicher observed in amazement as Harry healed himself. The bullet fell out onto the floor. The blood stopped pouring. A few seconds later, the wound was gone.


    Harry stayed on the floor, shocked and dismayed. “What have I become?”


    The elevator opened. Wallie emerged with a cruel leer on his face.


    Harry braced for more pain.


    Wallie went to Subject 18. “You have been terminated.” He stabbed the cowering man in the chest twice with quick, brutal blows.


    Harry heard the body drop, but he was out of energy.


    “The punishment for failure is death. That’s not always the case, but it is this time. He didn’t really try to help you.” Thalia signaled Wallie. “Get him back to his flat. Be gentle. His first day has been stellar.”


    Wallie’s touch was gentle, almost soothing. He had learned quickly which subjects the boss favored. He was careful to never abuse them out of turn. “Come on. Let’s get you back to that comfortable flat and let you rest.”


    Harry didn’t resist or assist as Wallie got an arm around his waist and led him toward the elevator. He tried not to look at Subject 18’s body, but it was impossible to fight that urge.


    The man had died with a betrayed expression. He clearly hadn’t believed his captors would do this to him.


    Harry waited for the elevator to close. Then he shifted toward Wallie. “I need to tell you something.”


    Wallie leaned in, not feeling any threat from the man who had drained most of his energy during the session.


    Harry whispered softly, “I think I’m going crazy.”


    Wallie laughed as the elevator began moving. “Aren’t we all?”


    “Yes.” Harry lunged forward and bit into the man’s neck. He didn’t stop until his teeth snapped together and blood flowed like sweet, thick coffee over his lips and down his throat.


    Blood sprayed the inside of the freshly cleaned elevator and dripped down the buttons. A puddle gathered at Harry’s feet as he sucked down Wallie’s lifeforce and healed his body the rest of the way.


    He let go of the dead man and roared at the camera. “You can’t break me!” He held in a sob. “I’m already broken.”
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    In the security room, Thalia hit the buttons for security while Reicher laughed so hard that he sent himself into a coughing fit. Harry continued to be a source of surprise and entertainment for Reicher.


    Thalia wasn’t impressed. She had begun to hate the medical man for all of the trouble he was causing. He couldn’t be allowed around Reicher as long as he was so dangerous. “Why do you think he’s doing it?”


    Reicher had already figured that out. “He knows what we need, and he doesn’t want to save my life. He wants to end it. All of them do.”


    Thalia locked the elevator so Harry couldn’t continue his rampage. Then she activated the gas. In a few minutes, he would be unconscious, and the staff could remove him and Wallie’s body.


    “Where does he go next?” Thalia expected a gaol sentence for Harry now. His repeated moments of violence were disturbing.


    “No changes.”


    Thalia let out a disapproving sigh as she typed in the order. “He might go nuts and take out that entire wing.”


    Reicher shrugged. “That wing hasn’t pulled its weight in years. We still don’t have a replacement for Tobias, and they’ve never done what he did today. No changes. And save your exasperated noises for your future husband, if he’s even alive. I have no need for them.”


    Thalia flushed at the reprimand and the reminder that her fiancé hadn’t been heard from in six months. Her lips curled inward and vanished.


    Reicher was satisfied. Harry’s gifts would grow even faster now that he’d taken a lifeforce. He’s almost ready to give his all so that I might exist another year. “Thank you, Angela, for sending me your best. I won’t let them go to waste.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Thirteen BK18


    Blinking


     


     


     


    1


    Shawn didn’t want to wake up. He already knew the reality waiting for him was awful. Being asleep allowed him to recall the past, when he had been a whole man and sane. The cracks in his mind were widening with every minute he spent in captivity.


    A loud buzzer jarred him from that place between asleep and awake. Alertness flooded in against his will.


    Shawn didn’t open his eyes. He could feel a soft mattress under his abused and hurting body. The smell of food cooking drenched the air. A slight draft told him a door or window was open nearby.


    Shawn willed himself to go back to sleep. I don’t want to do this anymore.


    The sound of voices caught his attention next. I’m not alone.


    ​Shawn’s eyes flew open. He glanced around the sterile, padded flat that had soothing yellow walls and no other furniture.


    The open door drew his curiosity, but he didn’t rush to it. Shawn was sure it was a trap. His captors were eager for any reason to abuse him.


    Shawn listened to the voices outside as he tried to decide whether he wanted to live or die. He had been thinking about that during every waking moment since being castrated. If he decided he didn’t want to live, there were always ways to end it no matter how careful his captors were.


    The ongoing conversation finally caught Shawn’s full attention and then held it.


    “I don’t think we covered everything.”


    “I think we did. When their rescue team shows up, they’ll do exactly what we’ve foreseen.”


    “All of these subjects from Safe Haven are stronger than us. Every one of them has had an evolution during the time they’ve been here. Some of the residents in this lounge have been here their entire lives and can’t say that.”


    “We haven’t figured out why they’re stronger, but that doesn’t mean they’re going to react any differently than anyone else. We’ve accounted for everything.”


    “I know we’ve gone over these plans multiple times, but I’m not convinced. I think we’re missing something.”


    Silence fell for a moment. Shawn figured out they were talking about a rescue team coming from Safe Haven, but there hadn’t been any plans for that. Shawn held no hope for a rescue. We’re on our own.


    The conversation resumed.


    “I think he’s awake.”


    “After what they went through on the warehouse floor, he’s probably afraid to come out.”


    “Should we go in and welcome him to the wing?”


    “Probably. Reicher likes it when we accept the new members. He says it helps them adjust faster.”


    Shawn braced for company as footsteps approached the door.


    “It’s okay for you to come out. When the doors are unlocked, you’re allowed access to the rest of the wing.”


    Shawn glared at the man. “Go away.”


    “There’s no need to be rude.”


    Shawn snorted. “You guys make plans for the boss who destroyed the world and is still trying to conquer it, but there’s no reason for rudeness? Do you get how stupid that sounds?”


    The man in the doorway smiled. “Yes, actually. It sounded the same way to me when I was assigned here. After a while, you adjust.”


    Shawn could hear the regret in the man’s voice. He scanned his fellow captive. He lingered on the flat pants.


    The other man nodded. “I wasn’t happy about that part either when it first happened.”


    “Not happy. Yeah, let’s go with that.” Shawn couldn’t believe the man was being so calm about something so awful.


    The man couldn’t believe Shawn was holding on to something that was basically useless. “You’ll find other things to do.”


    Captives snickered.


    Shawn rolled over and faced the wall. He wasn’t in the mood for company. It was horrifying that the other inhabitants were here willingly.


    “Subject Two, follow the red arrows to the session room.”


    Shawn knew the voice over the speaker was talking to him, but he had no motivation to obey. He stayed where he was.


    The speaker activated again. “Subject Two, report to the session room immediately or there will be a punishment.”


    Shawn shrugged mentally. There’s nothing they can do to me now that’s worse than what they’ve already done.


    A scream echoed right outside his flat. The man he had been talking to shrieked. It continued until Shawn couldn’t take the noise anymore. He shoved himself off the bed, full of impotent rage. “I’m doing it! Stop it!”


    Shawn stepped out as the screams faded. He spotted the man he’d been talking to laying on the floor, but he wasn’t sure what had happened to him.


    The other captives quickly filled him in.


    “We don’t like punishing our own, but if you don’t obey the rules, we have to.”


    “Help him up.”


    Shawn realized the other captives had punished the man. I’m in hell.


    Red arrows began to flash along the wall. Shawn followed them. As he walked, he vaguely scanned his new environment and found it better than the one he’d been in, but it didn’t matter. Soft chairs and classic books next to a decorative fireplace and a softly glowing lamp held no appeal for him.


    Shawn stepped into the open elevator and hoped whatever they wanted from him wasn’t possible. He didn’t want to do anything to help the enemy, no matter what it was.


    The elevator took him down one level and opened into a small room with one chair in the center and walls that were as black as night. As he watched, faint glows began to appear on those walls. They quickly turned into planets and stars, making Shawn think of space. It was computer-generated from real images, but he wasn’t impressed. All he wanted to do was to get back to his flat and sleep.


    The elevator shut behind him. Shawn saw the red light over it and understood he couldn’t leave until he did whatever they wanted.


    He went to the chair and sat without being told. It was obvious where they wanted him.


    The speaker activated. “Welcome to the Blinking wing.”


    Shawn didn’t glance up at the woman in the glass window at the top of the wall. He’d noticed her as soon as he stepped into the room, but like everything else, she didn’t matter to him.


    “The assumed purpose of humanity has always been that we are supposed to procreate and pass on genes to the next generation. There has been no proven meaning of life except the continuation of life itself. You are no longer able to have children and pass on your genes. Because of that, you’ll be able to dig deeper and blink longer.”


    Shawn was suddenly eager to get started. He loved being down in his mind. Blinking allowed no space for reality. “What am I searching for?”


    “Proof either for or against the theory that procreation and survival is all that humanity is here for.”


    “You want me to tell you the meaning of life now that you’ve destroyed mine?”


    “Yes. Get started, please.”


    Shawn willed himself to resist, but it felt like there was no passion left in him at all. He sank into his mind and began working on the problem.


    In the security room, Thalia left him alone. Blinkers were not abused in the same ways as the others. Blinkers were special and they were treated like it.


    Shawn took a minute to consider the difference between scroll diving, which he’d tried and failed at, and blinking, which he’d quickly mastered during his time here. Scroll diving meant going through the murky waves of time in search of relics that contained old and sometimes forgotten knowledge. Blinking was more like being a detective. You traced a question to its roots, and then followed it back to its present condition, all while searching out every connected path to prove its legitimacy. Shawn loved blinking.


    He let the question form in his mind. Peace settled over him, leaving no room for anything else. What is the meaning of life?


    Shawn began tracing it. “All life comes with the ability to reproduce. Some life forms have extra protections, and some have only a few. It depends on how fast they procreate and how many predators they have. The availability of food is also a factor.”


    Shawn went deeper into that first branch. “No lifeform is without a suitable environment unless mankind interferes… Not true. Nature sometimes carries them away from their habitat. Some of those die… But many continue to survive in the new places. Agreed. The branch is valid. Nature assists all life forms in the struggle for survival. That alone implies we’re meant to exist.”


    Reicher leaned forward in his chair. Shawn was approaching the point of addiction. It never took long. All of their Blinkers had been given a challenge like this, just different topics that were all vital to a future without the hell they’d all survived. He was curious if Shawn would come up with the same answers that he and a few others had.


    “Then why are we different from the plants and animals?” Shawn held up his hand and splayed the fingers. “We were built to build.”


    Reicher was almost disappointed. He and the others had gone straight to intelligence levels. Shawn was following a physical path.


    Shawn went deeper into the rabbit hole, enjoying the dirt on his face. It was always dark in here and there was never any pain. His body shuddered and blinked for an instant. “Plants and animals build their environment. We’re no different. Nature nurtures to ensure we continue; we can build our environment like the other life forms.”


    Shawn was disappointed, but he didn’t consider padding the truth. Blinking didn’t allow for lies. “So, we’re back to it being possible that we’re just meant to exist and reproduce.”


    Shawn took a different path. “Communication might be a difference, but we can’t prove it. We’ve never really deciphered animal languages.”


    He tried again, going further into the trace. “Plants and animals come with defenses. Humans have to build theirs. They don’t have religion, that we know of, so that’s another difference. No recorded history, no education, no control over the environment.” A grin stretched across his lips. “It’s absolutely wrong! We were given the ability to change our environment, even if it’s for the worse.”


    Reicher was fascinated by how Shawn’s brain worked. He’d run through the basics in minutes. It had taken decades for his other Blinkers to express those thoughts.


    Shawn shrugged. “Maybe they’re too stupid to get it. Or maybe they lied.”


    Reicher didn’t answer, but he was pleased that Shawn had been able to catch that thought while Blinking.


    Thalia gestured. “Please, continue.”


    Shawn sank back down gratefully. Even a few seconds in this reality was too much for his fragile brain.
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    Hours later, a staff member helped Shawn out of the elevator and back to his flat. His body refused to cooperate.


    The other captives came forward and took Shawn’s burden. They didn’t like the troops.


    The man he’d first spoken with patted Shawn’s arm. “It’ll get easier as it goes along. You just can’t spend that much time in your mind at once. It gets dangerous.”


    Shawn barely heard what they were saying. He sat at the table where they put a tray of enticing food in front of him.


    Shawn began eating automatically. Now that he’d been in a blinking session, he wasn’t sure why he had been afraid of it. Digging for answers was something he’d been doing since the war. Having a demon hybrid allowed that process to get more in-depth.


    “You’re not allowed to blink between sessions.”


    Shawn frowned at the man. “Why not?”


    “It’s dangerous. You won’t eat or sleep and you’ll barely be breathing. The human body can’t take much of that.”


    Shawn didn’t care. Even while eating the food that had been wonderfully prepared, he was already trying to sink back into his mind. Why are we here? What is the meaning of life? Dig for it!


    “You have to stop. They’ll come in and punish us all this time.”


    Shawn didn’t think he could take any more screams. He forced himself to stay alert.


    “Do you have any questions?”


    Shawn snorted bitterly. “If I did, I’d dig for the answers on my own. Don’t try to bond with me. I don’t want to like you.”


    The conversation went on around him as if he hadn’t spoken.


    “There are only a few rules here. You already know what they are now, other than you have to show up for all of the meals and medical checks.”


    Shawn shuddered at the thought of going through another medical procedure.


    The other captives no longer viewed it that way.


    “Without reproductive abilities, we don’t consider sex when we blink. We don’t get distracted. We also have no desire to hurt anyone.”


    “You’re neutered dogs. I get it.”


    “You’re a neutered dog now, too. Try to accept it and move on.” The man gave him a shrug. “What we do here is more important than being able to have an orgasm. We’re answering the questions that have been vexing humanity for centuries.”


    Shawn liked the sound of that, but the price wasn’t worth it. “People would do it willingly. There’s no reason to remove body parts.”


    “You wouldn’t have concentrated the way that this requires. You think you could, but they’ve been doing this for a long time. The scientists know what works and what doesn’t.”


    The total confidence made Shawn want to vomit. He pushed his tray away.


    The man pushed the tray back over and then sat next to Shawn. “Eat it all or they won’t let you go into the next session.”


    Shawn reluctantly picked up his fork and dug in, but the sweet taste held no attraction. I’m broken now. “When is the next session?”


    “It depends on the level of success. Were you able to come up with anything?”


    Shawn shook his head regretfully. “The challenge they gave me will take a while for me to fully trace.”


    All of the captives nodded.


    “It’s the same way for us and all the plans we’ve made.”


    Shawn found himself slightly curious about that now. “What plans have you made that worked?”


    “We designed the plan that drew Safe Haven to the International Detention Center.”


    Shawn swallowed the creamy potato mash. “You guys lost that battle.”


    “Yes, and we were punished for being wrong, but Joel’s instability wasn’t known to anyone.”


    Shawn believed that was true. Joel had isolated himself from the rest of the UN commanders. There was no way they could have known. “What else?”


    “We designed several of the plans that engaged your camp before you left America.”


    Shawn contemplated their escape from the mountain. “What went wrong there?”


    The captives shared a smile.


    “Who says something went wrong?”


    Shawn didn’t use his gifts to dig into their minds. He saved that energy for his next session. “I don’t get it.”


    The slightly arrogant man who had pushed his tray back over smiled again. “We didn’t want all of you captured then. We also didn’t want your mountain. We needed to force you back onto the road before you decided that was the ideal place to set up a new town.”


    “Why?”


    “None of you would be as strong as you are now if your journey had ended there.”


    Shawn felt anger, but it was easy to control. “What are you working on now?”


    “A group plan to open the gates between dimensions.”


    Shawn wasn’t sure he understood what that meant. “Why?”


    “To discover and explore what’s there, of course. We have to figure out if reality is set for everyone, subjective, or if we make it with our minds as we go.”


    Shawn realized he wanted that answer too. If we make reality with our minds, then I can change it into anything I want.


    All the captives around him nodded again. “That’s why we’re here willingly. We want to change things for the better.”


    Shawn found himself listening this time as they continue to extol the virtues of being a Blinker in Reicher’s lab.
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    Cerise hurried by the Blinker wing and entered the small communication cubby.


    This radio cubby was one of three in the complex. They were unmanned but kept up in case the complex lost power and they had to use more traditional methods of contacting the outside world.


    She closed the door behind her and quickly activated the radio. She was taking a huge chance, but she needed to make sure things were okay at home. “Is anyone there?”


    The radio crackled softly with a man’s surprised voice. “We thought you were dead.”


    Cerise snorted. “That’s not going to happen. Update me.”


    “Well, Cerise, we’re sitting here at your house, playing with the toys you left us a month ago. We’re also in the middle of a meeting to decide if we’re coming in there after your boss or if we’re just going to fade away into the sunset.”


    Cerise heard voices in the background arguing. “I told you it would be a month, at least.”


    “Well, the beach mobs are spreading out into the countryside. We need to get out of their way or join them and take over. Since we don’t have the manpower to take over, I recommended we leave.”


    “You can’t do that, mate. We made a deal!” Cerise peered behind her, feeling time running out.


    The radio lit up again. “Who did you leave these maps for, ay?”


    She frowned. “How do you know it wasn’t for you?”


    “I recognized the bloke you dragged out of here. He came from Safe Haven.”


    Cerise was forced to give a concession. “He’s supposed to take Reicher’s place.”


    The voice on the other end of the radio was furious now. “There’s no way I’m going to let Reicher keep the Ghost!”


    “How do you know who he is?” Cerise had been careful not to give any details about that part of her plan to members of the resistance.


    “I’ve been following it on the radio calls and the reports from the IDC. I know a heap more than you think I do. For example, I know you’re a traitor. The Ghost came to help us, and you handed him over to Reicher!”


    “I delivered Reicher’s doom, mate.”


    “Who are you expecting?”


    Cerise kept her voice down so it didn’t carry through the corridor. “Just be ready to offer them your full support.”


    “Oi. Why would I? We know you’re loyal to your boss and no one else.”


    “You have no proof of that. In fact, if you add up my kills, you’ll find it slants heavily in favor of the citizens.”


    “We did, actually. That’s why we’re talking at all. Who were the bodies we buried for you?”


    “Haussler’s ship crew. That was the last of them. Haussler’s body was tossed off a cliff for the sharks.”


    “Haussler’s dead! Hot, damn that’s good news, mate!”


    Cerise lowered the volume on the small radio. “Not so loud!”


    “That means Reicher’s the last one.”


    “But not for long. He’s dying.”


    “Say that again.”


    Cerise didn’t have time. She heard a footstep outside and quickly shut off the radio.


    The door opened behind her. Joseph stood there, leering happily. “Oh, Cerise. Your day just got a lot rougher.”


    Cerise smiled right back at him. “Shall we go to Reicher together and tell him everything we know?”


    Joseph paused. Her tone implied she knew something about him that she shouldn’t.


    Cerise shoved him out of her way and stepped out of the small radio cubby. “If he finds out about this, then he also finds out about your girlfriend’s untraceable vials and your desire to kill him.”


    Joseph paled. He didn’t know anyone had overheard that conversation.


    Cerise shook her head in contempt as she walked away. “There’s always someone listening, Joseph. You of all people should know that.”
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    “I traced the call, sir.” Thalia’s curt tone was a reminder that he’d upset her with the scold. “They are at the Bunting homestead. We can be there in five hours by land.” She didn’t tell him how long by helicopter. They didn’t have enough fuel to run those awesome machines right now.


    Reicher waved at the computer. “File a copy of that entire conversation for later.”


    Thalia glared at Reicher. “She’s not being punished now? She’s giving away information to our enemy!”


    Reicher gave a rare, comforting smile. “It’s all part of the plan. Let them play their games and convince themselves that I don’t know what’s going on. By the time the trap snaps shut, it’ll be too late for them to pick another side.”


    “It sounds like they’ve already picked one.”


    Reicher shrugged. “That’s not necessarily true. Cerise wants her kiddies returned and Joseph wants control of this complex. If either one of them were to get what they want, their loyalty would be unshakable.”


    “Does that mean you’ve changed your mind about giving Marc control?”


    “Absolutely not. When I die, Marcus Brady will be by my side to help me through it.”


    “And me?”


    “Yes.” Reicher forced another smile for his daughter. “You’ll help Marc take my place. Your future is set. All you have to do is follow my orders.”


    Thalia beamed at him. “I’ve always followed you. Nothing will ever change that.”


    Reicher grunted. “Hold tight to that thought.”
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    Marc woke up with tears drying on his face. He had been dreaming about Kendle’s death. It was a recurring nightmare that refused to give his heart a break. The nights he didn’t revisit that sin were worse, though. At least she’s the only one who dies in that nightmare.


    Marc knew he was in a different room. He’d been alert when brought here, though heavily drugged and reeling from Reicher’s pain spells. The man was incredibly powerful.


    Marc took a quick look around to verify that nothing had changed.


    It was the same yellow walls and small, empty flat. The first isolation room he had spent time in hadn’t been as nice.


    Marc listened to his surroundings next.


    He heard calm voices outside. That was also a change from his isolation and from the warehouse–no one was screaming.


    Marc slowly sat up, wiping the dampness from his cheeks. He yawned and stretched and was relieved not to feel any new injuries. He hadn’t suffered much physical damage yet, but just knowing what they’d done to Shawn was enough to make him relieved that it hadn’t happened to him while he was unconscious.


    Marc had taken their pills willingly when he’d been brought here. He’d also memorized the elevators and hallways as they traveled. He didn’t know when he might get to use that information, but it was still ingrained to collect it.


    Marc slowly stood on legs that were sore but not weak. His body was tolerating captivity even though his mind wasn’t. Marc refused to examine those mental cracks. Before leaving Safe Haven, that had been a serious concern. Here in hell, it was all part of the awful game being played.


    Except, we’re not winning this time. Marc knew how things were going to go end. He was unhappy with it and at the same time, he considered it a fitting conclusion.


    The door unlocked.


    Marc immediately went over and opened it. He wasn’t afraid of anything that might be out there. His worst fears were in his mind.


    He scanned the comforting lounge and content captives enjoying the rocking chairs and recliners. His body cried out to join them, but Marc refused to be swayed so easily. I can’t be broken with torture, and I can’t be bought with a comfortable environment.


    A speaker activated. “Follow the red arrows to the session room, Subject Eleven.”


    Marc understood he was being watched. How else would they have known he was awake? It wasn’t a surprise, but it also wasn’t welcome. He hadn’t had any privacy at all since being captured. That was another part of the mental squeeze they were doing and he wasn’t reacting well to it. In the past, he had used mental and physical isolation to shore up his loner mentality. That wasn’t possible here.


    The eight other captives noticed Marc as soon as he came out. All of them smiled in encouragement, but it wasn’t normal. He could feel the animosity behind their sharp teeth.


    “Good luck!”


    “Knock ‘em dead, mate!”


    Marc read their jealous and petty thoughts and realized he had his gifts back now.  He considered killing everyone in here and trying to escape, but only briefly. He studied them subtly instead.


    The other captives in here were much like him–alphas, pumped, and aggressive. They were all dressed alike and groomed alike. To Marc, it appeared that Reicher was forming a powerful descendant army in this wing. But I’m not going to lead that, either.


    Marc followed the flashing red arrows to the elevator that had brought him here. He stepped inside and leaned against the cool wall. It only took him down one floor. It had been the same to reach the new level when he’d first been relocated.


    Marc crossed his arms over his chest. If they had sent him back to the warehouse, he wasn’t going to leave the elevator without extreme physical motivation.


    The door opened to show him a small room with a chair in the center and walls that appeared to be space. The spinning planets and roaming asteroids were vivid, fascinating. “Nice trick.”


    A speaker activated. “We find it easier to make these connections in an environment that will encourage subjects to think about the mysteries of life and the astounding creations that surround us.”


    Marc stepped out of the elevator and looked up at the spotless glass where the same woman from the warehouse was watching him with Adrian’s blue eyes. Marc hated her. “Why do you use torture?”


    “You would not work on these things for us willingly.”


    “You’re wrong.” Marc didn’t hold back. “Researching the biggest questions of humanity is a noble thing to spend a life on. Torturing people into doing what you want, not so much.”


    Thalia didn’t argue. She also didn’t remind him that even in the Marines, pain had been a determining factor in success. Marc was smart enough to know that. His protests were leftovers from his previous life. After a while, they would fade. “Welcome to the Creation wing. Please sit down.”


    Marc went to the chair and sat. He stretched his legs out in front of him and rotated his ankles. It seemed like the innocent behavior of a captive who hadn’t been out of the cage very long. Marc used it to study the woman in the window.


    He picked up the Mitchel vibe from her again, even though he wasn’t sure she actually was one. It was possible that all lab employees had an arrogant air that made him want to fire everything he had at the window. Marc knew better, however. Even if he hadn’t been able to recognize reinforced glass, he would have assumed Reicher had it covered. It was impossible to keep captives without the proper environment.


    “In this session, we will be exploring your connection to the Creator.”


    Marc let out a sound of resentment. “I don’t have one. That’s the problem.”


    “You are descended from the first man. Your bond exists. You are able to connect.”


    Marc figured out what she wanted. “You want me to call God.”


    “Yes.”


    Marc shrugged as if it didn’t matter. “I’ve tried many times in my life and He never answered. He never answers any of us. Why would He do that now when He never has before?”


    “We have changed the destiny of everyone on earth. The Creator has to be aware of that. In case he isn’t, we have to call him and make sure.”


    Marc already knew that part. “You destroyed the world in hopes that He would return.”


    Thalia refused to confirm that. As far as she knew, the labs weren’t completely responsible for the nuclear war that had devastated them all. She wasn’t allowed to discuss that with the subjects, however. Reicher had a list of forbidden topics and the cause of the apocalypse was at the top of that list.


    Marc shook his head, disgusted. “It’s never going to work. He can’t be fooled. You should have known it wouldn’t work.”


    Thalia sensed Marc’s scold was for Reicher and not her. She glanced over her shoulder.


    Reicher was almost dozing in his chair. The pain had become too great to handle today; he was heavily drugged. He gestured with a weak hand for her to continue.


    Thalia glanced back at Marc and found him gone.


    She scanned the empty room and realized she hadn’t deactivated the lift. “Damn these Safe Haven cunts!”


    Reicher woke up laughing. It was the first time he’d ever heard her curse.


     


     


    2


    Marc leaned against the elevator wall as it carried him down. That was the only way this elevator traveled.


    He opened the door as soon as it stopped. His captors knew he was gone by now. Shutting down this elevator would be their first reaction.


    Marc quickly stepped out.


    The light above it switched to red.


    Marc celebrated silently. He looked around, eager to have an adventure.


    Marc saw he was in another wing of the complex. He walked the cool halls confidently, memorizing exits and small guard posts that were empty. This level was dark gray with only a few ceiling lights and empty flats that didn’t even have cots yet let alone mattresses. It didn’t seem like anyone was living in this wing.


    Marc swept empty rooms and bare shelves. This is where they’ll bring us after they’re finished on the level where we are now.


    The walls around him swayed eerily as he walked. Until the submarine, Marc hadn’t spent much time underwater. He didn’t like it.


    Marc saw another elevator. He hurried over to it and hit the button.


     


    In the security room, Reicher struggled to stay alert. “Let him explore.”


    Thalia removed her hand from the keyboard that would have deactivated that elevator.


     


    Down in the empty wing, Marc saw the buttons only went up. He chose the first floor.


    The elevator didn’t respond.


    Thalia activated the speaker. “The first level has been locked off. Pick a different floor and it will work.”


    Marc glared at the camera. “Can’t you even give me 10 minutes of privacy?”


    Thalia was startled into a chuckle. “Nee.”


    Behind her, Reicher became even more positive of his prediction that she would help Marc take over. Then she would become his mate. Thalia had been promised to Corbin in the Hawaii complex, but that wasn’t going to happen now. Marc was a much better match for her.


     


    Marc reluctantly hit the button to take him back up one floor. His captors were just playing with him by letting him roam. Not doing it freely took all the fun out of it.


    Thalia waited for Marc to exit the lift and then shut it down. “I won’t make that mistake again.”


    Reicher didn’t scold her. He wanted to, but he didn’t have the strength. The cancer was growing more aggressive. It was moving faster now that the end was nearing.


     


    Marc sat in the chair and crossed his arms over his chest again. “What do you want from me?”


    “I want you to call the Creator.”


    Marc laughed.


    Thalia waited patiently.


    Marc knew he wasn’t going to get out of this room until he tried. He was also positive it wouldn’t work.


    He still did it reluctantly. If there was an answer, he would be forced to explain his actions, and Marc couldn’t do that. There is no excuse for murder.


    Thalia and Reicher observed as Marc opened a mental door in his mind and shoved in energy.


    Marc made the call based on what Angela and Adrian had told him. During their time with Donner, they’d made this call successfully. Marc let his bitterness over that fuel his need to get through.


     


     


    3


    An hour later, Marc had used almost all of his energy and there hadn’t been a single response. Reicher was dozing in his chair again, with bloody drool hanging from the corner of his mouth.


    Thalia smothered a yawn and activated the speaker. “Return to your room and rest.”


    Marc staggered toward the elevator without replying. He got in and let it carry him back up to the residence wing.


    The other captives were waiting to find out if he’d been successful. As Marc returned through the hall, they attacked him mentally, taking advantage of his weakness.


    Marc pushed them out easily even though he was tired. He lifted his chin. “Bunch of cowards. Why didn’t you face me before I went down to the session?”


    “We’re not allowed to interfere, mate.”


    Marc walked by them with his defenses ready to be deployed. None of the men here liked him. He could feel that already. It’s mutual.


    “Oi! You can’t just walk away!”


    They regrouped and tried to invade his mind again.


    Marc struck back this time. He invaded all of their minds at the same time, pulling out secrets these captives weren’t supposed to have anymore. As a byzan, he was on Reicher’s level with smaller energy banks.


    We’re stronger than Reicher. When he dies, we can take over.


    Safe Haven has to fall. It’s not fair that they haven’t suffered like everyone else.


    Reicher’s replacement won’t live to inherit the job!


    We should be in charge.


    The new people are going to replace us. We have to take them out first!


    Marc stored those nuggets and pushed in deeper for the more important secrets.


    This lab is in danger. It hasn’t been repaired in years and storm season is almost here again.


    Reicher has a dozen kids alive in these walls. We can use them against him.


    We’ll never side with Safe Haven. They’re the enemy!


    Marc sneered. “You’re all fakes. And I’m going to tell him everything.” He waited, eager to take out his anger in a physical moment.


    Most of the other captives resentfully resumed their rest and relaxation in the lounge. They knew better than to challenge Marc to combat even with him being so outnumbered. Captives weren’t allowed to fight.


    Marc went into his flat and sat on the bed. Using so much energy had made him sleepy. It also gave me a measure of control. If they let me get too alert, I’ll blow us out of here.


    Marc’s demon was exhausted but still there. Why are we not doing that now?


    Marc yawned as he laid on the bed. It’s not part of the plan.


    His demon scowled. I’m tired of hearing that.


    One of the captives entered Marc’s room and shut the door. He leaned against it, glaring.


    Marc didn’t move. “If you’re going to kill me, do it now and be quick about it or I’ll eat your dick for lunch.”


    The other captive wasn’t intimidated. He only knew Marc by reputation and reputations were often built on lies. “I heard you’re taking the boss’s place when he dies.”


    Marc yawned again instead of answering.


    The captive approached the bed, insulted and angry. He picked a pain spell and began gathering energy for it.


    Marc did a quick tuck and roll while punching. He caught the man in the groin and brought him to his knees. He followed it up with three alternating punches that broke the man’s nose and splattered fresh blood over their clothes and the floor.


    Marc stopped as alarms began to ring. He wasn’t allowed to fight with the other residents here. He assumed self-defense was permitted, but there was no guarantee. I might be going back to the warehouse after all.


    Marc couldn’t find it in himself to be unhappy. The short release had already returned more of his control. It was almost like he had the rage illness and only the sight of blood could pacify him. Being a captive wasn’t good for his brain.


    A bulky staff member pushed the door open and quickly grabbed the unconscious man’s leg. He dragged the body out without looking at Marc.


    Marc assumed the staff was scared of him. “You should be. When I’ve finally had enough, I’m taking all of us down. There won’t be a single survivor.”


    Marc laid on the bed, not caring about the blood on his hands and clothes. I never should have come here.


     


    In the security room, Reicher had barely woken from his drug-induced dozing. Thalia was fully in charge.


    She decided not to punish Marc because she didn’t think Reicher would have. She typed in orders for the injured man to be removed from the wing, however. He had gotten aggressive and that wasn’t allowed even in small moments. Only we’re allowed to threaten, abuse, or cause pain.


    Reicher coughed up a thick, bloody clump that almost choked him. He finally got it out and then wiped his mouth on his sleeve. He leaned back in the chair without neatening himself. “Incentive.”


    Thalia nodded. Marc had a weakness. It was time they exploited it.


     


     


    4


    “Follow the arrows to the session room, Subject Eleven.”


    Marc went willingly. A few hours in the bloody flat had reminded him of the isolation torture. They would clean up while he was gone, hopefully. The smell was rough. The man had pissed himself during the attack.


    Marc knew he needed allies here. He’d considered trying to reach the other captives in his wing, but listening to their conversations had made that impossible. They were too different. They wanted to be here. They liked and respected Reicher. Marc wanted this place gone. They had nothing to converse about.


    Marc took the same elevator down to the same session room. He saw the same woman observing his every move and reflection.


    There was now a force field that wouldn’t allow him to penetrate the security room. His gifts were weak right now, but even in the isolation room, it had been a struggle to get Reicher’s thoughts through the energy shield. Marc tried to connect to that man now, curious if he was angry.


    The heavy electric force field repelled his attempts.


    Marc went to the chair and sat. I’ll keep working on that.


     


    In the security room, Reicher considered his vision again. He lifted a finger to stop Thalia from continuing the normal session. “Introduce yourself to him, officially.”


    Thalia stiffened at her father’s roughly spoken command. His weakened condition allowed her to see what he had planned. “I have a fiancé!”


    “Do (cough) as I say.”


    Thalia angrily activated the speaker. “My name is Thalia Abbot Reicher.”


    Magic swirled around her, but she refused to greet it as it settled over her body.


    Marc stared at the window. It shouldn’t surprise him to find out Reicher had offspring working in this lab, but it did. “Sergeant Marcus Brady.”


    He scanned what he could see of her, wishing he could dig into her mind. He was also glad that he couldn’t. If he had been able to, he would have taken over her brain and made her kill the man in the chair behind her. Marc knew Reicher was there. He could feel the man observing everything that was happening.


    Thalia glared over her shoulder. “Happy now?”


    Reicher didn’t answer. He was trying to catch his breath from the last coughing fit.


    Thalia continued with the normal session, but she stayed angry. She hadn’t considered that working with her father would be so frustrating. “Call the Creator.”


    Marc ignored the order. “Why did you introduce yourself?” He could feel that it was important.


    “I don’t have to answer you.”


    Marc snickered at her snotty tone. “Did I get under your skin? Tell me how I did it, so I can do it again.”


    Thalia’s frustration came across the speaker. “My father insisted. He thinks you and I are going to be a couple in the future.”


    Marc blew out a breath of derision. “A couple of bodies buried under the ocean, maybe.”


    “Exactly! Now, make the call.”


    Marc began gathering energy while he kept protesting. “You know this is a waste of time. Why are you having me do it?”


    In the security room, Reicher tapped his chair to get her attention. “Motivate!”


    Thalia hit a series of buttons on the keypad.


    One of the starry walls next to Marc changed. A live feed appeared, showing him a closed door in a wing that looked a lot like his own. Marc instinctively knew one of his team members was behind it.


    “Make the call or Subject Ten will pay for your lack of effort.”


    Marc wasn’t sure who that was, but it didn’t matter. “No.”


    “Very well.” Sound activated on the monitor. “Hit him again.”


    Kenn’s scream echoed through the camera.


    Marc winced. Reicher had indeed found a button to push.


    “Make the call.”


    Marc glared at the window. “It won’t work. You already know that!”


    Thalia moved onto the next stage. “Then call the Weigh Station.”


    Marc stiffened. He hadn’t realized the enemy knew about that. But I should have. They know everything else. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “The place in Heaven where souls are weighed.”


    “Never heard of it.”


    Thalia settled in for the long-haul. She knew he was lying. Now she would use her skills to force it out. “Hit him again.”


    Kenn screamed.


    Marc couldn’t take much of that. He began searching for a way out.


    Reicher had planned on it. Thalia filled him in with an arrogant tone. “These floors and walls are padded. The chair is folding. You can’t check out this time.”


    Kenn screamed again. “No more! No more water!”


    Marc assumed they were waterboarding Kenn.  He was glad they hadn’t opened the door. It would be even harder if he had to witness it. Reicher had chosen a type of torture that almost all military men scoffed at but secretly feared during their time in the service.


    “Hit him again.”


    Marc saw the lights dim on the screen. Kenn was being waterboarded and electrocuted. The awful screams went into Marc’s heart and started ripping it open.


    The old connection didn’t allow him to keep resisting. Marc shoved the gathered energy through the mental door so he could make the connection to the Weigh Station.


    Angela had tested a lot of people for this skill, but not him. And this is why. She didn’t want me to know I could do it.


    “He’s doing it!” Thalia leaned forward in her chair to observe.


    Reicher tried to stay conscious through the drugs.


    Time slowed.


    Marc solidified the connection. Hello?


    Doug’s worried voice came right back in his mind. What are you doing?!


    Marc celebrated and mourned being able to make the call. It was proof that his skills had evolved.


    “Hold that connection!” Thalia made sure the video feed was working. Then she started to ask Doug questions. “Where are you? How do I get there?”


    Marc immediately countered her. “Don’t answer any calls from me or the Eagles, Douglas. That’s an order!”


    I won’t. Good luck, Brady. You all need it. Doug broke the connection.


    Time resumed running.


    Kenn stopped screaming.


    Thalia wasn’t unhappy about Marc cutting off the call. She could make him do it again. “He did it! He made contact!”


    Reicher didn’t respond to Thalia’s excitement. Marc’s order would make it harder to get through next time. We may need a better incentive.


    Marc cursed himself for not being stronger. The enemy now knew he could be manipulated through the pain of his former fireteam member. Marc considered suicide again.


    Thalia panicked. We can’t lose him yet! She activated the speaker. “It doesn’t stop even when you check out!”


    Marc shuddered in the chair and forced himself not to react at all. His mind began to shut down. Maybe I can go deep enough that they can’t reach me.


    Reicher laughed in his thoughts, long and loud. You never should have signed up for this run, Marcus. It’s going to cost you everything.
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    “No more water. They’re drowning!”


    Kenn snapped awake, but his nightmare lingered, causing him to gasp for air.


    Kenn didn’t remember where he’d been, but it had flooded. He’d tried hard to save his teammates, but it hadn’t worked. He’d been the only survivor.


    Kenn slowly became aware of his surroundings. He didn’t care about the comfort. The fact that it was dry allowed him to breathe deeper and calm himself. I didn’t know I was that scared of water until I came here.


    Kenn sat up on the mattress and stayed there, observing. He’d been in this flat for days now without seeing anyone. The blinds over the window in his door were on the outside. He could hear people moving by, but he couldn’t see them. It was the same as yesterday and the day before. He was bored.


    Kenn peered at the camera in the corner. “So what’s the plan for today? More rest and relaxation?”


    The speaker immediately activated. “Report to the session room, Subject Ten. Follow the red arrows on the walls.”


    The door unlocked.


    “I didn’t expect that.” Kenn got up and opened the door. He stood there for a minute, taking in his new surroundings.


    The odors hit him first. It smelled like old food and sweat. Kenn had listened to residents doing workouts while doing his own to keep from going crazy. When you were isolated, working out was the only thing you could do to soothe yourself, other than masturbation and Kenn refused to do that here.


    The men in the lounge across from his flat all greeted him with welcoming smiles.


    “They finally let him out.”


    “He’s military. See the tattoos?”


    “That’s good. It means he’s like the rest of us.”


    Kenn scanned for exits and only found one at the end of the hall where red arrows were flashing the path he was supposed to take.


    Kenn nodded to the other captives and then followed the arrows down the hallway. He was looking forward to talking to the other inhabitants here, but finding a way out was more important.


    The elevator slid open.


    Kenn stepped back, not willing to trust his captors. If he didn’t know where he was going, he didn’t want to go.


    The men behind him saw his reaction and nodded or laughed.


    “He has his wits about him.”


    “Ay. I told you, he’s one of us.”


    One of the older men got Kenn’s attention. “They’re just calling you in for a session, mate. No pain.”


    Kenn hoped that was true as he stepped into the elevator.


    The door slid shut behind him.


    Kenn studied the elevator in a quick glance and found a camera. He was under surveillance.


    He also smelled bleach. The only time that was necessary in a place like this was when blood was spilled. Kenn assumed one of his teammates had caused that. It pleased him.


    The elevator opened. Kenn saw an empty room with smudged white walls, a tiled blue floor, and a recliner in the center. It looked like the most comfortable recliner Kenn had ever seen in his life. He knew that was a reaction to constant discomfort, but it didn’t matter. He was eager to sink down in that chair and let it soothe away some of his aches and pains.


    The elevator closed. The red light over it activated.


    Kenn didn’t care. He strode straight to the chair and made himself at home in it.


    Kenn recognized the features of the woman studying him, but that didn’t trigger his hatred. A lot of people had blonde hair and blue eyes. He didn’t instantly dislike them because they reminded him of Adrian. He wasn’t that petty. I also don’t hate him for the choices he made. I’m certain that helps.


    Kenn sensed Reicher was observing him, too, but the man didn’t feel intimidating like he had before. The stories of Reicher’s illness were still spreading through the staff, but Marc had told them before they were relocated.


    Kenn waved at the window. “Anytime you’re ready.”


    Thalia chuckled. Not all of their divers were so bold. She activated the speaker. “Welcome to the Knowledge wing, Subject Ten.”


    Kenn was intrigued by the title. He flipped the bar on the side of the recliner and propped up his feet. “What happens in the Knowledge wing?”


    “You dive for it, and we record it.”


    “I don’t know how to scroll dive.” He’d heard about it, though. It was something he had put on his to-do list but had never done.


    “In the rear of the cell that holds your power, you’ll find a door in the floor. You dive through it while holding your breath as long as you can. If you find a scroll, you grab it.”


    Kenn fought the urge to scratch his hand. He couldn’t reach the itch under the cast. “Does it matter which scroll?”


    “The other sessions will give specific targets. For this one, grab whatever you can and don’t run out of air.”


    Kenn didn’t need to ask what would happen if he ran out of air.


    Kenn’s demon waited impatiently for a chance to escape his cell. He’d been drugged continuously since being here. This was the first time they had shared mental space in weeks.


    Kenn knew he had his gifts back, but he didn’t have a target yet. The woman in the window wasn’t reachable and there was no one else in here with him. He thought about the captives he’d passed as he came out of his room, but quickly put that out of his mind. It wouldn’t hurt the boss to lose a few of his lab rats.


    “You may begin now.”


    Kenn quickly found the trap door, but it refused to open for him. Kenn pulled and kicked it and even tried using mental energy, but nothing worked.


    In the security room, Thalia guided him to the next level. “Maybe all you’ll ever be is a Grunt. I think we’ve assigned you to the wrong wing.”


    Determined fury gave Kenn the strength to pry the hatch up with his bare hands.


    Thalia didn’t give him any praise. That wasn’t how to make a military man respond. They always felt like they had to earn it.


    Kenn dove through the hole.


    Thick pressure waves took away his breath and immediately forced him back up. He’d only been down for a few seconds. Kenn sucked in air mentally, confused about how this worked.


    Kenn’s demon stayed close. You have to be ready for it. Gather your energy and then hold your breath. We’ll go together.


    The speaker activated again, but the woman’s directions meant little to Kenn as he tried to figure out how to conquer this newest challenge.


    He and the demon went in together this time. Darkness surrounded them. The pressure was smothering. Kenn’s lungs began to protest right away. He was forced up from the murky darkness again after only a few seconds. He hung on the side of the hole and tried to slow his racing heart.


    Thalia didn’t give him a chance to recover. “One more time and then we’re going to send you back to your flat to wait for a transfer.”


    Kenn glared at the woman with bright red orbs. “I suppose you can do better?”


    “I can hold my breath and dive for an hour.”


    Kenn didn’t hear any bragging in her voice. It pissed him off. He dove through the door alone.


    In the security room, Thalia and Reicher watched his face turn red from lack of air, but it didn’t turn blue. They waited patiently to see what he might bring up.


    Kenn couldn’t view anything through the murky darkness. He ignored his aching lungs the way he had during training sessions in the Marines. He reached out with his hands, thinking maybe the scrolls were the same color as the darkness. He immediately felt a brittle parchment at his fingertips.


    Kenn knew not to be rough with the scroll. He pushed in deeper and gently surrounded it with his big hand.


    Then he ran out of air.


    Kenn began to suffocate. He held onto the scroll and tried to force his body backward, but it was impossible. He was already exhausted.


    Kenn’s demon grabbed his ankle and tugged. Kenn had gotten stuck in a dark spot.


    Kenn felt the pressure ease. He was able to swim up to the trap door, but he wasn’t sure he would be able to draw in a full breath of air when he got there. His lungs felt like they were going to collapse.


    The demon shoved Kenn through the hole and then followed him. He shut the hatch and then sat on it to keep Kenn from going right back down.


    Kenn drew in a tiny thread of air and then let it out. He repeated that a few times before taking a deeper breath, allowing his lungs to re-acclimate even though it was only mental. He was still confused about how it worked, but he understood enough to know it had to be handled as if it was reality.


    Kenn felt something in his hand. He looked down at the scroll. “I brought it with me!”


    Thalia activated the speaker. “As soon as you open it, it’s going to vanish. You have to read it as quickly as you can and memorize every word.”


    Kenn gently pried it open.


    Thalia and Reicher studied the camera that had been zoomed in to capture the words in case Kenn didn’t remember them.


    Kenn read the scroll and then flinched as it caught fire in his hand. It was gone a second later, leaving only a trace of smoke in the air.


    Thalia already knew, but she had to test his memory and his honesty. “What did it say?”


    “Love is also verb; it requires action to be true.”


    Thalia recorded it in the computer. “Do you think you can go again?”


    Kenn wanted to say yes, but he had no energy left. He’d only been in this room for 10 minutes, but it felt like 10 hours. “I should probably take a short break.”


    “Return to your flat and rest.”


    Kenn stood up and fell down. His body was too weak to hold him up.


    Thalia reluctantly hit the button to call in assistance. Kenn probably wasn’t dangerous in his current state, but she hadn’t forgotten the damage his other teammates had caused.


    Kenn tried to stand up again. He held onto the chair this time and managed to get to his feet.


    A staff member came from the elevator. “Let me help?”


    Kenn nodded gratefully. “Thank you.”


    In the security room, Reicher knew something was wrong and didn’t tell Thalia. This was also a training session for her. She was about to learn one of the bigger rules when it came to military men–they were excellent actors.


    The elevator shut.


    Kenn grabbed the staff member around the neck and quickly jerked. An awful crunch echoed through the elevator.


    He let go of the body with a smile. “That felt good!”


    Kenn hit the button to go down. “I’m not ready to return to my flat yet. I hope you don’t mind.”


     


     


    2


    “Why did you let him do that?!” Thalia was furious. “You knew!”


    Reicher sighed. “Military men are notoriously efficient, genial, and dangerous. You learned a valuable lesson.”


    Thalia jerked a hand toward the monitor. It was still focused on the body. “It came at the cost of one of our people!”


    Reicher nodded tiredly at her outrage. “One less mouth to feed.”


    Thalia didn’t like how heartless he was even though it was true. “I’ll send out an alert and try to get a search team together.”


    “There’s no need. He’ll show up here in a few minutes.”


    Thalia made a face. “The only way he can get here by using that lift is if he takes it to the wing below us and then uses the hidden lift on that floor.”


    “He knows, I’m sure, otherwise he wouldn’t have gone AWOL.” Reicher was positive Kenn had figured out how the elevator system here worked. He didn’t know how that was possible, but he would figure it out.


     


    A silent alarm calling for help at the security room flashed through most of the wings in the complex.


    Only a few people responded. The staff was tired of being called in to die at the hands of the new subjects. They wanted Reicher to finish taming those men first.
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    Kenn marched confidently through the hallway of the empty wing. He glanced into the flats to get an idea of what came next, but he didn’t linger. Silent alarms were flashing on the consoles that were active down here. He wouldn’t have much time to reach his target.


    Kenn didn’t expect this attempt to be successful, but there was a small part of him that hoped it would be. The sooner he killed Reicher, the sooner they would all be able to get out of here.


    The empty wing had carpeting on the floor and paintings on the walls. It was too dim for Kenn to tell what the paintings were of. He passed a long lounge with plush chairs and stacks of amusements. It was a well-stocked wing even with the empty shelves and no one was living here. It was clear that was about to change.


    Kenn turned down the hallway and stopped near a glass window. He began feeling around the edges of it, hunting for an activation switch.


    He felt a small metal button and pushed it. A door immediately slid open right behind him.


    Kenn stepped into that elevator with a grin. He pushed the basement button.


    He found it clever that the security room could only be reached this way. Kenn had pulled details about it from the troops who had escorted him off the warehouse floor. They’d thought he was too drugged to remember the conversation. The guards had been nervous about moving into the new wing and worried that they wouldn’t remember how to reach the security room each day to deliver their reports.


    Kenn had finally figured out how this complex was shaped. It baffled his mind how an octagon center could be surrounded by other octagons and then anchored on the side by long elevator shafts dug into the ocean floor.


    Kenn had figured out they were under water right after the time quake, but he hadn’t been able to figure out how things were set up. To make it even more complicated, the security room for each level was in the direct center and sat down into the floor by 10 feet to allow for viewing of the level below it. That made sense to Kenn when he reflected on the warehouse setup.


    The elevator stopped suddenly. The light inside flashed to red. They knew where he was.


    Kenn smashed the elevator control panel repeatedly with his fist, cracking the plastic so he could get to the wires. I’m not trapped anywhere. I’m a Marine and an Eagle. That’s a lethal combination.


    Twenty seconds later, the elevator opened, letting Kenn out onto the basement floor of this level. He followed the octagon hallway quickly toward the center, keeping an ear out for security. I’m on my way, Marc. I might be about to bust us all out of here.
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    In the security room, Thalia tensed. “He’s here.” She could feel Kenn’s delight that he’d made it so far.


    Reicher wasn’t worried. “Schedule that lift for repairs.”


    Tap-tap!


    Both of them looked over.


    Kenn’s gloating face appeared in the window. He pointed at Reicher and imitated pulling the trigger of a gun.


    Reicher didn’t give him a response.


    Thalia blanched.


    Kenn hadn’t counted on Reicher being behind a door that he couldn’t get through without explosives. He concentrated, hoping his gifts would work through it.


    Thalia jumped up and stood over Reicher with her shield up.


    The pen from the desk flew into her shield and stuck there.


    Kenn scowled. He considered hitting her with something larger, but troops were arriving to take him away. He tried once more.


    Thalia held her shield tightly around her father and herself as the oxygen tank lifted. It smashed into her shield.


    Thalia didn’t let it fall. She slid it gently to the floor. Her father needed that.


    Kenn heard the guards coming up behind him and decided to take his fury out on them instead. He spun around.


    The sight of four small children stopped Kenn in his tracks. “No.”


    All four kids fired on him at the same time.


    Kenn barely managed to get a shield up. He wasn’t able to fire back, though. His conscience wouldn’t let him.


    The kids kept firing spells, forcing him to maintain his shield. Kenn didn’t think to absorb the spells for more energy. He ran through all of it in a matter of minutes just defending himself.


    Thalia waited until he dropped to his knees and his shield vanished before she called off the kids. She activated the speaker. “Return to your flat, Subject Ten! You have four minutes to get there.”


    Kenn began crawling across the floor toward the elevator that had brought him here.


    “Punishment?”


    Reicher shook his head. “Nee, but let him recharge on his own. The pain of being like that will teach him better than any torture could. Believe me, I know.”


    Still outside the door, Kenn caught every word. “You went through this! How can you do it to others?!”


    “Because I believe in the research we’re doing here. So much so, that I’ll do anything to make progress…even bomb a tropical island.”


    Kenn thought of the nuclear submarine. He was suddenly terrified for Tonya and his kids. He dragged himself into the elevator. God, I hope he’s bluffing.
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    Kenn staggered through the hallway of the Knowledge wing three minutes later. Reicher’s threat was still echoing in his mind.


    The other captives watched him approach. They were all scroll divers.


    Kenn used his mind to show them Reicher’s threat. It was immediately confirmed.


    “It’s true. The boss here controls nuclear sites all over the world.”


    “He can wipe us all out at the push of a button.”


    Kenn leaned against the wall, fighting the pain from his withered body. “But you don’t stay for that reason.” Kenn sensed these men had enough power together to bring this place down.


    “No, we want those answers.”


    “Knowledge is our lives.”


    “It’s why we exist.”


    Kenn assumed they were following orders and getting results. He bonded with them like he had soldiers in the past even though he didn’t want to, and he still viewed them as the enemy.


    One of the men slowly approached him and held his hand out. “I’d like to help.”


    Kenn reluctantly let the man touch his arm and feed him energy.


    There wasn’t any pain. Kenn assumed they were the same level. It occurred to him that everyone in this wing had their gifts.


    “We’re not drugged as much as the others.”


    “Why? Are you trusted more?” If so, Kenn could use that.


    “It takes too long to recharge. The boss wants answers faster than the drugs wear off.”


    Kenn rubbed the cold fingers sticking through his cast. He was eager for it to be removed. “What’s his deal?”


    No one answered. They weren’t going to give him any secrets about Reicher.


    Kenn sighed in relief as the pain faded. He gave the man a nod of approval and gratitude. “What are you allowed to talk about?”


    “Anything else that you want.” The man took Kenn’s arm and led him toward the lounge. “You can talk about anything, though.”


    “Tell us a story!”


    “Yes! We want to hear about Safe Haven, mate.”


    “Ay, and the Ghost!”


    “Don’t forget the wolf. We’ve heard he’s wild.”


    Kenn joined them in the lounge as everyone started talking. He began digging details from their thoughts as he settled among them for what he hoped would be a peaceful evening. I could get used to this. I won’t…but I could.
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    “Do you think Reicher would let me keep them when I’m discharged?”


    Sasha studied her sister in sympathetic revulsion. “No, Issy. You have to let them go. You’re being discharged in a few days. The babies are doing prima, but you can’t keep them. You know that.”


    Isabel pretended her heart wasn’t sending out waves of unwelcome pain. “I do know, it’s just that…I don’t want them to die.”


    Sasha didn’t know what to say to her sister. She did know she didn’t want any part of breastfeeding and caring for the infants she gave birth to if this was going to be the result. She didn’t care if it was great for the babies.


    Goldie’s twins were dying, while Issy’s babies were thriving. It was another confirmation that newborns needed their mothers. Reicher had put Goldie with them to see if the father bond would kick in, but it hadn’t despite Goldie adoring his children.


    Isabel looked better. Sasha reckoned they had found a way to stop the bleeding or maybe it had stopped on its own. Either way, Isabel had gotten a positive checkup and was being sent out of the trauma wing. “I’m sorry, but I can’t stay. I need to go hand out other discharge orders.”


    Isabel continued to burp her happy baby. “I reckon they’re letting Joseph out of isolation now?”


    Sasha nodded. “It’s been hard on him. He hates being out of the security room, but we all had to go through a week of testing. It’s over now. He passed.”


    Isabel didn’t really care about Sasha’s other life or anything else happening in the complex. Being forced to care for her infants had changed her. “The caretakers are always watching me now. They don’t trust me anymore.”


    Sasha tried to make Isabel feel better. “They’ll ease up after you’re discharged. Just make sure you don’t return here without orders.”


    Isabel knew that was going to be the hardest part. The separation might break her.


    Sasha had assisted with exams, helped during a delivery, and disposed of more diapers than she cared to count, but she hadn’t been ordered to have contact with any of the fussy manure machines. She was grateful. “I’ll see you later.”


    Sasha tugged the cubicle shut and headed for the opposite side of the wing. As she walked through the halls, she was aware of curious stares from some of the caretakers. She didn’t know what had caused it. Being normal had disadvantages. If she was like them, she could have read their minds. As it was, she could only guess. She was blaming it on Joseph.


    It had come to her attention that the other inhabitants here didn’t like Joseph. She hadn’t realized that before even though she hadn’t liked him either. It was also common knowledge that she and Joseph had been matched for breeding, at her request. That meant she was receiving half of his bad vibes.


    Sasha scanned the birthing wing as she left. They all look healthier than usual.


    Shutting down the upper level to go further under the water had scared most of them. It was good to know their human bodies were thriving.


    Sasha slid aside so workers could bring in trolleys of sweet-smelling food that made Sasha’s stomach growl. I wonder who they’re having tonight.


    Sasha went to the isolation chamber and tapped on the glass.


    Joseph hurried from the chair where he had been consuming Reicher’s memoirs. It wasn’t required reading for his job, but he was hoping it would help him forge a bond with the stubborn man. Much like Reicher with Marc, Joseph was trying to get what he needed. “Did I pass?”


    Sasha unlocked his door, grinning. “With flying colors. You’ll be in daily breeding sessions as soon as they get the room set up.”


    Joseph leered at her. “Does that mean we can start now?”


    The air filled with tension, but it wasn’t all sexual. Sasha reluctantly shook her head. “I have to help with the other breeding sessions right now. I’ll come by later.”


    Joseph had to be happy with that. “Are you still going to help me pass the session?”


    “Of course. You’re already doing a heap better. Maybe we’ll do it with the cuffs only on one hand tonight and give you more control practice.”


    Joseph smiled. “Thank you for helping me.”


    Sasha blushed happily. “It’s my honor.”


    Joseph kept smiling. And soon, it’ll be your life.
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    “As soon as they open this door, we’re going to kill you.”


    Biff refused to look. He didn’t want to see what unbelievable thing had been sent to torment him this time.


    “You’re never getting out of this wing alive, normal!”


    Being in a better room with clean clothes and good food didn’t matter. He was still being tortured; it just wasn’t physical.


    He’d been here for days, waiting for something else to happen. He had a feeling it wouldn’t be much longer now, but he wasn’t eager for it. His cellmates were crazy. They never stopped harassing him. When one went to sleep, another took his place.  Biff was surprised that staff members delivering food and supplies weren’t being attacked. The men on this level were dangerous.


    Biff was grateful for the locked door on his flat. The yellow of the walls matched the fear in his mind as the other captives continued to torment him. He’d developed a small defense by ignoring them physically, but it was almost impossible mentally. The things they kept shoving at him were awful.


    It’s also not possible. Biff tried to talk himself through it. “It has to be drugs or maybe I’m living out a nightmare. None of these creatures really exist. This isn’t happening. It’s in my mind and I’m going crazy.”


    “Come on out, little normal. We want to play with you, mate!”


    Biff shivered. He told himself not to look and found his head rotating toward the door anyway.


    Long fangs dripping saliva snapped at him through the window.


    Biff quickly turned away. That’s not possible!


    He tried to self-soothe again. They put me here to drive me crazy. None of this is happening.


    Noise grew louder outside. Shouts and then screams echoed, making Biff clench his eyes shut. I don’t want to know. I don’t want to know.


    The lock clicked.


    Biff’s head snapped toward the door in fear.


    “Follow the staff members to the session room, Subject Eight.”


    The voice coming through the speaker barely registered as Biff waited for the captives outside to come in after him. He could hear shouts and steps getting closer.


    The door opened. Two staff members wielding electric batons entered.


    “Get up.”


    Biff made himself obey. He hoped the two musclebound guards would be enough to protect him from the captives who were leering over their shoulders and shoving demented fantasies into his brain to induce more fear.


    The guards stayed on either side of Biff. Pushes from the buttons on the batons sent electricity out in small spurts that drove back the 20 gloating, leering, raucous residents in this wing. As they walked, the guards discussed it.


    “Why do you think they put a normal on this floor with the crazy people?”


    The guard on Biff’s right shrugged. He jabbed out at one of the lunatics, hitting the man in the stomach. “Maybe he’s not a normal.”


    Biff considered that as they entered the elevator.


    The door shut, allowing everyone to take a breath of relief.


    It only lasted a few seconds for Biff as the elevator dropped one level and then stopped. He tensed again as the door opened.


    The guards pulled him out of the elevator and took him down a short hallway that ended in a narrow room with a glass window at the top of one wall and a desk with a chair in the far corner.


    The guards led Biff toward that chair and then stayed on either side of him as he sat down.


    Biff waited tensely as the elevator opened again and six more guards entered. He began to brace for another torture session that would probably end with broken bones, if he was lucky.


    Thalia activated the speaker. “Welcome to the Reality wing.”


    Biff saw the woman in the window who was speaking to him. He wasn’t sure what to say to her.


    The guards settled around the room.


    “For your first session, defend yourself–with your mind. You’re not allowed to get out of the chair.”


    Biff frowned, confused. “I’m not a descendant. I don’t have any gifts to use.”


    “Even a normal can make a defender appear. All you have to do is think it and it will happen, if you try hard enough.”


    “So I should think of a gun and it’ll magically appear in my hands?”


    “A more practical choice might be a sentient being.”


    Biff immediately thought of a stone warrior that had no obvious weaknesses.


    Thalia saw it in his mind. Approval laced her voice. “Bring it to life, and make it protect you.”


    Biff had no idea how to do that. He stared at the window with a small smirk on his lips. “You’re kidding, right?”


    Thalia signaled the guards.


    All the guards came toward him at the same time. The two who were already close began to throw punches.


    Biff scrambled out of the chair and hid under the desk.


    Electricity flew up from the floor and shocked him brutally.


    Thalia waved off the guards and activated the speaker. “You’re not allowed to leave the chair, Subject Eight!”


    Biff crawled back into the seat. It was impossible not to get angry. “I don’t know how to do this!”


    “None of us do until we do it. Concentrate!”


    Biff had often wondered what it would be like to be a descendant. He had also wondered if he would be able to pick what entity he would host. The stone warrior had always been a favorite combatant in movies and literature for him. It was easy to imagine having control of such a creature. It was incredibly hard to figure out how to make that a reality.


    Thalia signaled the guards.


    The troops approached him again.


    Biff imagined the stone warrior swinging out and crushing heads together, swiping an arm out and bashing in brains. Grabbing men by the throat and crushing the life from them… Awful screams filled the air.


    Biff’s lids flew open. A huge gray and brown stone warrior stood in front of the desk. While he watched, it brought a stone hand down and crushed the man about to swing on Biff.


    Blood and gore splattered the walls.


    All of the guards were as shocked as Biff was. Only one of them tried to fight back, but his punch only earned him broken knuckles before he was crushed against the wall.


    The other troops screamed and ran.


    Thalia had already locked the lift. There was no escape.


    Delighted even though he assumed this was proof of his insanity, Biff pointed. “Kill them all.”


    Thalia and Reicher observed through the window as Biff killed everyone in the room. It was remarkable that he had done it so fast and on his first attempt. It was yet more proof that the Safe Haven people were different than the other captives in this complex.


    Biff turned away as blood sprayed across his face. A tiny fleck landed on his lip. He licked it unconsciously.


    Reality began to sink back in. That’s blood.


    Biff put his head down on the desk. None of this is happening. None of this is real.


    Biff took a few deep breaths and then lifted his head. He opened his eyes.


    Blood and gore were spread across the walls and floor in puddles, splashes, and sprays. Bodies lay in heaps everywhere he looked. There was no stone warrior.


    Biff saw blood coating his hands. Terrible soreness sank into his arms. It must have been me. I did this.


    He started laughing uncontrollably.


    In the security room, Thalia prepared to gas him. It wasn’t good to let a subject dwell on levels of insanity at this point in the conversion process. It often ended with them taking their lives.


    Biff heard the gas coming through the vent and lifted his head toward it. Yes, take me away from this place.


    Biff kept inhaling, but the gas didn’t knock him out. The low concentration was only meant to get subjects under control.


    In the corner, a gray and brown stone warrior appeared. It stood watch over Biff as the gas began to take effect.
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    “He’s flipping too hard, too fast.”


    Reicher agreed with Thalia’s observation. “He needs someone to talk to. Send in Cerise as soon as she’s finished with her checkup.”


    Cerise was getting a daily test for pregnancy. It was taking all of Reicher’s strength to complete those breeding sessions. He needed it to be over now.


    The cold security room still wasn’t helping Reicher’s illness. He had hoped to slow it with low temperatures, but that was only weakening him faster, but he didn’t have another option at the moment. If he left the safety of this security room, any number of staff members might try to kill him and take over the complex. Most of the male troops were hoping for that opportunity. Reicher could feel the female staff ignoring that danger in favor of having confidence in their leader. It made him proud. It also made him angry that he wasn’t going to be able to protect them when things went crazy. He was only okay with violence when it was his idea.


    Thalia entered the order into the computer while keeping an eye on the weather radar. “That’s a big storm coming our way.”


    Reicher was also monitoring the tropical system brewing in the salty Indian Ocean. When they lingered, they drew warmth from the water and grew stronger. Unlike myself.


    Reicher’s illness wasn’t giving him any time to breathe. He felt like one of the captives. It was fitting, pleasing him. “Update me.”


    The reports had just come in from each wing and level. Thalia pulled it up on the screen. “Food is down to 15% of prewar levels. I’ve estimated it will hold us for another year based on our current population.” Thalia didn’t say that would be extended if he kept killing off their staff. Reicher already knew. She now assumed that was part of his plan. “The hounds have demolished the top level. Half of them are dead.”


    “Good. They’ll be hungry protectors for any intruders.”


    “Are we expecting a visit?”


    “Not for a couple of weeks.”


    “The hounds might not last that long.”


    “I’m sure we’ll be able to scrape up a body or two to keep them active.”


    Thalia didn’t protest. “The other levels are calm, except for Biff’s wing. They’ve been allowed to have their gifts again for too long this time. He’s in danger.”


    “He was. Now he has a defender.”


    “You think he’ll be able to use it against them?”


    Reicher coughed wearily and didn’t answer.


    Thalia finished her update. “A group of prisoners have been brought up for the next session. We gathered all the information they have.”


    Reicher was glad to be disposing of them. “The resistance isn’t as strong as we were led to believe. The members we’ve captured barely put up a fight.”


    Thalia didn’t remind him most of those unfortunate women had been normal. “At least Joseph won’t be able to watch that torture show anymore.”


    Reicher nodded. Joseph’s obsession with sex and death was troubling. “When he returns, he will be watched. Upon his first step out of line, you will remove him.”


    Thalia was thrilled with the order. Once Joseph is gone, father really might let me inherit. Thalia hadn’t understood how addictive this job was. I want it now, almost more than anything else.


    She glanced over her shoulder at Reicher. The only thing I want more is for my father to live and rule beside me.


    Reicher basked in that feeling. Then he locked it away and resumed going over his plans for the rest of Marc’s team. “Activate the monitor in Subject Eight’s flat. I want to see everything he does.”
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    Biff looked over as the exit unlocked. He’d been sitting on his bed for hours now, dreaming about what had happened while listening to the rumbling of the captives outside. They were very upset that he’d been successful.


    Biff still wasn’t sure exactly what had happened in that session room.


    Steps approached the door.


    Biff prepared to conjure his protector.


    Cerise stepped inside. She closed the door to block out some of the ugly comments coming from the other captives who were watching. They were all upset that a normal had managed to do their jobs. They were worried that they were about to be replaced. And you probably should be. Reicher isn’t happy with you at all.


    Cerise sat in the chair next to his bed. She had been surprised to get the order to come and talk to Biff, considering how their last interaction had gone. Seeing him cowering on the mattress with his knees up to his chest and body trembling had convinced her that moment was a fluke. Biff was too broken to be a threat. “Are you okay?”


    “What do you want?” Biff didn’t feel bad that he’d attacked her, but he also didn’t view Cerise as the enemy anymore. We came here willingly. This is all on us.


    “The boss said you need someone to talk to.”


    Biff snorted in contempt. “I’d rather talk to the animals out there than you.”


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Cerise tried to get comfortable in the chair. Her body was sore, more than usual considering her lack of physical work in the complex. Beyond her awkward breeding sessions with Reicher, her most physical activity was walking from lift to lift. “I’ve been where you are. It helps to have someone to talk to.”


    Biff felt reality trying to creep back in on him. With it, came the certainty that he wasn’t mentally stable anymore. “Pick a different topic.”


    Cerise didn’t want to talk about it at all, but she had to follow orders. She’d been sent in to calm subjects on the edge of flipping many times; it just didn’t always work. She had no extra sympathy anymore for anyone. “It really did happen. You’re not going crazy.”


    Deep down, Biff knew that was the truth and everything he was telling himself was the lie. A wide rift opened in his mind. “You should leave now.”


    Cerise rubbed her chilly arms. “Why don’t you start with telling me what happened and we’ll go from there?”


    “No.”


    “The boss is happy with your success. He wants you to do it again, but you have to remember not to get lost in your mind. Don’t pull up something you can’t control.”


    Just talking about it made it too real for Biff to handle. Without warning, he rolled over on the bed and lunged toward her with his hands out.


    Taken off guard by him once again, Cerise fell against the chair and hit the floor with his big body on top of her and his hands sliding around her neck.


    Biff squeezed as hard as he could.


    Biff’s strength wasn’t a surprise this time. She accounted for it and used the correct force in response. Her fast punch to the throat and then his nose interfered with his ability to breathe. She brought her knee up in a quick jerk and then shoved her arms up to break his hold on her throat.


    It didn’t work. He tightened his grip, grinning happily.


    Cerise sent out an electric shock that swarmed her skin and hit him in every place where they were still making contact.


    Biff grabbed her knife as he rolled off her. He shoved it under the bed.


    Cerise scrambled away from him and headed for the exit. She didn’t care if she got in trouble. She left without permission, yanking the door shut behind her.


    The other captives in the hall had begun shouting and hooting, rooting for Biff to kill her. They retreated now, but their contempt followed Cerise down the hallway as she fled Biff’s wrath.


    Biff stayed on the floor. His head turned toward the cot.


    Cerise’s knife gleamed at him in welcome.
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    “Follow the arrows to the session room, Subject Eight.”


    Biff stepped out of his flat without fear this time. The stone warrior walked in front of him, daring the other captives to get too close.


    The furious captives observed with intense hatred, but they couldn’t defeat what he had chosen. All of their illusions were small or had weaknesses that were easily defeated. None of them could conjure something so menacing despite being more experienced than Biff.


    Biff took the elevator down to the session room. He entered and went straight to the desk without being told. He stationed the warrior directly in front of the desk and then looked at the window with a lifted brow. “Are you ready?”


    Thalia didn’t like his confidence. She activated the session with an angry click of the button.


    The elevator opened again, revealing abused people who had recently been prisoners. Their raggedy clothes and starving bodies told Biff they weren’t doing this willingly. He refused to have mercy on them. It’s their life or mine.


    “Kill the man at the desk and earn your freedom.”


    All of the prisoners scanned the stone warrior in front of the desk. Six feet tall and three feet wide, the warrior would barely fit into the elevator. It was an impressive defender.


    When it didn’t react, they advanced.


    Biff sent the rocky fighter out to protect him.


    All of the people turned their backs on it and shut their eyes.


    Biff was furious when the stone warrior stopped attacking. “Kill them!”


    He became concerned when the warrior started to fade. He quickly understood what he had missed before. “My belief brings it into existence. Their belief forces it to be a reality.”


    Thalia activated the speaker. “Make it kill them.”


    “I’ll do better.” Biff stood and pulled Cerise’s knife from inside his shirt where he’d hidden it upon waking. “I’ll do it myself.”


    “Get back in that chair!”


    Alarms began to flash.


    Thalia began shouting at the people to attack him.


    The stone warrior’s glowing black orbs focused on the prisoners, keeping them in place.


    Biff slid through the room with the knife, stabbing and cutting to his heart’s delight. “If I had known this is what I was going to spend the day doing, I would have been more cooperative!”


    Thalia locked the elevator and activated the force field that she hadn’t thought necessary until now with Biff. “Where did he get a knife?!”


    Reicher had already figured that out. “Make sure the flats are searched every day.”


    Thalia flushed at the accusing tone. She was making a lot of mistakes in this job. It was humiliating.


    Reicher almost offered her comfort and then remembered he didn’t want a bond with her. He settled for a distraction. “Unlock the elevator and send him to his room.”


    Thalia moved her hand away from the button that would gas Biff in full this time. “In his condition, he’ll start a riot.”


    “I know.”


    Thalia unlocked the lift while trying to figure out why Reicher would give that order.


    Reicher didn’t use his energy to explain it. He tapped the computer screen and brought up his personal journal. “You need to read that.”


    Thalia began scrolling through the pages. No one else in the complex had been allowed to access it. His memoirs had been made public a few years ago, but his journal was off-limits. She was quickly sucked into the first entry that told of how Reicher had been chosen for this position.


    Reicher watched the monitor as Biff went toward the elevator. Biff had turned out to be just as special as he’d thought while watching the man on the warehouse floor. He was convinced that Biff was Invisible. Maybe this will flip his lock.


    Biff vanished into the elevator.


    Reicher settled back in his chair as alarms continued to flash across the screens. He had handled Marc’s team differently than the other captives that had come through this complex. It had been easy to tell from the beginning that the only way to get Marc to agree would be to convert his team. Once Marc saw his men were now fighting for the reset, he would be forced to face his worst nightmare–choosing between honor and duty.


    After he made that final choice, he could be given the job he didn’t want and he would be better at it than Reicher had ever been. He’s going to be completely without a conscience by the time I’m done with him. I can’t wait to see how strong he is when Safe Haven finally shows up to collect their missing team.


    Reicher watched the monitor as Biff reached the lounge of his wing. There was already a bloody path of bodies and body parts between him and the elevator. Reicher increased the volume so he could hear what Biff was saying.


    “Where did everybody go? I’m ready to play with you now.”


    Reicher laughed until a coughing fit forced him to fight for air.


    Thalia kept reading, sucked into her father’s true feelings. The bond she was searching for was in these pages. I just have to be smart enough to spot it.
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    “You have to try harder!”


    Greg was extremely tired of hearing that from the woman in the window. He’d had multiple sessions in this room now, with little success. Being rushed didn’t work. It also didn’t change. Nothing did. Even the session room was always the same. There was only this desk and chair, and people waiting to die.


    “Hit her again.”


    Greg winced at the awful scream from the prisoner handcuffed to the wall, but he couldn’t reach her. He was also handcuffed and lightly drugged so his demon couldn’t be used. There was nothing he could do but listen to her screams. Greg wondered briefly what her crime had been, but he didn’t ask. He didn’t want to develop more sympathy for people who were marked for death.


    Electricity flew out of the floor again, hitting Greg this time.


    Greg controlled his bladder but not his rage. His orb lit up bright red as he glared through the window. “I’m going to enjoy killing you.”


    Thalia wasn’t intimidated by the threat. All of the subjects hated her. That was part of her job. “You’re not trying hard enough. If you don’t succeed today, we may move you back to the warehouse.”


    Greg had also heard that threat too many times for it to be effective. The only thing he cared about was the innocent people being forced to pay for his lack of skills.


    “Hit her again.”


    Fresh screams filled the session room.


    The other prisoners handcuffed around the room waited in fear for their turn. They begged Greg to keep trying so they weren’t hurt. All of them had been captured during a sweep of the beach, months ago. They were suspected of being resistance members but no proof of that had been discovered despite weeks of torture. All of the captives knew they were expendable. This wasn’t the first session they’d been taken to.


    Greg couldn’t handle the screaming anymore. He dug in mentally. I have to find the way through!


    Greg’s demon glanced up sleepily from its mental cell. Maybe I can help.


    Greg had refused that offer until now because he didn’t really want to make progress, but the prisoners they’d brought in this time were females. Their pain was his pain. What can you do?


    The demon yawned and pushed itself into a sitting position. He stared at Greg unhappily. You can send me back to where I was born.


    What happens if I do that?


    You can be normal again.


    Even in the midst of captivity and torture, Greg wasn’t willing to do that. There has to be another way.


    The demon yawned again and waited for Greg to make the choice.


    Greg was aware of the captive still screaming. His tormentors weren’t going to stop until he made progress.


    Greg rubbed his thick, itchy beard while he studied his demon. If I send you back, do I have to give you away?


    The demon shrugged. I don’t know. I’m a rookie in this too.


    Greg didn’t want to take that chance, but he had to get the screaming to stop. It was ringing through his ears and widening the cracks in his mind. How does it work?


    The demon held out a hand. You tell me where to go and I do it.


    Greg clasped the cold, scaly hand in comfort. Let’s just try to visit.


    The demon was relieved. He had enjoyed his time with Greg. He didn’t want to go back to being behind a door with no contact and no host.


    Greg bonded with his demon even harder. The entity Angela had given him was completely loyal. Greg wanted to keep it forever. “Take me to where you were born.”


    Greg fell into a light doze. His head dropped to his chin and his body relaxed.


    The screaming stopped.


    Thalia motioned for quiet among the other whimpering captives as they watched Greg dig deeper than he had before. While she waited, Thalia took shallow breaths. The security room smelled like a bright bleach breeze today. Thalia hated it. The smothering odor was an ugly reminder that her father wasn’t going to make it much longer.


    Greg opened his eyes to find himself in the same foreign landscape that he had visited with Angela and Shawn. He celebrated silently as he stepped forward in the deep fog.


    Dreams swam around the edges of his vision as he walked toward a far, dark cliff. Dampness sank into his clothes and skin, and then his hair.


    Greg tugged up the pants that were too big for him. He had lost a lot of weight. He was slowly gaining it back in muscle thanks to the heavy starch foods served in this complex and his rigid workout routine, but he was still lighter than he had been when this mission started.


    Greg remembered Angela’s warning about being vulnerable on the ground, but he needed an outlet, and this was a perfect opportunity to buy time for the drugs to finish wearing off. He began kicking through the murky fog, trying to draw a threat.


    Greg’s sleepy demon followed him around and hoped they would be able to handle whatever Greg unearthed.


    Greg felt danger coming. He took up an Eagle stance, relishing the feel of being free even if it was only in his mind. No one can control me in here. In here, I’m the boss.


    A long tentacle came out of the fog. It wrapped around Greg’s leg in a quick lunge and pulled him down.


    Greg and his demon fought viciously, stabbing with mental weapons and hacking off body parts. Their shouts and the roars of their target filled the odd landscape.


    Greg could feel the impatience waiting for him back in reality. As he finished killing whatever it was that had come through the fog, he was filled with determination not to give it to them. It doesn’t matter if I succeed or not. They’re going to kill those prisoners anyway.


    Greg’s demon agreed. It might be more merciful to remove them so they can’t be hurt. An order like that would not be against your moral code…


    Greg immediately liked and hated that idea. He didn’t dwell on it, but it didn’t leave his thoughts either.


    The fog grew thicker around their legs. An odd wind came down from the mountain where Greg had chosen his gifts. He trekked toward that tall cliff again but not because he was afraid of anything else coming their way. He was curious now if he could pull another demon through to increase his gifts.


    Greg’s demon stayed close and kept watch as Greg began to climb the rocky cliff. He didn’t know if it was possible, but he was willing to do whatever his host wanted. He was just grateful that he wasn’t being sent away.


    Greg found himself almost falling asleep as he climbed. He paused halfway up as a vision took over his mind.


     


    “Welcome to the first Safe Haven matchups on our island!” Angela had to wait for the loud cheer from 200 people around her to fade.


    She lifted the mike again, drawing quiet from the crowd and a protest from sore arms that had gotten a great workout in the pool. “Once a month, we get to be ourselves!”


    The descendants cheered loudly.


    The normals clapped because it was expected. They were scared of the magic users being free.


    “There are a few rules for tonight. One: it ends at dawn and starts at sunset.”


    People glanced at the darkening sky and tried to make it go faster.


    “Two: stay in town. It’s our designated area for this event. No partying or fighting on the ship or in the tunnels. Three: don’t break our basic rules. Being ourselves doesn’t mean we can violate moral lines. Please have fun, but don’t make me enforce the magic rules. Jennifer doesn’t want to be here for this. Don’t make her come over.”


    The crowd quieted a little. They understood Jennifer didn’t want to see the violent matches after recently surviving a gunshot wound, but they also knew she would be more violent than anyone else if they pushed things too far.


    Angela motioned toward the sunset. “Spend this last minute of daylight thinking about the future, and about how long it took us to get here. We’ve lost a lot of good people, Safe Haven. This is part of what they gave their lives for. Respect it.”


     


    As the vision ended, Greg let tears fall. “My life in Safe Haven was perfect before I became a descendant. It was also perfect afterward. I didn’t need to volunteer for this suicide run to make sure my honor stayed intact. I could have remained in that camp. I’m not a threat.”


    Greg was relieved. He was also sad that he’d had to figure it out the hard way. “If I ever get back there, that’ll be all I need to be happy. Even if Lisa decides she wants someone more ambitious, I still won’t be a problem for the boss. I just want my life back.”


    Greg resumed climbing as the feeling of impatience grew. His controllers weren’t going to wait much longer. He could feel Thalia in his mind, exploring this foreign landscape in ways he didn’t know how to do yet. He wasn’t jealous about her skills or angry at the invasion of his privacy. He just hoped something grabbed her while she was in here and wouldn’t let her back out. She needed to know what it felt like to be a helpless captive. That would be justice as far as he was concerned.


    Greg reached the top of the cliff and paused in the exact spot where he had been standing with Angela and Shawn. Everything looked the same, but there were no doors to pick from. He assumed he had to be here with someone who was willing to share their gifts for that to happen.


    Greg’s demon pointed to a peak in the distance. There’s a door.


    Greg immediately headed that way. He could barely see it. He was surprised his demon had. “Doesn’t it bother you that I may call in another entity to share your space?”


    The demon snorted happily. I get lonely in here. I’m looking forward to having company.


    Greg chuckled tolerantly. “That’s what I like about you. You’re just like me.”


    It took Greg a long time to reach the other cliff where the door was waiting. He tried hard not to fall. Injuries in this dimension still existed in reality.


    The sky above him grew thicker with visions, angrier and uglier. Odd things slithered in the clouds and on the ground below him. Breathtaking groans and creepy laughter echoed through the thin air. Greg didn’t let himself get distracted by any of it.


    His determination gave him the strength to climb the next cliff. He reached the summit with bloody hands and a grin on his face. I did it!


    Greg’s demon was more awake now. He brought up a shield around Greg as they approached the wide brown exit.


    Greg was no longer worried about whatever he might find in here. I make this reality. I can control it.


    Greg’s demon wasn’t convinced.


    Neither was Thalia, who was trying to explore the area while Greg approached the door. She wasn’t finding much in the way of landmarks to be able to make a map. It was frustrating that she couldn’t control his mind or body for this trek.


     


    In the security room with her and Reicher, Joseph observed through her mind while keeping an eye on several monitors and systems for the complex. Thalia had been left in the main position of assisting Reicher with the subjects. Joseph resented her for taking his place so well.


    Joseph had been relegated to making sure they were ready for the massive storm that was brewing in the ocean near them. It wasn’t certain yet that the typhoon would hit this complex, but it was still necessary to prepare for it.


    Reicher was having a slightly better day. He wasn’t drugged and pain wasn’t controlling his actions, though the bloody coughs were still annoying him every few minutes.


    Now that they were all in the same room together, it was easier for him to see the differences between the two people who now both thought they were going to assume control when he died. Neither of them was good enough. Joseph’s anger might flip him into a more competent leader in time, but Thalia was too emotional. Reicher didn’t dislike her because of it. Women were supposed to be emotional. He disliked her because she was too easily distracted by the pain of losing him.


    Thalia’s brows squeezed together. “He’s opening it.”


    She activated the forcefield around the session room, turning it to full-strength to contain anything Greg might bring back with him. Kenn’s escape had made the gossip rounds. Biff had killed everyone in his wing. The staff was now terrified of the new people.


    Reicher was delighted in the raw power from the captives.


    Everyone observed in tense silence, curious or concerned.


     


    Greg paused with his weakest hand on the knob. A bad feeling was settling over his scarred skin. Chills were breaking out on his neck. “It’s not good.”


    Greg’s demon felt the same way, but it was too late to stop now. I’ll protect you.


    Greg opened the door.


    A horrible blast of heat rushed out and seared him from head to toe. Greg was knocked onto his ass. He barely noticed as he stared in shock at the nuclear explosion happening in another city, in another dimension, and only in his mind. This was a confusing place he’d come to, but the sight of that mushroom cloud billowing out over a devastated city was clear. “That’s our future.”


    Greg’s demon recovered from the heat blast. He brought the shield back up around Greg. How do you know that’s not a vision of the past?


    Greg gestured toward the landscape behind the blast that was rushing out in a circle to encompass hundreds of miles around and above the point of impact. “It’s dark, but there are no streetlights, no neon signs, no headlights. This is post-apocalyptic.”


    Sweat dripped down Greg’s face. He realized it was getting hotter. The nuclear blast was nearing the door. We have to close that!


    He got to his feet as more waves of heat blasted out again, trying to melt him.


    Greg was able to jerk the door handle. He quickly let go as it slammed shut. “Ahh!”


    Horrible burns popped up on his hand. The knob glowed bright red.


    Help!


    Greg looked over at his demon.


    The demon stretched out a hand as it began to fade. He didn’t know what was happening. Help me!


    Greg jerked awake with a loud moan that frightened everyone in the session room with him. Captives cried out in surprised fear.


    Greg took in a deep breath. The ugly pain in his hand drew his attention. Blisters were burning and filling with pus. He held his injured hand toward the viewing window. “It’s real.”


    The captives in the room were relieved. Greg had obviously made progress, so they wouldn’t be hurt anymore.


    Thalia activated the speaker. “Take one of their lifeforces to recharge yourself and then go back in. I wasn’t finished making my map.”


    Greg didn’t react to the desk cuff opening. The thought of recharging at the cost of an innocent life was horrifying.


    Thalia tried to stop the protest she could see forming in his mind. “If you don’t do what you’re told, they will be punished in your place.”


    Greg stared at her coldly. “You’ve forgotten something.”


    Thalia sighed impatiently. “What is it, Subject One?”


    Greg clinched his aching hand around the blisters, making several of them pop. Hot pus and pain sprayed his arm. “I have my gifts back now.”


    He sent his demon toward the tensing prisoners handcuffed around the room. “Removing them is a noble choice.”


    The smell of piss and fear filled the air as the prisoners tried to escape but there was nowhere to run to.


    The demon slaughtered every one of them to recharge itself.


    Greg watched in satisfied dismay. A small part of him had been hoping the demon wouldn’t obey. The rest of him celebrated. “I’ll do this every time you try to use them against me, but I’ll never take their lifeforces. I have honor. I’m an Eagle in Safe Haven’s army and you can’t break me!”


    There was nothing Thalia could do to stop the slaughter. She tried anyway. “We’re going to remove you!”


    Greg laughed. “You can’t hurt me anymore. I’m too valuable. I’m one of only two known hybrids who survived at this age and now I’ve made real progress. You’re not going to kill me and I know it!”


    The puddles of blood on the floor stared at him in harsh accusation. Greg stood up, jerking his arm free from the open cuff. “In fact, you’re going to start treating me a lot better or you’re never going to get what you want.”


    In the security room, Thalia threw her hands up. “I don’t know how to handle him.”


    Joseph did. He pointed at her keypad. “Gas him and take him back to his flat.”


    “That’s it?!”


    Joseph didn’t need Reicher’s confirmation or permission to give her the truth. “We’re not just encouraging progress from these subjects. We’re creating an army. When the Safe Haven rescue team arrives, we will have all the defenders we need to capture every one of them. Reicher is filling out our depleted ranks with tried and tested soldiers who can’t be defeated.”


    Thalia hadn’t considered that even though she had asked herself repeatedly why her father was handling these subjects differently. Joseph’s answer made perfect sense. Why didn’t I think of that?


    Reicher nodded in approval. He didn’t like Joseph, but the man continued to prove he understood how things worked. “Gas him and take him back to his flat.”


    Greg heard the gas pushing through the vents. He knew he was being knocked out, but he didn’t care. His words were the truth. “No more torture sessions for me!”


    Greg’s demon settled into his mental cage as the gas began to take effect. I look forward to our next adventure together.


    Greg smiled warmly at that entity. “As do I. Sleep well.”


    Same to you, master.


    They both went out together.


    Thalia paused in adding orders to the computer. “Did you see the explosion?”


    Reicher rolled his eyes at her. Thanks to his connection with Thalia, he’d been able to follow along for all of Greg’s trek without expending any energy. He wallowed in the better day, letting himself enjoy all of his previous duties, including torturing his staff.


    Thalia flushed darkly, embarrassed.


    Joseph stared at Reicher in revulsion while the man wasn’t aware of it. It was surprising how bad off Reicher was now. The once great man was a disheveled mess covered in tiny flecks of blood and desperation. His skin had even begun to swell and turn yellow. Only his bright eyes said it was a good day.


    Thalia didn’t care about Joseph’s observations except that she was still trying to find a way to save her father’s life. For the moment, a nuclear bomb was more of a threat than even his cancer. “Gregory believes that’s going to happen in the future. It’s not a vision of the past.”


    “He is correct.”


    That got Joseph’s attention too. He turned toward Reicher in concern. “What are we doing about it?”


    Reicher smothered another cough and shrugged at both of them. “Some things are meant to happen. It’s not our place to stop them.”


    “You already knew about it!”


    Reicher shrugged off Joseph’s accusation. “It’s in my dreams. Many of the other subjects from Safe Haven have also foreseen it.”


    “It’s not in any of their files.” Thalia knew that for sure since she was the one who maintained and updated those records.


    “It didn’t need to be. We’re not going to waste our time trying to fight something that can’t be changed.”


    Thalia and Joseph were unhappy with that answer, but they assumed the explosion would happen somewhere away from this complex. They both believed Reicher would never endanger the work being done here.


    Reicher read that in their minds but didn’t confirm or deny it. He thought about the satellite uploads and then changed the subject. “Are we ready for the storm?”


    Joseph nodded.


    Thalia shook her head.


    Reicher frowned deeply. “Update each other and get on the same page!” He hated it when subordinates couldn’t agree on an answer.


    Joseph and Thalia began discussing the storm preparations as the complex swayed around them. The ocean was starting to wind up. It was feeding into the typhoon and creating a monster.


    Reicher stared at the unconscious man in the gory room below them. Greg’s one eye had seen more in an hour than either of the subordinates now arguing about leaks and fragile elevator shafts ever had. Reicher suddenly wished Marc’s team had been here all along. If I’d had them for the last year, the future would be sau different for all of us.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Eighteen BK18


    Don’t Talk to Me


     


     


     


    1


    “Follow the red arrows to the session room, Subject Seven.”


    Harry was tired of the comfortable clothes and the nice environment. He was sick of the wonderful food that they were served twice a day. He was sick of waiting to be called in for the next session where they killed him and forced him to bring himself back. Even worse were the sessions where they forced him to kill someone else and then bring them back. He had gotten good at it through repetition, but it didn’t make it any easier.


    The other captives in his wing didn’t feel that way. They enjoyed their free time and spent it mostly enjoying the entertainments and the company of others like themselves. Harry was an anomaly. He didn’t fit in here. I don’t fit in anywhere.


    “Go to the session room, Subject Seven!”


    Harry glared at the camera in the corner of his comfortable flat. “No.”


    Joseph was eager to make a good impression. Now that he’d been cleared for the breeding program and he was in the main security seat again, he felt like everything was going to be okay. All he had to do was impress his boss and then he was home free.


    Reicher took in Joseph’s good mood and good health with a bitter scan and then put it out of his mind. It served no purpose to be jealous of someone who was having a better day. Joseph’s misery would come, like everyone else’s always did. There was no avoiding fate.


    Joseph activated the speaker. “If you do not follow orders, someone in your wing will be punished.”


    It had been easy to discover Harry’s weakness. As a doctor, he was sworn to help injured people. Using the other captives in his wing against him had become standard procedure with the Safe Haven medic.


    Harry crossed his arms over his chest like Marc would have done. His bruises were fading. He was almost healed physically from his time on the warehouse floor. Mentally, he would never be the same and he knew it. “I’m not going to be your target or your bullet anymore. I’m done playing these games. If you push me, you won’t like the results.”


    Joseph glanced over his shoulder at Reicher. It was only the two of them in here today. Thalia was on a break.


    Reicher gestured dismissively. Harry couldn’t change the outcome of his conversion. He could only speed it up.


    Joseph handled it the normal way. He sent orders into the console for a random member of Harry’s wing to be punished for his disobedience. Joseph assumed Reicher had planned on Harry reacting this way. He understood most of what Reicher was doing now, but not all of it. Joseph didn’t feel comfortable asking questions, however. He needed Reicher to think he was intelligent enough to figure it out on his own.


    Reicher had sent Thalia out when he couldn’t take it anymore. Her eagerness to care for him was a constant distraction and an unwelcome reminder that he wasn’t immune to the bonds between family either. The more time he spent around her, the more he began to care about her and what would happen to her after he died. Reicher didn’t want those bonds, but it was impossible to fight when they spent so much time closed in this room together.


    Having Joseph in here alone with him was a risk, but it was one Reicher had to take. I have to put some distance between myself and my daughter or I’ll end up changing my plans and that can’t be allowed.


     


    Harry stayed on his bed and waited patiently for the screaming to begin. The first shout rolled over his nerves and sank into his brain. He didn’t fight it this time. The crack in his mind fractured into a dozen different directions.


    Harry smiled in relief as the stress of maintaining his cool control fell away. “Okay!”


    The lock clicked.


    “You have three minutes to reach the session room!” Joseph was a little disappointed that Harry hadn’t fought harder. He still enjoyed the sound of screaming even if it wasn’t a reality clip while he was in the shower.


    Harry glanced at the camera. “Thank you.” He went through the door while gathering energy.


     


    In the security room, Reicher felt things about to go wrong. He hated it, but he didn’t warn Joseph. It was already too late to stop it.


     


     


    2


    Harry strode out of his flat. He marched toward the other captives in the lounge. “I told you not to push me.”


    The perfectly neat wing mocked him. Harry had an overwhelming desire to paint it in blood.


    The other captives looked up in welcome, assuming he was allowed to join them for bonding time. They all liked Harry. It didn’t matter to them that some of their members had been sacrificed for him to make exponential leaps in his gifts. The progress Harry had made was encouraging all of them to try harder and to make their own leaps. He was their new role model.


    Harry knew; he hated them for it. He held out a hand to the closest man. When the man reached out to shake with him, Harry jerked him forward and inhaled deeply.


    Alarms started blaring.


    Guards ran toward the wing.


    The other resident medics didn’t know what was happening. They stared stupidly in surprise. They’d been here for years without violence. They didn’t recognize it at first.


    Harry dropped the withered body. Then he stepped forward, picking another target.


    The confusion changed into awareness. Survival instincts kicked in.


    “Run!”


    “Get away from him!”


    “Call for help!”


    The other medics fled without trying to use magic against Harry. He’d gone through too many evolutions for their gifts to affect him. Hiding was their only hope.


    Harry felt the lifeforce strengthen his power and add to them as he went through the lounge, killing everyone he found.


    The captives fled down the halls and into their rooms. They began barricading doors and crawling under beds in hopes that he would miss them.


    “You can’t use them against me anymore!” Harry screamed at the camera, fist balled in defiance. “I warned you!”


    When there was no surrender or attempt to negotiate, Harry grabbed the next fleeing man and used his healing demon in the opposite way of what it was intended for. He ripped the man’s body open with his mental scalpel and let the insides fall out.


    Harry’s demon was appalled. We have to get you out of here!


    Harry glared at his demon. “Less preaching, more judging!”


    Stunned and worried over his host’s sanity, the demon bowed in obedience. They walked through the wing together, slaughtering and consuming.


     


    In the security room, Joseph quickly locked the elevator and called off the troops. Sending them in there now would only result in more bodies to clean up later. He activated the full-strength gas and hoped it knocked Harry out before he killed all of their medics in training.


    Reicher didn’t interfere. Joseph was already doing everything he could to regain control of the situation. Another lesson had been learned, but this one was costly. Now I can’t consume those talented men. Harry’s lifeforce will have to be enough.


     


     


    3


    The gas hit Harry hard. Within seconds, he found himself sliding to the slippery floor with a bloody hand still lifted to activate the elevator. As he began to fall unconscious, Harry connected to home. Unable to block it like he usually did, Harry observed in longing over the distance.


     


    Jeff closed the cage door. I hope you’re ready for this, Boss.


    Angela sent anger back at him. This is who we are now, who you are!


    Jeff refused to be tempted. “Where’s that damn bell?!”


    The loud cheer of agreement from the crowd almost drowned out the ding.


    Kyle heard it first. He waited, cool and collected.


    Daryl caught the end of it and came forward. He preferred to be the aggressor.


    Daryl tossed out a light pain spell as he swung, hoping to disorient his opponent.


    Kyle let the spell land and ducked the punch. Daryl’s strength was in his knockout hit. “But you don’t have much else, do you?”


    Rage was slithering through Daryl’s mind, twisting him up. He rushed again, using a stronger pain spell and a leg sweep.


    Kyle didn’t seem to feel the spell. He jumped the sweep and delivered the first contact of the match.


    Daryl fired right back, not caring that blood was trickling from one nostril.


    Kyle wasn’t fast enough to duck it this time. He lifted his shoulder and let the hit glance off.


    Daryl lost his balance and fell.


    Kyle pounced, hard fist swinging. He didn’t let up even when he felt Daryl firing.


    Daryl blasted Kyle off him and up against the cage.


    Kyle smacked his skull on the bars. He instinctively let himself fall to avoid Daryl’s knockout punch. He kicked out hard, using his ears to determine where.


    Daryl went down, face landing near Kyle’s knee.


    Kyle brought his knee up as hard and fast as he could.


    The crowd screamed at the ugly click of Daryl’s teeth slamming against each other.


    Daryl saw darkness flying toward him.


    Kyle grabbed him and jerked him close. “Say it!”


    Daryl tried to swing again, but his mouth was on fire. He gurgled out what Kyle wanted to hear. “Your spot!”


    Kyle let go.


    Daryl hit the mat. A torrent of blood flowed from his nose.


    “Medic!”


    Terry hurried into the cage.


    Kyle stood up, bloody arms lifted in victory. “Who’s the top Eagle?”


    The crowd roared back at him, “Kyle! Kyle!”


    Terry saw how much blood there was. “Get Daryl down to the healer!” Conner was covering that tonight.


    Adrian stepped into the cage and healed Daryl as much as he could. “Not a good time to open the hatch, Doc.”


    Terry was distracted by the title. “That’s the first time I’ve been called that.”


    Adrian leaned out of the way so the others could pull Daryl out of the cage. “Get used to it.”


     


    Harry tried not to cry as the vision ended. While watching that extreme exhibition, two things had occurred to him. The first was he that could thrive here in the lab if he just surrendered his morality. Safe Haven had already trained him for pain and violence.


    The second revelation was that they didn’t need him anymore. The Safe Haven medics who’d remained on the island were covering things. I’ve been sent away and forgotten about.


     


    In the security room, Joseph waited, giving the gas time to work before reactivating the elevator. He was proud of the job he’d done to contain the angry man. If he’d been a little slower, Harry might have made it out of his wing.


    Reicher was upset that Joseph had let Harry out of his room at all. “You never let it go at their first break or the first scream! You drive it in until they shiver in fear at just the thought of going through it again!”


    Joseph flushed and accepted the reprimand. It was deserved. “I’ll never do it again.”


    Reicher believed him. Joseph always gave that answer, or a version of it, when corrected. Then he lived up to it. “Send him to the medical wing for an evaluation. I want to know how far back he pushed his aging process.”


    Joseph had begun to make the connection between Harry being allowed to hurt people and Reicher not punishing him. “I hope it helps, sir. I mean that.”


    Reicher didn’t confirm or deny by replying, but it bothered him that Joseph knew that part of his plan. Joseph was smarter than Reicher had given him credit for over the last 10 years. Just now finding that out sucked. If I had known he was this clever, things might have been different.


    But Reicher didn’t have time to change those plans now. “After the evaluation, bring him in for the final session in this level.”


    Joseph was immediately surprised that Reicher was going to test Harry that way. If he wasn’t successful, he wouldn’t survive. “Yes, sir.”


    Reicher knew what was at stake. He believed Harry would come through it without a physical scratch. Mentally, it would be the final snap. After this, Harry would be one of them forever.


     


     


    4


    Isabel paused outside the medical bay, nervous and sad. This was her first scheduled work shift since giving birth. She’d been away from her children for five days now. She didn’t know how much more of it she could take.


    Hopefully being back to work will help me remember who I was. Isabel hated herself for breaking. She didn’t want to be bonded to the adorable twins who were going to be used in a time push or sacrificed in one of Reicher’s other plans. She’d known what she signed up for when she first became a breeder. Before the new people had been brought in, she hadn’t cared what happened to those children. Now, it was crushing to think of how many innocent lives she had allowed to be chewed up in the machine. “And for what? Reicher’s progress? What progress? We never get any results from this. All we get are the constant screams.”


    Isabel entered the medical bay.


    Harry was strapped to the cold gurney by his wrists, ankles, and waist. He was heavily drugged. He suspected something was about to happen that his captors wanted him awake for but also defenseless. Being brought to the medical bay had sent his mind to Shawn and what he’d gone through in a room like this. It was a struggle not to start begging for mercy.


    Isabel paused as she saw the man on the gurney. “Well, isn’t that a beautiful sight.”


    Fear slammed into Harry’s chest and ran down his legs. “Ah, shit.”


    Isabel’s eyes lit up. Harry’s shove had sent her into labor early and endangered the lives of both of her children. It was a miracle they had survived at all.


    Harry swallowed nervously as he saw the cold gleam. He watched her shut and lock the door in certainty that things were about to get ugly.


    Isabel opened his chart on the computer screen and scanned to see why he was here. Her mind spun with hatred and ideas that would get her in trouble. But do I care about getting in trouble anymore? If I can’t be with my babies…


    Harry cleared his throat. “What am I here for?” If it was castration, he wanted a few minutes to say goodbye to his manhood.


    “Aging evaluation.”


    Harry relaxed a little. The aging evaluations only required a blood sample.


    Isabel switched off the computer and then faced Harry. She studied him with open dislike, not speaking. An awkward tension filled the air.


    Harry wondered if she was waiting for an apology. He immediately refused. “I’m the captive here. I’m not apologizing for shit.”


    Isabel tried not to listen to the voice saying she should take revenge now while Harry was here.


    Harry felt death enter the air. He’d experienced it so many times during his captivity now that it was almost like a friend. Maybe I really will die this time.


    Isabel went to the locked cabinet and opened it with her key. She picked a small vial that was rarely ever used and then retrieved a syringe.


    Harry understood what was about to happen. He started screaming.


    Isabel didn’t care about the noise he was making. She also suddenly realized she didn’t care if she got caught. She’d already been separated from her babies, and she was too changed now to return to the way things had been before. “At least I’ll have revenge to keep me warm.”


    Harry continued to scream for help. He yanked on the cuffs, struggling and twisting, but there was no way to get free.


    Fear welled up in Harry’s throat. The acid taste burnt his mouth and sent his blood pressure up so much that he thought his head would explode. He kept trying to use his gifts, but they wouldn’t respond.


    Isabel filled the syringe full. She peered at the camera where she could feel Reicher observing in disapproval. “I never wanted to bond with them. This is all your fault.” She stepped over to the gurney.


    Harry leaned as far away from her as he could.


    Isabel jabbed the needle into the IV bag hanging on the wall behind him. She emptied the plunger gleefully. “He’ll probably kill me for this, but at least I’ll know you’re already dead.”


    “What is it?!”


    “Nightshade.”


    The poison hit Harry in waves that quickly made it hard to breathe as they pushed on his chest. His body twitched as it took control of his nervous system and started shutting it down. Harry stared at his murderer. He tried to smile at her. “Thank you.”


    Isabel understood he wanted to die. Everyone down here did. That wasn’t a surprise. “If you see me in Hell, don’t talk to me.”


    Harry gave a soft chuckle and began to fade. It was going to be easy to just let go this time.


    Except, it wasn’t. Harry didn’t want to die. He wanted freedom and vengeance, and to cleanse the world of men like Reicher so places like this could never be reopened. If I die, he wins.


    But I’m so tired! I don’t want to keep doing this. It’s killing me.


    Harry began to fight the drugs. I’ll find a way to change the future, or I really will let go next time. One more attempt is all I have left in me.


    Isabel turned toward the exit as it opened. She dropped the syringe and held her hands out for the guards to cuff her. “It really is all Reicher’s fault. He did this to us.”


    The guards pulled Isabel out while other medics rushed down the hall.


    Isabel cackled sadly. “He’s already gone. You can’t save him, mate!”


     


     


    5


    Harry struggled on the gurney. His medical mind had revealed two ways to possibly save his life. The first one–drawing all the poison into his stomach and then throwing it up–wasn’t viable because he didn’t have enough time. The other option was to push it out through every orifice he had.


     


    In the security room, Reicher stood up. He ignored his aching legs and spine as he stared at the monitor. Wet spots were growing all around Harry. Liquid was pouring out of his pores, his ears, and even through his eye sockets to puddle around his body on the gurney. “That’s amazing.”


    Joseph agreed. They’d never had a descendant who was able to fight poison. They had stopped testing with it because all of the subjects died.


    “Don’t let them interrupt.” Reicher meant the guards and medics who were hesitantly stepping into the medical bay.


    Joseph activated the speaker. “Stay where you are. Don’t touch him.”


    The staff members were relieved to get that order. No one had forgotten that Harry had hurt Isabel. News of the recent slaughter in his wing was also starting to make the rounds.


    Harry pushed harder. His body systems were restarting as the poison was shoved out, along with all the other toxins that had been building up over a lifetime. The dark brown liquid oozed out of his skin in thin trickles that made him feel like he was sweating even though it was cold in the medical bay.


    “Make sure you put a copy of this video in his file. I want another one in with the next satellite transmission. Even if this complex falls, proof of the progress we’ve made here will still exist.”


    Joseph quickly typed in that order, but his eyes never left the screen where Harry was well over halfway recovered and that included from their drugs. If he tried to get out or hurt the medics, Joseph was ready to use the gas on him again. He missed most of Reicher’s comments.


     


    In the medical bay, Harry pushed out the last of the drugs, poison, and toxins. His body systems stuttered as blockages were cleared and his veins were reopened and then it kicked into high gear. Electronic pulses relit sections of his brain that had been killed and then continued on into areas that hadn’t been active yet.


    His heart began to beat stronger, steadier. His stomach returned to normal size. The swelling in his organs from the beatings and abuse faded away, leaving no scar tissue. His circulation improved. His lungs cleared. His prostate shrank and his balls lifted to their former length. In just a few seconds, Harry now felt better than he had since he was a teenager. He lay on the gurney, marveling at the sensation.


    Mentally, nothing happened. The instability didn’t heal.


    Harry jerked his slippery hand through the cuffs, laughing harshly. “There’s nothing you can do to me now.”


    The medics and guards took off running. Watching Harry save himself from death was horrifying. None of them could do it. The differences between them and the descendants were too obvious in a moment like this.


    Harry sat on the gurney, reveling in the return of his health and his youth. “I’m never going back to that other me. I am forever changed.”


     


    In the security room, Reicher rescinded his orders. “He just graduated.”


    There was no need to test Harry on the final level of this floor. Isabel’s test had been harder, and Harry was still alive.


    Reicher’s heart thumped in hope for the first time since finding out what was wrong with his body. All I have to do is learn to copy his gift before I consume him.
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    Isabel didn’t fight as the guards led her down the hallway toward the small jail. She couldn’t resist begging. “Tell Reicher he has to let me be with my babies. I can feel them calling for me. They need me!”


    The guards were not sympathetic. It was their job to ignore but report any emotional pleas from prisoners. Being in this complex for years had given these two a thick skin that blocked out every pathetic story that prisoners handed them.


    Isabel knew it wouldn’t work, but she had to try. “Their health is already fading. He has to let me be with my babies!”


    One guard unlocked the door to the gaol and held it while the other man pushed her inside.


    Isabel caught herself on the bars of the first cell. She looked around and found two of the four tiny cages occupied.


    Gus met her eyes in sympathy. He didn’t speak to her. The jailers here didn’t like it when the prisoners talked.


    Goldie coughed sickly and shivered. He was barely conscious. His injuries from being beaten were mostly healed. The pneumonia was getting worse.


    Isabel recognized Gus. She stayed away from his cage. She didn’t trust any of the Safe Haven people.


    The guard opened the cell across from Gus and pulled Isabel toward it.


    Isabel considered trying to run, but she knew she wouldn’t make it far. She reluctantly stepped into the cage and listened to it clank shut. That’s the sound of my life changing forever.


    The guards left them alone in the jail. They had to return to the medical bay as an escort for Harry when Reicher decided to move him. None of the other guards were willing to get near the Safe Haven medic now.


    Isabel sat in the rear of the cage with her knees to her chest. She stared at Gus.


    Gus’s anger rose. He didn’t know why he was so upset all the time, but he assumed being in jail had something to do with it. “Do I know you?” The woman was vaguely familiar, but her name wouldn’t come to mind.


    Isabel remembered Gus was being punished for failing to do his duty during a time push. She liked it that he hadn’t killed those babies, but she loathed him for being from Safe Haven. She broke into a wide smile. “Do you know who you are?”


    Gus considered that question. He’d been asking it for days now. “I don’t think so.”


    Isabel laughed in glee. “She modified you! Good onya, Cerise!”


    Gus didn’t know why the woman was happy that he couldn’t remember anything before waking up in this cell. He tried not to worry about it. She was obviously a prisoner. She didn’t have any way to get him or herself out of here.


    Gus resumed digging through the charred remains of his memory. Rage swirled through his mind. He shoved it aside so he could concentrate. I know I’m here for a reason. I know I’m not alone and that whoever I came with is in danger. Everything else is a fuzzy blur.


    Gus considered the prisoner’s words. Modified? Does that mean someone messed with my mind?


    Gus tried to fight through the drugs, but he was malnourished and tired. The jailers here didn’t like it when the prisoners ate well or slept well. Gus struggled to remember. What the hell am I doing here?!


    Isabel watched him, enjoying his discomfort. I killed one of them and now I get to watch another one suffer. It’s almost like Reicher is giving me justice that I didn’t ask for.


    Her heart clenched. She sighed. He’s also punishing me for bonding with my babies. I really hate that man.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Nineteen BK18


    Keep Me Awake


    Mission Day 35
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    “You have to come up now! You’re spending too much time in your mind.”


    Shawn didn’t want to obey. He liked being in his mind. The information was addictive, and he was good at putting clues together to form amazing pictures of the past, the present, and the future.


    Shawn slowly opened his eyes. He didn’t move out of the recliner yet. “I’m up.”


    Joseph was glad Shawn had responded. It was hard to get the attention of a Blinker, even when using pain or manipulation techniques that involved other people. Once they got so far down, they often had to be drugged and knocked out completely before they could be reached. He activated the speaker again. “Tell us what you’ve discovered.”


    Joseph and Reicher were both positive that Shawn had made more progress. They’d both listened impatiently to his mutters.


    Shawn stretched his stiff body. He’d been in the session room for a long time. How long, he wasn’t sure. Once he got down in his mind, nothing else mattered. And that’s a serious problem.


    Shawn knew he wasn’t in good shape. He could smell the reek of his body and feel the stiff, dirty clothes that he hadn’t bothered to change in days. His hair was tacky with dried sweat and wouldn’t stop itching. His stomach was twisting painfully and his neck was aching.


    None of those things mattered. Only blinking did. Shawn swallowed to wet his throat. “Your research into other dimensions will be a dead end. You don’t have the location of the gates to open them or close them. Without that, the time you’re spending on research is pointless. You need a map of the gates that connect those dimensions.”


    Joseph typed it into the computer, but he was positive Reicher wasn’t going to stop or even slow that research. Shawn wasn’t correct, anyway. Subject One had recently made remarkable progress, without a map. “What else have you found?”


    “Health isn’t going to matter when we do explore those other dimensions. Even if we can get there, our fragile human bodies won’t survive. Only our minds can make a trip like that.”


    Again, Shawn wasn’t completely correct. Greg had proven it was possible. He had returned tired and with injuries, but he had survived. Joseph still typed in the response word for word. That was part of his job.


    Shawn slowly stood from the chair and began stretching out the rest of his body. It wasn’t happy. He had aches, pains, pinches, and little needle stings were going all through his limbs. He was also very dizzy.


    Shawn spent a minute facing hard reality. I’m dying.


    The session room had become a second home to him. He was being called in twice a day, but only to record what he found because he refused to stop even while in his flat resting. They were also feeding him one of his two meals while he was in this session room because he wasn’t eating in the lounge with all the other Blinkers.


    Shawn frowned lightly. The other Blinkers were no longer welcoming him. Because of his quicker and almost easy successes, those men and women had grown bitter and jealous. Shawn didn’t like to spend time around them. They were dangerous.


    The speaker activated again. “What else have you found?”


    Shawn filled them in on the rest of that trace. “All of our evolutions as descendants are meant to force humanity into a place where our minds will be all that we need. Our bodies are weak because they’re temporary. Once we learn to navigate those other dimensions, we won’t need food, water, clothes, or medicine. Our minds will cover it all.”


    “What will we need?”


    Shawn repeated his previous answer. “Very detailed maps. It’s too easy to get lost in there.” Shawn meant that. A good amount of the time he spent tracing was reaching the previous point where he’d left off.


    Joseph regarded Reicher to see if there was anything he wanted to add.


    Reicher wanted more progress from Shawn. His information moments were prima, but they weren’t what he needed. “Send in the clone.”


    Joseph snickered. They often chose captives who looked like someone in the subject’s present or past that they had been attracted to or bonded with. They then put that person in danger. In Shawn’s case, a little girl had been picked. Joseph typed the command into the computer.


     


    In the session room, Shawn was aware of them conspiring against him. It didn’t matter. All he cared about was blinking. Shawn let his mind sink into it again, still trying to verify if there was a map or if they really did have to wing it.


    Shawn heard the elevator open. He assumed that was the signal for him to return to his flat. He got up from the chair and walked by the little girl without looking at her. “Where would we find a map?”


    Joseph stared in surprise as Shawn took the elevator back to his wing.


    Reicher chuckled. “We really didn’t need to take his balls. All we had to do was put him in a blinking session. He’ll never hunt a woman again. They can’t satisfy him now. Only answers can.”


    Joseph thought about his last session with Sasha and frowned. Even if I lost my balls, I would still miss them.


    Reicher chose not to respond. Thalia was due back from her break today. Until then, it was better that he didn’t anger Joseph with too much truth that he couldn’t handle. “Send the girl back to her dorm. Make sure Subject Two gets a full meal and spends a few hours out of his mind. Let the others in his wing know they’ll be punished if they don’t help him.”


    Joseph doubted it would matter. The subjects in Shawn’s wing were terrified of him. They wanted him gone and every meal Shawn missed brought them closer to that goal. They weren’t going to interfere even if it meant a few hours of pain in the shock room. Despite the rules and insistence that he eat, Shawn was 40 pounds too light. His skin hung on him like an extra blanket and his waste was nearly nonexistent. Shawn’s body was keeping everything it was given in a desperate effort to stay alive.


     


    In the elevator, Shawn continued to mumble about finding a map. “There has to be one. Why would you create other dimensions but not provide a way to traverse them? You wouldn’t. There has to be a map somewhere.”


    The session room had smelled as bad as he did. Shawn took a fresh breath of air in the elevator and then sank back into his mind for the short ride. He didn’t notice when the door opened.


    The other Blinkers spotted him standing there and retreated out of his path.


    “He won’t last much longer.”


    “Ay. He stinks!”


    Shawn vaguely realized the elevator had stopped. He walked on shaky legs toward his flat. Every few feet, his body shuddered and blinked. He passed by the other captives without acknowledging their presence.


    The captives watched him with dangerous thoughts and shielded minds. Shawn was too powerful for them to handle in a direct attack, even in his weakened state. His evolutions, like blinking while walking, were well beyond their skills.


    Shawn went into his room and laid down on his bed. He knew he needed to eat and take a shower, but he had no patience for those things. All I want to do is blink.


    Shawn’s heart palpitated.


    It drew him back to reality for a few seconds where he connected to Safe Haven in a fast rush that he couldn’t fight.


     


    “Amy wins!”


    The fight had been short and unsweetened. The kids wanted this so much that they weren’t making the fights last. Adrian doubted the adults would either.


    Neil shoved between the still-swinging kids, separating them. He kept nudging Amy with his hip as Adrian lifted her bleeding opponent out of the ring.


    Missy wasn’t happy to lose to the smaller girl.


    Neil shook Amy’s shoulder roughly to make her stop.


    Adrian was surprised Missy hadn’t put up more of a fight. She looks tired, even under the blood.


    Missy kicked him in the shin and ran to her seat. She slung blood over the ground as she ran.


    Cody healed her bleeding hand. A bright blue light passed between them.


    Cody smiled at her.


    Missy stared at the fading blue light in angry dismay. “No.”


    Cody understood. “I’ll never push you. When it’s time, you’ll tell me.”


    Missy’s face darkened. She opened her mouth to shout at him.


    Cody cut her off. “The alpha will never allow it, Missy. Even if you don’t want me, she’ll make you pick someone your age. Shawn will never be your mate.”


    Missy fled toward Kimmie, trying not to cry.


    Cody felt her sadness and wished he hadn’t said any of it yet. “But it’s true. If Shawn comes back, the alpha will remove him.”


     


    Shawn felt sadness, but it was disjointed. She’ll have a better life if I never go back. I can stay and keep blinking. She’ll marry Cody and be happy as the eventual Queen of Safe Haven.


    Shawn understood he was an addict. He knew his life was in danger because of that. He still sank back down into his mind.


    Outside his door, other Blinkers gathered. They watched him lying on the bed, mumbling.


    “He’s dying. We don’t need to do anything.”


    “Reicher will step in soon. He isn’t going to let go of a new Blinker.”


    “He’s right. Reicher will force-feed him if he has to.”


    One of the furious men came through the crowd. He held up a small stack of the plastic knives they were given along with their meals. “Let’s get this over with.”


    Every Blinker there took a knife for each hand.


    Alarms began to blare as their captors saw what was happening.


    The crowd pushed into Shawn’s flat and surrounded his bed.


    Shawn’s demon sensed the danger and began pulling him up. Master!


    One of the Blinkers stabbed him in the chest.


    The knife impaled him and broke off.


    Shawn returned to reality with a gasp. I’m dying!


    The small plastic utensils weren’t sturdy enough to cut a steak, but they were hard enough to plunge into Shawn’s fragile body and do lethal damage.


    Blood sprayed across the walls as they kept stabbing him, breaking off chunks of the knives in his body. They didn’t stop even when they heard guards get off the elevator and run toward them. They’d agreed to make sure Shawn was dead; they followed through.
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    Shawn assumed he was dead. He just didn’t know what to do about it.


    He was wandering around in the darkness with his hands out, hoping to find a wall that he could trace to an exit. All around him, oppressive dark silence pushed in until he thought he would go mad.


    The only comfort was the feel of the demon following along behind him in sad regret.


    The demon had missed his opportunity to flee. He was positive that he was now dead too. Both of them waited to be sent to Hell to pay for the mistakes they’d made.


    Pain slammed into Shawn’s chest. He tried to draw in air, but it was too heavy. This is it. I’m being sent down.


    Light flashed through Shawn’s body. It grew brighter and stronger until the darkness was banished.


    Shawn opened his eyes.


    Harry smiled tiredly. “There you are.”


    Shawn stared in confusion. “No, I’m dead.”


    Harry didn’t want to talk about that. He was horrified by Shawn’s condition. He sensed it hadn’t come from torture. He shoved in extra healing orbs, trying to give Shawn more help. It was obvious the man needed it. “You’ll be okay now. I just need to get this last piece of plastic out of your stomach.”


    Shawn became aware of the pain next. Every bit of his body hurt like it had while he was on the warehouse floor. He groaned as the agony in his gut increased. It felt like he was on fire.


    Harry gently pulled the plastic out so it didn’t fracture and leave pieces like several of the others had. He was too tired to keep digging the splinters out mentally.


    Harry had been working on Shawn for hours now. He’d saved his life and then healed each injury over that time. Being trusted to come here on his own, without even a guard for an escort, had put Harry in a great mood. He didn’t want to respond to the sign of Reicher’s trust, but he couldn’t help it.


    Reicher was observing through the camera. Harry could feel the boss’s pleasure, but he took no joy in that. Harry didn’t like Reicher. He hadn’t done it for him. He’d done it to save a friend and teammate. He had always liked Shawn.


    Shawn was glad when the pain began to recede. He kept his eyes open out of fear. He was afraid if he closed them, death would still be waiting in that dark place to pull him back in.


    Shawn and Harry were both covered in blood. Shawn had been stabbed so many times that his clothes had easily torn away. Blood was all over the gurney and the floor around it. The thick, coppery smell smothered both of them in an ugly reminder that everything had changed for them upon volunteering for this run.


    The speaker activated. “What did you see while you were on the other side?”


    Shawn thought about that oppressive darkness again. “Absolutely nothing.”


    Reicher wasn’t surprised or disappointed. There were a few hundred reports of a bright light after death. There were millions of dead bodies with no reports that said nothing special happened at that point. Marc being able to connect to the Weigh Station had changed Reicher’s opinion. He now believed the bright light stories. The oppressive darkness where Shawn had been was probably a holding chamber of some sort.


    Shawn also knew Reicher was there. He spoke directly to the man. “You need to go forward when you do the time push.”


    Reicher activated his speaker this time. “Why?”


    “Safe Haven is only training to cover what happens when you do the reset backward. If you go forward, they’ll have no defense.”


    Harry kept working on Shawn’s body, but he listened alertly. He was surprised to hear Shawn giving information to the enemy, but he also wasn’t. Harry understood the urge to please the boss here. Reicher was a lot like Angela.


    Reicher fought a cough and repeated his question. “Why should we go forward? What’s there?”


    “Everything.” Harry’s health in comparison with his own made Shawn ashamed, especially upon seeing the missing fingers and thumb, but the feeling didn’t last long. As usual, his mind wanted to pull him back into the Akasha field to dig for more knowledge. The fact that he had been brought back from death didn’t faze him as much as missing his mental exploration time.


    Shawn remembered what had happened. “They all killed me.”


    Harry finished healing the final hole in Shawn’s stomach. “They’re probably jealous.”


    Shawn shook his head. “I think they were afraid my success would mean their deaths because they’re not needed.”


    Harry thought about how ruthless their captors had been so far. “That’s probably true.”


    Shawn agreed. “Then I don’t need to hate them or seek revenge. They were just trying to survive, like everyone else.”


    Being around a Safe Haven team member was good for Harry. He liked it that Shawn had mercy. Harry didn’t think he had any of that left now. “Don’t sit up for a few minutes. I need to send another set of healing orbs to make sure everything is solid.”


    Shawn stayed still, but the addictive urge to get back into his mind quickly fell over him. Fear welled up in his throat. “Talk to me. Keep me awake.”


    Harry began to babble about everything he’d learned during his sessions.


    Fascinated, Shawn stayed awake and took mental notes. Later, he could add them to his own observations to form new and amazing conclusions about reality, healing, and alternate dimensions. I can’t wait!
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    Reicher gestured. “Keep them together now.” It wasn’t a shock that the Safe Haven people fed from each other. The surprise was they didn’t know it even though they were going through it.


    Reicher kept observing, but he didn’t worry about the two men conspiring or trying to escape. Harry hated him and the lab setup, but he had already achieved more here in a month than he had during his entire life. The medic would respect that in the end. And Shawn was addicted to blinking. He wasn’t going anywhere unless it was in his head.


    Reicher scanned the other monitors while wishing the rest of Marc’s team would hurry up and reach this point in the conversion process. He could feel time running out. I need to get them converted so I can try to live or just die. No one should have to go through this much pain and that includes all of the subjects. At this point, I would have put any of them out of their misery.


    Joseph caught that and stopped an offer to help Reicher end his life. When it was time, he was certain the man could handle it. Until then, Joseph just needed to do everything right.


    Tap-tap!


    They looked at the door.


    Sasha drew in a deep breath for courage. “I need to talk to you!”


    Sasha’s broken nose was still healing. Her fading bruises were a reminder that she’d been attacked. Reicher felt a little bad for that. He splayed his hand in the universal language. Go ahead.


    Sasha realized the door was locked. She wasn’t able to get in. It didn’t change her mind. “I want you to let my sister out of gaol. Right now!”


    Reicher stared at her through the window. “Why would I?”


    Sasha had gone by the medical wing to ask if Isabel needed any help on her first day back. The guards there had been happy to fill her in on Isabel’s precarious predicament. “You need us both to keep working. You’re low on medics now.”


    Reicher snorted. The demonstrations from Harry had been more than enough to convince him that he could afford to lose all the other medics. “Try again.”


    Sasha didn’t know for sure why Reicher had decided she and her sister were expendable, but she instantly blamed it on the new people. “We’ve always been loyal to you. You put her in a bad situation and didn’t give her the support she needed. This is your fault. You have to make it right!”


    Reicher agreed with parts of that, but he had to get something out of this. “Convince me I should put her back into the retraining program.”


    Under Sasha’s bravery, was fear. Seeing her sister behind bars had been terrifying. Sasha didn’t look at Joseph as she pulled out her one trump card. “I’ll give you information on all of the traitors in this complex. I’ll tell you every single thing that’s ever been said about you.”


    Joseph tensed, scared that his name would be on her list.


    “And I’ll give you the Australian Resistance Force. I know who their leader is.”


    Joseph thought about catching Cerise in the radio cubby. I should have told on her right then!


    Reicher chuckled coldly. “Your betrayal will be paid back at a later date.”


    Sasha slapped the glass. “Please. She’s my sister, mate!”


    Reicher gave a curt nod. Making Sasha think she was able to buy her sister’s life would keep her under control until he decided how he wanted to use her. “Spill your guts. Joseph will make a record of it.”


    Sasha began giving him information on everyone in the complex who considered her a friend, and everyone who didn’t. None of them meant anything to her. Isabel’s life was everything.
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    “Your test is positive. Congratulations!” The caretaker in the medical wing was the same one who had been present for the time push.


    Marion smiled again. She had decided to let go of her animosity toward Cerise since she’d been matched for breeding with the boss. It was a good idea to stay on friendly terms with Reicher’s mistress. “Nice work!”


    Cerise stared at the positive pregnancy test, mind flying through her options.


    Marion continued to beam at her. “Reicher will be sau pleased.”


    The breeding wing was calm and quiet around them. It was naptime for the new mothers and their infants. Marion began gathering pamphlets. “I know you’ve been through this a lot of times, but I’m going to give you all of the literature like before. Make sure you read it and follow the instructions. We want you giving birth to a healthy baby and that depends on you taking care of yourself.”


    Cerise didn’t respond. For a brief moment, she considered gathering her gear and trying to escape the complex. She knew where to find all of the exits and it was possible she might even be able to get by the hungry hounds on the first level.


    She pushed that option away. Reicher would hunt her down. There was no way he would let her go now that she was pregnant.


    The door to the medical bay opened behind them.


    Cerise kept staring at the test. Flashes of her other children were hitting her hard now. Waiting for the reset so she could hold them again was the hardest thing she’d ever done.


    “Cerise Bunting, you are under arrest! Come with us.”


    Marion flinched back from her in surprise.


    Cerise turned toward the guards, not registering the danger she was in. “What?”


    Three security guards came forward. One of them had a dart gun.


    Cerise brought up her shield. “What am I being accused of?”


    “Treason.” The guards surrounded her.


    Again, Cerise considered going off on her own. It wouldn’t take much to remove these three nervous blokes and then she would have the run of the complex until Reicher cornered her somewhere and gassed her.


    Marion remembered her job. She stepped between them. “Cerise is pregnant. You will treat her with respect!”


    The guards weren’t sure what to do. Pregnant women were off-limits to abuse. Anyone who hurt them was usually sacked on the spot.


    Cerise slowly held out her hands and dropped her shield. “I want to talk to Reicher.”


    The guards were relieved when she allowed the cuffs, then followed them to the jail. They didn’t promise she would be allowed to talk to the boss. That wasn’t up to them.


    Marion waited for them to leave, then got on her computer. She sent an alert to Reicher.
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    In the security room, the computer beeped.


    Joseph saw the message first. He stared in bitter hatred. “She’s going to get away with it.”


    Standing over his shoulder, Reicher read the message and grinned coldly. “Call my daughter in. Her break is over. You two will man the security room and continue the sessions for the day.”


    “Where are you going?”


    “To visit the leader of the resistance. We’ve had an infamous rebel in our grip for months. It’s finally time to squeeze her and see if she pops.”


    “Should you do that, in your condition, I mean?”


    Reicher had been saving his strength for this moment. He gave Joseph a scathing glare, then headed for the door as it swung open. “Don’t be eager for a burial, Joseph. It could easily be you in that grave instead of me.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty BK18


    I Do What Works


     


     


     


    1


    “Squeeze on in there.” The guard gave Cerise time to get into the small cage before shutting and locking the door. She wasn’t being treated like the other prisoners. Reicher’s orders about being careful with the breeders were strict.


    The gaol was cold and stank like death. The guard didn’t look at Goldie or Gus. Neither of those men were considered a threat now, thanks to Cerise’s memory modification and the pneumonia. Goldie’s coughs echoed almost continuously with a deep, wet rasp that said it was in his lungs.


    The guard left, locking the main door. The sound of his rattling keys and footsteps slowly faded away.


    Cerise scanned her companions and lingered on the woman next to her. Isabel appeared rough. Cerise immediately guessed the problem she’d developed during the birth hadn’t been cured. It had just slowed while she was being taken care of. Now that she was suffering in a cramped, cold cage without enough food and exercise, and only misery to keep her company, her health was fading.


    Isabel glared tiredly. “What are you staring at?”


    Cerise began removing her jacket so she could sit on it. “I’m surprised to see you here. I heard your sister made a deal.”


    Isabel didn’t respond to the brief hope. All she wanted to do was sleep.


    Cerise considered spending energy on the woman and then stopped herself. She needed to save her strength for what was coming next. She tried mental motivation instead. “I actually thought you’d be in here a heap sooner. The gluttony rules should have netted you long before now.”


    Again, Isabel didn’t respond to the barb. She didn’t feel like arguing.


    Cerise knew what would work, but she felt bad for using such an awful motivation. I reckon that makes me different than the guy running this place. When Isabel dropped her chin and returned to dozing instead of fighting back, Cerise used it anyway. “He scheduled another time push. Guess whose kids he decided to use?”


    Isabel’s head snapped up. Hatred crossed her face. “You’re evil!”


    Cerise shrugged. “I do what works.”


    Adrenaline and fear began to wake Isabel from her misery. She fought to stay alert so she could figure out a way to save her babies.


    Cerise turned her attention to the other two prisoners in the small gaol.


    Gus glared at her, but there was no menace, only confusion.


    Cerise was proud of herself for doing so well with the memory modification. She was also dismayed that Gus wasn’t fighting harder to remember who he was. “Marc would be ashamed of you.”


    Gus frowned. “Do I know that name?”


    The image of a tall, arrogant, vicious fighter came to his mind. Clarity came with it for a brief instant. That’s my team leader.


    Gus immediately began digging into that thread, trying to unravel it.


    Cerise was satisfied. She focused on Goldie next. “Are you going to survive?”


    Goldie shivered and stared at her in a rare moment of awareness. The fever was racking him with chills and delirium. “You have to save them.” Goldie coughed for a long moment that echoed through the gaol.


    Cerise didn’t answer his plea. As far as she knew, there wasn’t a way to save anyone in this complex. We’re all doomed.


    Footsteps outside stopped the conversation. The door swung open. Reicher scanned them all in barely veiled contempt.


    Gus stared at the older man. He knew he should recognize him, but he didn’t. Who am I? What the hell happened to me?


    Goldie crawled toward the front of his cell and used the bars to pull himself up. “I’ll give you anything you want. Don’t kill my kids!”


    Isabel formed an instant bond with Goldie that was useless. She couldn’t help him, and he couldn’t help her. All they could do was sit in these cells while Reicher killed their kids.


    Reicher stayed in the entrance, trying not to show how much of his strength he had used on a simple walk down here. Pretending there was nothing wrong wasn’t easy, but he’d managed it. He looked good today. He was standing tall in a resplendent uniform with every hair in place. Only those who knew him best could see the pain in every movement. He was hiding it well.


    The guard outside stayed ready to defend Reicher if any of the prisoners tried to escape. He knew his job depended on keeping the boss safe.


    Distant shouts and cries from other residents who were being arrested echoed through the hallways.


    Gus slapped the bars in frustration. “Who am I?!”


    Reicher smiled at Cerise. “You did an excellent job on him. It’s too bad you’ve been arrested for treason. I have a list of residents who need the same persuasion before they can be put back to work.”


    Cerise jerked a thumb at Isabel. “Oi. Why is she still in here? Sasha gave us all up.”


    Reicher stepped aside to allow a caretaker to enter.


    The woman hurried to Isabel’s cell as Joseph unlocked it from the security room.


    Cerise observed as the woman helped Isabel to her feet and gently led her out of the gaol. The urge to aid the woman was impossible to resist even though she didn’t like the medic. “She needs medical help. I think she’s bleeding on the inside again.”


    Reicher had already made the arrangements. “She’s going to the med bay. You, are staying right here, unless…”


    Cerise sighed. “What do you want from me?”


    “Your loyalty!”


    Silence fell for a moment. Reicher didn’t yell very often.


    Reicher regarded Cerise. “How long have you been the leader of the resistance?” He knew the answer. It was a test to see if she would tell the truth.


    For one brief moment, Cerise let her loathing be seen and heard. “I joined the day you killed my kids. As soon as I found out what happened, I started planning your downfall.”


    Goldie didn’t care about their personal drama. “Please, Reicher, please. I’m sorry Gus killed your pusher. I know you were fond of Valerie.” Goldie paused to draw in a painful breath of air that came out in a rushed cough. “I didn’t want anyone to die. I wanted to save my kids!”


    Still outside the door, Isabel paused to listen.


    The caretaker allowed it because she also wanted to listen. New gossip was worth the risk.


    The desperation in Goldie’s voice filled Isabel’s heart. We have the same goal. If he finds a way, then so can I.


    In the cage next to Goldie, Gus was paying attention to the conversation. He said I killed someone. Maybe I deserve to be in here.


    Gus’s mind tried to bring up an image of anyone named Valerie, but there was only the sense of a warm spray of blood and nothing else.


    Reicher stared at Cerise. “You forced me into it by refusing to obey orders.”


    Cerise sneered at him. “I didn’t have a choice in most of those situations! You put me there to see if anybody could kill me. Expecting me to handle things peacefully after being attacked is unreasonable.”


    “You’re a handful. You always were, but even after losing your children, you still haven’t learned to follow orders.” Reicher swallowed a cough. He didn’t want to seem weak. “You didn’t remove any of Marc’s team, even when they escaped.” Reicher pointed at Gus. “He should be dead for killing a pusher. I’ve never known you to spare anyone.”


    “Marc and his team are different, special.” Cerise let out a sigh of derision that was aimed at herself. “I told you the alpha of Safe Haven got under my skin. You shouldn’t have trusted me around any of the new people.”


    Reicher continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “You also didn’t report Isabel for gluttony or Sasha and Joseph’s illegal relationship and conspiring. You didn’t report a missing knife after fighting with one of the subjects. Can you explain any of that?”


    Cerise sat on her coat and leaned back against the cold bars. She studied Reicher from top to bottom and then chose to give him more truth. “I was hoping one of them would kill you. It didn’t matter to me which one.”


    Reicher wasn’t surprised by that revelation. “And if all of your children were returned, would your hatred for me still be as great?”


    Cerise refused to be drawn into that theoretical debate. “We both know you’re never going to allow that. You can’t tempt me with the carrot on the stick anymore. I know the stick is empty.”


    Reicher slowly took his hand out of his pocket to reveal a small black case. He pushed it open with one thumb. “Say yes and I’ll put it in writing to bring every one of them back.”


    Cerise stared at the beautiful diamond and gold ring. “What?”


    Reicher snapped the case shut and tossed it into her cell. It landed in her lap. “You have 24-hours to make up your mind.”


    She slowly picked up the box. “What happens if I say no?”


    “Then I’ll finish killing everyone you’ve ever known and everything you’ve ever loved.” He smiled thinly. “I will have you. Just give in now and save us both a lot of time.”


    Cerise fired back cruelly. “You only want me because I look like her.”


    Reicher didn’t rise to the bait. He also didn’t deny it. Cerise’s resemblance to his lost love was still stunning to this day.


    “Why do you want to marry me? I hate your fucking guts!”


    Reicher already knew how she felt. It didn’t detour him. “Once we’re married, I’ll be the leader of the resistance.”


    Cerise laughed harshly. “That isn’t going to make them follow you!”


    “You’d be surprised at what your friends will do to keep you alive, Cerise.”


    Cerise fingered the velvet box. “I could wait you out. You’re not going to last much longer.”


    Reicher gave her a warm smile this time. “True. And I’m going to be replaced by someone who hates you and will never give you what you want. If I were you, I’d snap up this offer as fast as I could. You’re not going to get another one.”


    Reicher left without threatening her further. Cerise was extremely intelligent. She would come to the conclusion on her own–she didn’t have a choice.


    Isabel moved away from the door and stumbled. Being out of the cage was letting blood flow to parts of her body that had been cramped up for days.


    The caretaker gently put an arm around Isabel and hugged her close. “I’ll help you.”


    Reicher observed until they were out of sight. Then he turned down the hall that would take him to the private side of the medical bay.


    Goldie’s pleas followed him.


    “Please don’t do it! Don’t hurt my babies! I’m begging you!”
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    “That’s brilliant.” Joseph laughed. “This must be the reason he didn’t arrest her when he overheard the call. All of the others would have gotten off scot-free. He’s absolutely brilliant.”


    Sitting in her chair in the security room, Thalia had to agree. She wasn’t happy about it, however. The thought of having Cerise as a stepmother was horrifying. “I can’t believe he did that.”


    Joseph stored the copy of the conversation onto the super computer’s hard drive. It was in the middle of storm preparations but still easily able to take care of running normal operations. “He’s not really going to marry her, you know. He’s using it for leverage.”


    Thalia didn’t argue, but she was certain Joseph was wrong. Now that she had witnessed the moment, she was able to recognize the true emotion from her father. He cares for her. He’s never been that emotionally honest with me. We don’t have the same relationship.


    Joseph stared at her. “Do you want the same relationship with him?”


    Thalia rolled her eyes. “Don’t be disgusting. That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”


    Joseph wasn’t positive. He hadn’t spent enough time around her to know whether or not she was mentally stable. But none of us down here seem to be, so I doubt she escaped that curse either.


    The security room was tense. Thalia and Joseph tolerated each other because they had to. The door was locked. If anything went wrong in here, they were on their own for the next 11 hours. Thalia and Joseph both wondered where Reicher would spend that time.


    Outside, troops and staff members walked by with curious glances. They were used to Reicher being in there.


    Thalia resumed scanning the monitors for problems. Residents all over the complex were being arrested right now, accused of treason. It annoyed Thalia to find out how many of their people were traitors.


    “He’s removing most of them. Do we have space for the rest?” Joseph was keeping track of her thoughts as well as the monitors.


    “We’re putting them into isolation rooms until he decides where they go. I expect most of them to go back into retraining. We can’t afford to lose this many staff members.”


    Joseph felt exactly the opposite. “The more people we get rid of now, the more supplies we’ll have to last us.”


    Thalia didn’t remind him they needed staff people to keep this place running. Joseph adored the computers. He believed they could do anything. Thalia knew it required human interfacing and repairs that wouldn’t be possible if they lost some of the residents who were now being pulled out of their beds and off their jobs.


    The lab vibrated unhappily in the angry ocean. It drew their attention.


    Thalia switched over to the storm preparations while Joseph pulled up a small radar picture. Many of the satellites had gone non-functional over the last year. The few that remained were linked into this lab.


    “That is one hell of a storm moving our way.” Thalia scanned the red and purple center of the typhoon that now stretched 200 miles from end-to-end. It was barreling down on the Australian coast with nothing to slow it or stop it.


    “At least the mobs on the beach will take a hit from this.”


    “Too right. Give me an update on the preparations so I can put it into the file.”


    Joseph did it quickly. “All loose items are being secured. That will take a little while as we go through each level of the lab. Weak areas around the elevator shafts and walls are being re-sealed or welded. Antennas are ready to be retracted, and the protective shielding is complete for the top two floors.”


    She typed it in. It always took a few days to get the protective shielding over the lab, which explained the extra vibrations today. “What about the computer system?”


    “Our backup power is in place for the freezers, oxygen, computers, and locks on the doors. The tunnel connecting to the beach is fully sealed off now.” Joseph was glad they would still be anchored by elevator shafts that had been concreted into the ocean floor. The thought of being washed away during a storm was terrifying. “Both escape pods will be fully stocked by the time the storm gets here and a distress message is ready to go out to all active labs if it’s needed.”


    Neither of them mentioned how useless that would be now that the Hawaii lab had gone dark. It was standard procedure and they were following it.


    “What’s the ETA on the storm?”


    Joseph scanned his calculations to make sure they were accurate. “About 18 hours for the first rain bands. A full day for landfall.”


    Despite the angry ocean around them that was already pushing on the walls and causing small leaks in places, Thalia was confident they would survive. An underwater lab was always a risky choice, but this one had been built with that danger in mind. Thalia resumed dwelling on Reicher’s proposal. I just can’t believe he did that.


    Joseph enjoyed her discomfort. They’d been able to work together in here without problems so far, but they would never have a strong relationship while competing for the same position. “Maybe she’ll die before the ceremony.”


    Thalia snorted in amusement, then dismissed that idea. She knew Joseph was serious, but she wasn’t going to interfere with any of her father’s plans. “I trust him completely.”


    Joseph smiled genuinely. “That’s something we have in common, then.”


    Thalia smiled back, but it was cold and hungry. “When I take over, you’re going to have to change your behavior if you want to keep this job.”


    Joseph laughed loudly. “I was going to say the same thing to you!”


    An awkward silence fell. Neither of them knew what to say or how to break it. When Reicher made the official announcement, things were going to get ugly. There was no avoiding that.
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    “I’m going to die. There’s no avoiding that.”


    Sasha gently inserted the IV into Reicher’s papery arm without confirming it. Now that her sister had been transferred from the gaol, Sasha was feeling better about the future. She didn’t want to mar it by agreeing that Reicher’s time in control of this lab was almost over. She did want to know if Marc was really taking his place, but it was a bad time to ask.


    The private side of the medical bay was three long, narrow rooms that were used to store their stock. A comfortable chair had been placed in the back corner, behind the shelves and boxes so it was out of view. That’s where Reicher was sitting. If anything went crazy, he would be the last one hit. Sasha still wasn’t comfortable with it. “You should be traveling with a guard.”


    “Who says I don’t have a guard right now?”


    Sasha assumed he meant her. She wasn’t sure how much help she would be in a fight, but she would do her best to keep him alive as part of their deal.


    Reicher hated the medicinal smell of the medical wing. It was an unwelcome reminder that he was here for his health and the outlook wasn’t good. This transfusion would buy him a little time, but then it would be six months or even a year before it would work again. Reicher doubted he would last that long. The feeling of death hovering over his shoulder was growing stronger by the day.


    Reicher held still while the bag of warmed Mitchel blood began to flow into his weakened body.


    Sasha was surprised he was here. He usually received treatments in the security room. “Is something happening, other than the storm?”


    Reicher was impressed with her intuition. “I’m gathering my strength to handle a problem.”


    Sasha assumed he meant the resistance or possibly even Safe Haven. Half of their remaining medics had been pulled an hour ago and taken away. Rumors of conspiracy and treason were flying through the complex. None of the staff was happy to find out they had so many traitors in their midst.


    Reicher relaxed his arm muscles so the transfusion would go quicker. “I’m preparing for a more dangerous foe. Mother Nature has no mercy.”


    Sasha glanced around the medical bay where lower-level staff members were packing loose items into boxes that would be tied to the walls when the storm came. The smell of machine oil and smoke lingered lightly in the halls. Preparations for the typhoon were well underway.


    Voices in the next room caught their attention.


    “I heard he proposed to her.”


    “I heard she threw the box at him and told him to go fuck himself.”


    “I don’t think it matters. We might all go down in the storm.”


    “I’ll go to the top level and leave via the beach tunnel.”


    “That level is locked down.”


    “There’s a manual override switch.”


    “There are also hungry hounds. If you see a heap of water coming in, go to the escape pods on the bottom level.”


    “Good onya! I’ll be there.”


    Sasha glanced at Reicher as the gossiping guards moved out of hearing range.


    Reicher made a quick connection. “That’s how Kenn knew about the private elevator and how to reach me.” Reicher gestured with his free hand. “Send an order. We’ve gotten lax. That has to stop.”


    Sasha went to the computer and waited for his order. She was positive he was right. Before his illness, the troops wouldn’t have gossiped so openly.


    “Gossipers will have their tongues cut out for a first offense.”


    Sasha winced. She always hated handling that punishment, but she would do it and be grateful that it wasn’t happening to her or her sister.


    Reicher could feel the transfusion trying to take effect. Being tense or stressed out worked against the process. He leaned back in the chair and tried to relax. “How far back did Subject Seven push his aging process?”


    Sasha finished typing in the security order and then opened Harry’s file. “At least 10 years. He’s healthier now than he has been in a decade, according to his own notes.”


    Sasha was thrilled that Harry had settled into working in the medical bay without any more problems. She wanted him to help her sister. Now that Isabel was out of gaol, that could happen. She also knew it wasn’t a good time to bring it up. Pushing Reicher was a bad idea.


    “We’ll have him attend an appointment with her shortly.” Reicher didn’t want his medic stressing out either. He looked over at her.


    The sight of Sasha’s bandaged nose and yellowing bruises brought guilt that Reicher didn’t want to feel but couldn’t help. “Be careful with Joseph and the other men in this complex. Those we believe in don’t always deserve that trust.”


    Sasha warmed a little. Reicher had always been against sexual abuse. Getting a personal warning from him made her feel like he cared about her future. “I will. Thank you, sir.”


    Reicher didn’t tell her she was the only medic he felt like he could trust right now. She was normal and not physically stronger than him, so if she turned out to be a traitor, he was confident in his chances against her without needing to use any of his precious energy on magic.


    Sasha came over to check on his transfusion. The bags always emptied quickly during these moments. She expertly disconnected him from the IV and then disposed of the bag and used needle. “This should give you some relief.”


    Reicher waited for her to put the bandage on his arm. He also made a face. “It’s incredibly frustrating to have banned Mitchels from my zone but still need to use their blood!”


    Sasha’s question was out before she could stop herself. “Why do you dislike Mitchels so much? Is it personal?”


    Reicher grimaced. “They’re always popping up when I can least afford the distraction. Those wild cards have always been a giant pain in my ass.”


    “And?” Sasha knew there was one.


    Reicher knew he shouldn’t tell her, but the moment in the jail with Cerise would spread. Everyone would know soon. “And one of them stole the love of my life from this lab and got her killed in the process. I’ll never forgive them for that. The only prima Mitchel is one I’ve already killed.”
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    Reinforcements
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    “Why did you bring us up here? It’s so cold!”


    Saul barely woke from dozing. He mumbled an answer, “This is the last place anyone will hunt for us. Everybody believes we went south.”


    The crew member frowned. He wasn’t happy at all.


    Saul cared about the happiness of the crew, but he also cared about remaining off the grid while Reicher and Marc played out their ugly little game. If he went anywhere near a former civilization zone, Reicher would likely see them on radar. Saul wasn’t sure what would happen then. That’s what he was worried about.


    He didn’t think Reicher had the manpower to send someone after them and even if he did, they certainly wouldn’t be able to force Saul out of the sub without a fight. Saul wasn’t above unleashing nuclear fire in order to escape, but he wasn’t entirely certain that Reicher wouldn’t fire back with the nuclear weapons that he now controlled in multiple countries. It would be a no-win situation for both of them, but Reicher was absolutely insane. It was possible that he would take them all down in an effort to reclaim the sub. As far as Saul knew, it was the only one in existence now. The war had changed a lot of things for a lot of people, but a nuclear submarine was still an ultimate weapon that could defeat any population. Reicher wanted it docked somewhere waiting for his orders.


    “You didn’t have to take us someplace so cold. You could have gone east or west.”


    Saul ignored the complaining crew member this time, but he comprehended the problem. They had stopped a few times to scavenge supplies, like now, but the rest of that time had been spent resting under the water, waiting for something exciting to happen. The crewman wasn’t so much uncomfortable as he was bored.


    It is cold, though. They were all bundled up in gear that Marc had left onboard. The submarine wasn’t freezing, but it was close. Saul didn’t want to run most of the equipment up here in the north. Heat put off a signature. That was the downside of not going south, but if Reicher came searching for them, south was the zone he would hunt the hardest. Maybe I’ll find a port with the right facilities and hide for a few years.


    The right dock would allow for routine computer maintenance on the ship, and it would have a dorm that used to be for incoming sailors to wait for debriefing after classified missions. The only thing it won’t have is a warm body to spoon.


    Saul considered the few female crew members on board again, but he’d already chosen not to approach any of them. All of those females had mates on this ship, except for one and she was a happy whore. The men here adored her, and she adored her new life of being cared for in every way, from getting the best food to never doing chores or a work shift. If he interfered with that perfect setup, a mutiny was almost certain.


    “Can I at least do a radar check? The radio’s quiet today.”


    “Fine.” It was unlikely that turning the radar on would keep the bloke busy for long, however. There was nothing around them and nothing was happening. The crew members were eager to leave this cold land. Saul was perfectly content being out of the line of fire.


    They were off the coast of Canada, monitoring radio transmissions while the rest of the crew foraged in the small town nearby. The weather was calm for being so cold. It had been a perfect time to do some scavenging. Saul was positive the town had been deserted even before the war. The small shacks and crumbling dock were a pitiful reminder that nature always took as much as she gave.


    The radar beeped calmly and steadily as it scanned. The computer screen activated, showing them an empty ocean and a deserted shoreline where a few of the crew members were playing in the snow and enjoying the antics of a nearby seal pod instead of standing guard. They’d all gone hunting yesterday and captured a few of those. The seal steaks had gone over well, but that excitement hadn’t lasted long. The crew needed to be occupied.


    Saul had ideas for that, but he didn’t want to implement them yet. Doling out chores just to take someone’s mind off the environment wasn’t a good thing for a captain to do. He wasn’t worried about losing in a mutiny, but he would have to kill them if that happened and he needed all of the normals to keep this ship running efficiently.


    “Nothing. Dammit!” The crew member switched off the radar resentfully. “How about a conversation?”


    Saul grunted without opening his lids. “What do you want to talk about?”


    “How did you get here?”


    That question got Saul’s attention. He opened his eyes to regard the man suspiciously. “Why do you want to know?”


    The crewman threw his hands up in exasperation. “Oi! It’s just a question, you cunt!”


    Saul realized he was being oversensitive. He sat up in the chair and did a small stretch to soothe his aching spine. “I was in the military. Then I was drafted. Then I was stolen because I can man any type of transportation. Then Cerise convinced me to hijack a sub. And now here we are.”


    The crewman wasn’t going to let Saul off that easy. “Where were you when the war came?”


    Saul refused to contemplate that ugly day. “On a ship that didn’t make it. Next question.”


    The crewman was aware of Saul’s unhappiness with being forced to have a conversation at all. He didn’t push for that answer. “Tell me about one of your adventures. I don’t care what it was. Just talk to me!”


    Saul didn’t want to. Conversations about that sad past inevitably led to memories of things that had gone wrong, but it was clear the crewman wasn’t going to let up until he had some form of entertainment. Saul chose one that would supply the entire crew with gossip for a few days. “I joined the Australian Resistance Force after Reicher killed my wife.”


    The crewman’s mouth dropped open.


    Saul scanned the man’s thoughts again to make sure he wasn’t a traitor. Then he continued the story. “I’d known about the resistance for a while. Tilly and Trevor were good friends of mine before the war. They always talked about resisting government tyranny. As you know, our country had been overtaken by progressive dissidence long before society fell. Tilly and Trevor were part of the organization that shipped weapons and supplies in for attacks on government facilities. They also provided an escape route for government people who were itching to defect. Many of those lost souls stayed with the resistance. Over time, it grew so much that the government couldn’t ignore it anymore.” Saul looked over at the crewman. “I’ve heard their son, Gordon, is the leader of the resistance now.”


    The crew member shook his head. “We were all talking about that a few months ago. There was a rumor going around that Cerise is the leader of ARF.”


    Saul snickered. “There are a heap of rumors swirling around about Cerise. That doesn’t make any of them true.”


    “So how did Tilly and Trevor and Gordon evade Reicher?”


    “Reicher believes the rumors about Cerise. He thinks his connection to her will allow him to defeat the resistance when it matters. He’s got a big surprise coming. She’s just an ordinary member they recruited after the murder of her children.”


    The vibes in the sub changed subtly. Saul caught it. He tensed. “Something’s coming through.”


    “Awesome!” The crewman leaned toward the radio.


    “This is different. Be quiet now.” Saul concentrated. It almost felt like someone was searching for him mentally. He brought up a shield in case it was someone he didn’t want to have contact with.


    Where are you, Saul?


    Saul didn’t know who was calling for him, but the sound of that timbre echoing through his mind was fascinating. He lowered his shield to allow the contact to go through, drawn. The sheila’s voice was magnetic.


    Angela smiled in his mind as she made the connection. “Hello, Saul.”


    Saul sensed more power than he’d ever known one person to have. Sulfur and brimstone filled his nose. It quickly dissipated and was replaced by the sweet scent of vanilla.


    “My name is Angela. And we need to talk.”


    Saul recognized the name. He spoke softly, hoping he wasn’t on her target list. “What can I do for you today, Alpha?”


    Angela liked it that Saul had respect, but she already knew he would say anything to stay off the grid. She scanned the thoughts that were open to her without digging in deeper. It wasn’t needed yet. “I want that submarine at the bottom of the ocean. Before that, I have a job for you.”


    Saul didn’t refuse. He wasn’t sure that he could. The feel of her in his mind was incredible. He wanted to get to know her better. “What do you want me to do?”


    Angela sent out another wave of mind-capturing vanilla. “I want you to give me a quick ride.”


    “I’d be happy to!” Saul laughed. “Climb on!”


    Angela snickered. “I meant in your submarine.”


    Saul sobered. “Are you going to get them out of there?”


    “Yes. I’m also going to bring Reicher down. When I’m finished with him, the lab and the United Nations will be gone.”


    That was music to Saul’s ears. “That’s the only reward I need. When do you want to be picked up, lass?”


    “Head my way now and stay off the grid–exactly like you’ve been doing.”


    Saul was suddenly as impatient and excited as the crew members. “I’ll be there as quickly as I can.” He already knew where she was calling from.  He could hear angry birds and calm water in the background.


    “One more thing. I need you to deliver a message to your friends.”


    Saul sighed as that magnetic presence faded. He pointed impatiently toward the crewman who was still watching him. “Get the others back on the ship. We’re leaving right now.”


    Saul picked up the mike. The radio was already tuned into the right channel. Saul had been listening for calls since dropping off Marc’s team, but he hadn’t heard much. “Come in, ARF.”


    The radio crackled.


    Saul knew someone was listening. “I have a message for you from the other side of the world.”


    “Go on with it, mate.”


    Saul grinned at the man’s cool tenor over the static-filled radio. “Your reinforcements are coming soon.”
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    “We need reinforcements at the south gate! Send reinforcements!”


    The men and women now fighting for their lives at the entrance of the huge tomb weren’t able to answer the shout for help.


    Tilly and Trevor swung their machetes at the same time on the same foe.


    The intruder fell at their feet, but there wasn’t time to celebrate as three more intruders pushed in through the tunnel.


    They had opened the tomb below the graveyard to do some scavenging, but they hadn’t cleared it first. The beach mobs were all over the countryside now. Cerise and Goldie’s homesteads were crawling with unwelcome visitors.


    Rain and heavy wind came in through the open entrance, interfering with the aim and vision of the fighters. Thin, weaker people cowered in the corners while the fighters in their group tried to handle the threat.


    “Get that door shut!” Gordon fired a weak blast of pain that disoriented the three intruders who were trying to get deeper into the tomb where they might be able to evade capture.


    Tilly and Trevor used their machetes while other members of the resistance pushed on the heavy stone barrier to get it shut.


    “Another one got through!” The blond-haired, blue-eyed boy wielded a sword in each hand. He stabbed with the right and sliced with the left, drawing blood with both blades.


    His parents retreated to allow him room, but they didn’t go far.


    Gordon hacked off a head in one clean sweep and then spun around to do the same to the other opponent who had fallen to his knees. Blood and hair slid across the floor that was already dampening from the storm.


    Gordon stepped back neatly, avoiding most of the mess. He sheathed both bloody swords with a huge grin on his face. “That was fun.”


    Gordon’s dark-haired, brown-eyed parents frowned at their son as they finished disabling the other intruder, but they didn’t scold him. Gordon was going to inherit leadership of the resistance in the future. Moments like this would allow the vote to go his way. Showing courage was important in any clan, but for ARF, it was a necessity.


    “Disregard the call for reinforcements. It’s over here. We’re all closed up.”


    Everyone who heard the call was relieved that the resistance members at the south gate had been able to repel the intruders. The beach mob above them would find the bodies, however and know someone was down here. It would be almost impossible for them to go out and scavenge now without fighting, and even when they did, they wouldn’t find much. The mob up there would strip everything usable.


    Tilly and Trevor cleaned off their machetes while scanning to make sure they hadn’t missed any threats.


    Gordon frowned at the bodies of two fallen members. He hated losing people. “Someone get them into the crypt.”


    All of their bodies were being stored with bones that had been down here long before the war. It was the safest way to make sure they didn’t have a disease outbreak. It also required less effort than trying to bury them. The entire population here had been on rations for months. It wasn’t wise to waste energy.


    Thunder boomed loudly above them, rattling the ground. Dirt fell over the relieved people. A storm would force the mob above them to take shelter. It was possible that the bodies wouldn’t be found for a couple of days.


    A damp smell began to wind through the tomb as the rain increased.


    “I’m going to check the other entrances.” Gordon left before his parents could assign him a guard.


    Tilly started to go after the 18-year-old to provide protection.


    Trevor grabbed her wrist. “The boy has to do some things on his own.”


    Because they’d already gotten a call saying the south entrance was closed, Tilly relented. She pulled away from her husband and went to join the other people who were dragging bodies toward the inner crypt.


    Trevor studied her for a minute, admiring her lean, hard face and soft curves. He adored his wife. He just hated the circumstances that had brought them together and kept them from living a good life. They’d been drafted during the Vietnam conflict. That trauma had scarred both of them deeply, but it had also turned them into a resistance force that had managed to stay together and grow into the 300 souls that were now cleaning up the mess around them. It also gave us an amazing son.


    Tilly was aware of her husband’s warm stare, but she didn’t encourage it. She wasn’t good at being emotional even when they were alone. When they were around other people, it was impossible.


    Shouts of victory echoed through the tunnels.


    Both parents were relieved that the fighting was already over. They needed Gordon to be accepted as the new leader after them, but they didn’t want to endanger his life. Their only son was precious to them. It kept both parents fighting for survival, though that was getting harder by the day.


    They were well-outfitted for the environment as far as their duds. Finding spare garments in empty houses was easy. Everything else was hard, especially food and personal items. It was amazing how fast toilet paper had disappeared.


    This tomb was chilly, but not cold enough to cause illnesses. It was a relief from the harsh environment above. The worst they got down here was a few snakes that were chasing the rats. They’d quickly adapted their clothing and sleeping arrangements to avoid bites.


    None of them liked living belowground; it was even worse when they were surrounded by the bodies of their fellow Australians. Most of these had been here before the war, but that didn’t make it any easier.


    Two small cookfires in the center of the main tomb provided a small amount of warmth for their older citizens. Tents and sleeping bags lined the walls and kept a clear path down the center. They’d quickly learned to be ready to fight for their lives at any moment.


    “I’m picking up a radio transmission.” The man who handled the radio for them waved Tilly over. “It’s very faint. They must be a far distance from here.”


    Tilly listened hard through the static and the noise from the storm.


    “Your reinforcements are coming soon.”


    “That’s Saul!” Trevor hurried over. “I knew he survived.”


    Tilly waited for more, but that was the end of the transmission. “Reinforcements from where? Everybody else is gone.”


    “There’s still one powerful population out there.”


    Tilly snorted at Trevor. “Reicher already has the Ghost. Safe Haven is useless to us now.”


    “We’ve all heard the stories that his alpha is actually the power in that group. And Cerise told us someone else was coming.” Trevor was encouraged by the news. “I think we should stay here and wait for them.”


    Rumbles and mutters went through the people who were listening while they cleaned and worked, but none of them spoke against it. Tilly and Trevor had kept them alive so far. Everyone here had faith that would continue.


    Tilly hadn’t liked the unanimous agreement that they should leave this area to avoid the beach mobs, but she’d cast her vote for it because she hadn’t been able to find a better solution. Reicher was busy with his new toys right now, but it was just a matter of time before he refocused his attention on wiping out the remainder of the resistance. We should have left already.


    Tilly was proud of everything they’d accomplished, especially considering the odds. Most of the people who had started out with them from the city were still alive and still a part of this group. The few who had fallen had been killed by troops or in random attacks. They hadn’t had a single death to starvation in the 16 months since the war. A trek through the outback might end that amazing streak. “How are we set on supplies?”


    Trevor had finished an evaluation of that last night. “We’re low, no lie, but I think we can hold out for a month. We’ll have to cut portions again.”


    Tilly sighed in disgust. “It’s time we cleared out the rodents.”


    Everyone groaned or grimaced at the thought of eating rats, but again, none of them protested. They weren’t ready for a trip through the outback where they would be out in the open and vulnerable. If eating rats allowed them to avoid that, then that’s what they would do.


    Trevor had always been in favor of it. He didn’t mind a good rat soup. “I learned how to make rat chowder in Nam. You’ll like it. It’s crunchy.”


    More groans answered him, but there were also grins and a little relief from the people who had been told to start packing. That work could stop now.


    Gordon came back through the south tunnel, followed by the victorious fighters who had protected that entrance. He joined his parents. “I hear we have company coming.”


    Gordon was the only descendant here. His value was indescribable to the other people in the resistance.


    “Saul called. He said reinforcements are coming. A new player just entered the ring.”


    Gordon grinned at his mother. “Well, then I say we go hunt some rats and feed them dad’s chowder when they arrive. If they survive it, they’re probably alright.”


    Trevor interrupted the joking laughter. “We need to clear that mob above us or whoever’s coming will be overwhelmed upon arrival.”


    Nearly everyone nodded at the observation. The beach mob was hundreds of bodies strong and many of them now had weapons they’d dug up from the homesteads as they passed through each city and town. Despite low gun ownership on official paperwork, many Australian households had had illegal weapons before the war. They’d just hidden them and kept their mouths shut.


    “We can try to distract them.”


    Tilly frowned at her son. “I don’t want to sacrifice anyone for that.”


    The people listening approved. Their numbers were already low compared to the mob and only about half of them were fighters.


    “I was thinking we could make a call.”


    Tilly quickly picked up on her husband’s idea. “We can act like we’re a landing party and send them 100 miles from here. Then we can clear out the ones who didn’t leave.”


    Gordon listened to the thunder. “Do you think they’ll go? It’s a nasty storm up there.”


    “They might.” Trevor used his brilliant mind. “If we pretend to be someone they either want to join or they want dead.”


    Tilly wiped dirt from her arm. “Who would that be?”


    Trevor shrugged. “We can’t fake Reicher’s voice, but we might be able to convince them the call came from the lab.”


    “What if we just say Reicher’s coming here to capture members of the resistance?”


    Tilly and Trevor stared at their son in admiration. His mind was always fast, but this was perfect.


    Trevor considered it. “How do we set that up?”


    “Yeah, we don’t even know if any of them up there have radios.” Tilly moved away from the stinky bloke who ran their radio.


    Trevor motioned. “We know Cerise’s house does. All we have to do is tap into that feed and send a warning out that Reicher is on his way. An hour later, this place will be a ghost town again. And if that doesn’t work, we’ll act like ghosts.”


    Everyone approved the plan that didn’t require a sacrifice.


    Tilly gestured at her husband. “You can get that message recorded. No one knows the sound of your voice.” They had always kept her and Trevor off the radio so Reicher wouldn’t know she was alive.


    “I’ll have it ready in about an hour.”


    “Make sure you’re loud enough to go over the storm.”


    The storm boomed above them again, rattling the ground as if to reinforce that order.


    Gordon grinned at his mom. “Let’s get the rat traps.”


    Tilly followed him toward that tunnel, shaking her head. “I can’t believe it’s come down to eating those squeaky little buggers.”


    But that was one of the reasons why they’d chosen this tomb as a hideout. The rats were a last-ditch effort to keep from starving.


    As they moved down the tunnel, Gordon threw his arm around his mother’s tense shoulders. “Will you tell me about my dad again?”


    Tilly frowned at him. “Your dad’s behind us, working on a radio message.”


    Gordon wasn’t deterred by her sharp tone. “You know what I mean.”


    Tilly sighed in tolerant patience. “You were a generous gift from a close friend to a couple who are barren.”


    “And that’s why Reicher will never stop until he captures or kills all of us, right?”


    Tilly nodded as they walked down the dark, damp tunnel. “Yes. He hates Mitchels more than anyone else on the planet.”


    “Why?”


    Tilly put her arm around her son’s waist now that they were out of view. She rested her cheek on his wide shoulder. “Because Adrian Mitchel rescued me from Reicher’s lab and allowed me to have a life away from there with a bloke of my choice. Reicher will never forgive the Mitchel family for that. As long as Reicher’s alive, you’re in grave danger.”
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    “It’s getting dangerous out there.” Harry fought the rocking floor as they walked.


    “Yeah.” Shawn fought his mind. He hated being underwater. It reminded him of the International Detention Center. I wonder if this lab has escape pods.


    Shawn tried not to tense up as the floor seemed to shift away from their feet. I still miss Drew. “What are we doing today?”


    Harry grinned eagerly. “The first descendant surgery.”


    Shawn snorted. “I doubt it’s the first in this lab.”


    Harry shrugged. “Still. It’s a first for Safe Haven and the Eagle medics.”


    Shawn’s mood control vanished. “We’re not in that camp anymore. What we do here doesn’t get marked on their slate!”


    Harry wasn’t concerned about Shawn’s fluctuating emotions. “It does in my book.”


    Both men slid aside for three twitchy staff members coming through the hall carrying plastic tubs. This wing was busy with workers removing supplies and closing unused rooms. They all avoided the two new men physically, but their eyes observed every move the Safe Haven medics made.


    Cameras also tracked their progress down the cool, damp-smelling hallway. Both men knew Reicher was on the other side of those cameras. They’d been given some freedom now, but they weren’t truly free. Neither of them had forgotten, but it was best not to dwell on it and drive themselves crazier.


    Harry dug in the pocket of his UN jumper for the key card. He hated these clothes. He missed his Eagle gear, but he hadn’t asked for it. Reicher would never allow that. Harry did enjoy the comfortable shoes, however. They were an old doctors’ brand and very supportive. If we ever get out of here, I’ll search the wastelands for another pair of these.


    Shawn caught that. He refused to contemplate leaving. In here, I’m being forced to eat and sleep, and to take care of myself. Out there, he would be dead within a week because there would be no one to stop him from Blinking continuously. Like most addicts, he knew he had a serious problem. He just didn’t know what to do about it.


    Harry nodded. Shawn’s condition was a lot better now, but he was still too thin, and his mind was a loose wire that faded in and out based on what he was doing at that moment. Being here had scarred all of them, but Shawn had gotten the worst of it. Harry was worried that the man wasn’t trying to remember this was a run and it would end at some point.


    Harry opened the door to the medical bay and held it, automatically clearing the path for his teammate to take out any targets.


    Shawn entered the medical bay and did an automatic scan as his hand slid to the missing gun on his hip.


    The bay held one metal table in the center, two unarmed females, and long counters topped with deep cabinets that were still full. All the other medical bays had been stripped for the move.


    Harry didn’t care about being relocated to the next floor. His mind was on the operation he was about to perform.


    Shawn was stressing about the move. He didn’t know if he was staying with Harry or going back into a Blinking wing. If they put me in with my attempted killers, I’ll eliminate them all. It won’t be taking revenge. It will be protecting my life. They did it once, they’ll do it again.


    “He’ll keep us together, I’m pretty sure.” Harry was thrilled with that arrangement. He and Shawn worked well together. They fed from each other emotionally and professionally. It was the perfect setup.


    Sasha spotted Shawn. She jumped up from the chair next to Isabel’s bed.


    Isabel was barely conscious. Her naked body was covered in a heated white blanket. An IV ran from her arm to a bag hanging on the wall above her.


    Sasha took up a fighting stance in front of her sister. “Get out! Help! Guards!”


    Shawn stayed in the entrance. “We were told to come here.”


    Sasha didn’t believe that for a minute. She pointed, furious. “Get out!”


    The speaker activated. “They are following orders. Do not interfere.”


    Reicher’s annoyed tenor cut through Sasha’s fear and anger, but it didn’t stop those feelings. “They shouldn’t be here!”


    The yelling woke Isabel from her medicated doze. She opened her eyes and saw the men. She immediately discounted Shawn for the ghost standing behind him. Cold chills went down her neck. “I killed you.”


    Harry smiled coldly over Shawn’s shoulder. “Boo.”


    Isabel screamed.


    Sasha quickly retreated until her legs bumped into Isabel’s table. “We need help in here!”


    Shawn didn’t enjoy the moment. He went to the counter and woke the computer so he could scan her file.


    Harry was enjoying Isabel’s discomfort even though he knew he shouldn’t. His own terror at her attempted murder demanded satisfaction.


    Isabel leaned against the pillows, eyes shutting. She didn’t have the energy to fight. He’s not really here. That’s just a ghost. Ghosts can’t hurt me.


    Sasha stayed in front of Isabel’s bed. Just a week ago she had bargained for this to happen, but that didn’t matter to her now. “I’m going to tell you one more time to get out of here and then we’re going to have problems!”


    Harry sneered at her. “Your sister tried to kill me and almost did. I’d say we’re even for one shove, wouldn’t you?”


    His scathing honesty threw Sasha off balance. He’d been abused and panicky when the shove happened. Isabel had been depressed and seeking vengeance. “Why did you agree to this?”


    Harry finally entered the medical bay. “Shawn already told you. We were sent. It wasn’t my idea.”


    “But it’s a perfect opportunity to take revenge while she’s hurt, right?”


    Harry stared at the sisters for a long minute, deciding their fate. He wanted to have mercy, but it was getting harder and harder to hold onto who he’d been before. He struggled with it now…and came out on top. “I’m not going to hurt you or your sister. I’m going to save her life with a delicate, history-making operation. You’re going to observe it all. In return, you’ll both owe me a favor that I’ll claim later.”


    Sasha was used to bartering for survival. “If she dies, I’ll slit your throat. You won’t recover from that.”


    Harry snorted but didn’t send back his own nasty threat. He joined Shawn at the counter so he could scan the medical file.


    Shawn began gathering the things they needed from the cabinets. There wasn’t much to collect. Most of this operation would be done with their gifts.


    Sasha picked up Isabel’s hand in comfort even though the woman was unconscious again. The other medics didn’t know how to help her. Harry might really be able to save Isabel’s life. It was hard to trust him after so much had happened, but there wasn’t another option. She patted Isabel’s hand. “We’re going to help you, Issy. Just hang on, okay?”


    The raw emotion in her voice touched the males. Shawn and Harry were both sympathetic to the women in this lab. They could only imagine what the females had gone through. Remaining animosity started to fade. Determination to be successful replaced it.


    Shawn’s powerful demon scanned for problems in other rooms and from other residents. He found one.


    Shawn regarded Harry with glowing orbs. “You’re in danger.”


    Sasha looked over in surprise. “Not from me. We made a deal.”


    Harry shrugged as he pulled on a pair of gloves. “I think I know what he has planned for me, but the advances I’m making here are miraculous.” He shuddered in terrified excitement. “It might be worth my life.”


    Everyone was stunned, including Reicher.
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    He might have just saved his own life again. Reicher settled into his uncomfortable office chair to observe. He didn’t care sau much about Isabel, but this was an excellent test of Harry’s new skills. Harry had accepted another demon that was happily sharing the mental space. It was unheard of. Reicher was impatient to view the results. If they were good, it would be hard to follow through with his plan to consume the man.


    Cerise tapped on the unlocked door and then entered.


    The guard left to escort another staff member to the new level.


    Reicher pointed toward the empty seat. “Joseph is in the breeding wing preparing for his first official session. As soon as this operation is over, Sasha will join him.” Reicher had almost sent Sasha there now, but Harry might need her.


    Cerise slid into the chair with a snort. “Official, yeah.”


    Everyone knew Joseph and Sasha were having a physical relationship. As long as the sessions on the official schedule went well, they wouldn’t be punished. If it continued after a positive pregnancy test, Reicher would have to intervene. Breeders weren’t allowed to have relationships. They were only allowed to breed.


    Cerise forced herself to act like she cared about his daughter. It was expected now. “Where’s your girl?”


    Reicher noted her obedience happily. “Thalia is overseeing the relocations for this level. We have determined that the storm is going to directly impact the lab.”


    Cerise wasn’t surprised. The sound of the ocean sloshing outside these walls was hard on everyone. The occasional light flickering and damp walls were adding to the tension.


    “We’re obviously moving to the lower level and shutting down this floor. You and I will handle that from here.”


    Cerise began pulling up the correct files on the computer. She was a little surprised that Reicher was trusting her with this, but she also noticed he had some of his strength back. He wasn’t coughing and he was once again perfectly neat. A sense of power emanated from him that was both attractive and annoying. He could probably handle an attack right now. “What about the people in the isolation cells?” The others who’d been arrested at the same time as her were still locked up.


    “We’re not moving everyone to the next level.”


    Cerise glanced over her shoulder, demonstrating more of her intelligence. “The Blinkers, too?”


    Everyone had heard about the Blinkers attempting to murder Shawn, and about Harry’s amazing operation that had saved that man. The normals in the lab were now completely terrified of the new people. The descendants were in awe of them. Marc’s team had already accomplished more in the time they’d been here than residents who had been in this lab their entire lives.


    Reicher nodded. “They haven’t been fed since the attack. They’re on the edge of rioting. I believe they’ll make an excellent welcoming party.”


    Cerise winced.


    Reicher didn’t ask her for her choice yet. He was more interested in seeing the results of Isabel’s surgery. If he’s able to save her, I’ll make different plans for his future.


    “Having someone like him around could be extremely useful.”


    Reicher already knew that. Consuming Harry would only buy him a small amount of time. If he learned how to copy Harry’s gifts, or at least converted Harry enough to be able to trust him, then Harry could remove the cancer and Reicher could survive that way without killing the only descendant on the planet who was capable of bringing back the dead.


    Cerise didn’t believe that was what had happened. She doubted Shawn had been as close to death as everyone was whispering about.


    Reicher didn’t tell her differently. She didn’t need details about Harry’s amazing abilities until she could be trusted.


    Cerise was monitoring Reicher’s thoughts. She caught all of it and decided there was no reason to act submissive anymore. “You’re never going to be able to trust me.”


    Reicher shrugged tolerantly. “Many people have said the same before going through one of my programs.”


    Cerise decided to get it over with. She spun around in the swivel chair and crossed her arms over her chest defiantly. “I’ll agree to marry you, on several conditions. You have to bring my kids back and then you have to stop with the time pushes. I don’t care about the adults, but you can’t kill any more kids. And leave ARF alone. They’re just trying to survive now.”


    Reicher laughed out loud. “You’re testing your limits to determine how valuable you are to me, but you have no power here. You’ll do as you’re told and be happy about it or you’ll be eliminated.”


    Cerise’s eyes narrowed. “Your death can always come a heap sooner than you expect. You have to sleep some time, you know?”


    Reicher had already expected this. He acted like he was reluctantly reconsidering his plans. “Fine. I’ll bring your children back.” He gestured. “I’ve already drawn up the contract. You’ll find it in your file. Sign it and it’s guaranteed.”


    Cerise pushed harder, revealing a small amount of her true feelings. “And my husband?”


    Reicher’s rage struck her violently, knocking her into the computer. Small bits of electronics and dust flew to the floor. Blood trickled from her nose.


    Reicher pulled in the anger, but it was still evident in his voice. “Don’t ever ask me that again.”


    Cerise hated how much stronger he was. She couldn’t challenge him unless she wanted a total knock-down, drag-out fight that would end in one of them dead. If that happened, the entire lab’s authority structure would collapse. The time push would never happen. Cerise submitted angrily. “This is the reason Tilly ran from you.” She quickly signed the document on the computer and saved it.


    Reicher didn’t let her know that her taunt had hit the mark. He studied her in cold triumph with a shield over his mind.


    Cerise wiped the blood from her nose and resumed entering commands to shut down this level. She also refused to think of anything else that might give him more of an advantage over her. She hadn’t meant to bring up her husband at all until the time push was actually happening, but she had planned to have a knife to Reicher’s throat at that point so he didn’t have a choice but to give her what she wanted.


    Cerise mourned that lost dream. She might get her kids back, but the happy moments she’d had with her husband weren’t going to be returned. And I have Reicher to thank for that.


    Reicher felt danger enter the air. He braced to meet her charge with total force. “Make no mistake. I will kill you.”


    Cerise controlled herself with a distraction. “They’re starting the operation now.”


    Reicher kept his energy gathered for defense if it was needed. He also focused on the screen, where Harry and Shawn were now standing on either side of Isabel to begin the surgery. “I want multiple copies of this made.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Reicher grinned. “It’s going to be an amazing day. I can feel it coming.”
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    “I have to open her up.” Harry gave Sasha a hard glare. “You should leave.”


    “I’m not going anywhere.” Sasha tried to be reasonable. “Just help her. I’ll assist.”


    “Shawn is assisting.” Harry motioned. “You can be our nurse.”


    Sasha went to the cabinet for a pair of gloves.


    Harry picked a scalpel from the tray and then brought up a mental scalpel with a finer tip. “Are you ready?”


    Shawn nodded. “I’m full of energy and it’s all hot.”


    “Then let’s roll.” Harry used the metal scalpel to slice open Isabel’s abdomen.


    The light above the operating table flickered.


    Sasha flipped on her flashlight to make sure Harry still had light if that one went out.


    Harry braced his feet against the motion of the lab. He supposed the storm was closer now, but he didn’t have time to worry about that. “Pull the muscle aside.”


    Shawn wasn’t grossed out by the gushes of blood or the muscles pulsing out drops of it under Harry’s light touch. He lifted the muscle and set it on top of Isabel’s stomach. It was still attached and bright red. Shawn found it fascinating how the human body could be taken apart like this without failing.


    “How’s her pressure?” Harry couldn’t look away from what he was doing.


    Sasha scanned the machine. “Not good, but she’s holding on.”


    “Wipe!”


    Sasha hurried to clear the blood from Harry’s new incision.


    “Seal this spot, Shawn!”


    Shawn used his fire hand to trace a red-hot path over the tiny hole Harry was showing him.


    “Good. Do it just like that each time.” Harry explored deeper, searching for another leak. He knew there was one more, at least.


    “Quick! Here!” Harry couldn’t slow his mental scalpel.


    Shawn used his fire gift to seal the cut as Harry exposed it. Blood puddled around their hands.


    Sasha wiped the blood from the incision so the men could see to keep working. She bit her lip harshly as Isabel’s body tensed. Harry was working hard to fix the bleeding. Screaming at him wouldn’t help.


    “That’s it. Seal it off!”


    Shawn cauterized the third hole.


    Harry sliced off the scar tissue and scanned for more bleeding. Isabel’s uterus had torn loose, letting blood seep through. It was amazing that she hadn’t died.


    Shawn drew in a deep breath, calming himself. “Is that it?”


    Harry wiped his sweaty forehead with a bloody sleeve. “I’m checking for more spots.”


    Shawn waited tiredly for Harry to call it. He swept the patient and immediately frowned. “She’s too pale. Breathing shallow.”


    Harry sent healing orbs into Isabel’s chest and stomach.


    Her color evened out.


    Sasha checked the machine and pointed.


    Harry saw the shocky pulse and low blood pressure. “There’s another leak somewhere. Wipe that blood!”


    Sasha cleared his view into Isabel’s open body while trying not to panic.


    Shawn gathered more energy to be ready when it was needed.


    Harry gently probed the fresh closure. “Wipe.”


    Sasha cleared it again and grabbed fresh towels. There was already a pile of bloody rags at her feet.


    “There.” Harry directed Shawn’s fire gift to the lightly bleeding slit. “When the uterus pulled away, it ripped a hole in her ovary.” Harry probed gently. “Hit it again.”


    Shawn was almost out of energy. It was strenuous work.


    Harry exposed the ovary and found multiple tears and thick swelling. “Burn through all of this. Close it off completely.”


    Shawn obeyed, paying attention to detail.


    Harry checked the other side and sighed unhappily as he found the same damage. “Do it again over here.”


    “Her pressure’s coming up.” Sasha was watching the machine closely now. “It’s evening out.”


    Shawn leaned back so Harry could view his work.


    “That’s good.” Harry carefully set the uterus back into place and packed the site with gauze to soak up the remaining blood so he could be sure they’d gotten all the holes. “I wish Morgan was here.”


    Shawn didn’t, but he understood why Harry did. Morgan’s x-ray gift would be handy right now. “Maybe you can copy it.”


    “Maybe.” Harry organized the innards correctly, then pulled the muscles back into place. He tugged the edges of the skin together. “Seal her up.”


    Shawn did it slowly and lightly, trying not to set her skin on fire. Learning on the job wasn’t fun.


    Sasha wiped the blood clear again.


    Shawn finished sealing the incision.


    Harry checked the machine. He was relieved when Isabel’s vitals all reached better ranges. “We did it.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “She’ll be okay now.” Harry added more healing orbs.


    Sasha wanted to hold onto her grudge, but she couldn’t. “Thank you.”


    “It’s my honor.” Harry wiped his hands and scanned Shawn’s cauterizing line. “I wish we could take away the scar, too. Sorry. We don’t have that skill yet.”


    Shawn sank down on the stool and drew in a deep breath. The smell of blood was thick. “We’ll get better each time.”


    Harry nodded. “Yes, we will.”


    The speaker activated with Reicher’s pleased voice. “Report to your next appointment.”


    Sasha knew he meant her. She reluctantly went to the sink to wash her hands. “I have to go.”


    “We’ll take care of her.” Harry sent more healing orbs. Shawn joined him.


    Isabel’s lashes fluttered. She didn’t wake, though.


    Sasha headed for the exit. “I’ll let the caretakers know Isabel will be back soon.”


    Harry sighed. “No, you won’t.”


    Sasha stopped, turning. “What do you mean? She’s fine now. She just needs some time to recover.”


    Harry shook his head. “We had to burn her tubes shut. She’ll never get pregnant again. Her breeding days are over.”


     


     


    4


    “It’s so beaut to have you here again as a breeder!”


    Sasha nodded distractedly at the caretaker as she disrobed. Harry’s statement about Isabel had been carved in stone. Isabel would never have another child. She would be devastated.


    Sasha contemplated the last two girls Isabel had birthed and flinched away from that image. Isabel wouldn’t be allowed to have her babies, no matter how much they begged, threatened, or bargained. Reicher didn’t care about the mental health of the women in this wing, only their ability to spit out kids. “Marion?”


    Marion held the paper gown for her to slip into. “Yes?”


    “What happens to breeders after they can’t breed anymore?”


    Marion kept a blank façade as she tied the gown in the front in both places. “I don’t know. We never see them again in this wing.”


    It was a normal answer, but it still sent fear into Sasha’s heart. “Are they removed?”


    Part of Marion’s job was to keep the breeders calm. She immediately lied. “I’m sure the boss has jobs for them. He doesn’t hurt women.”


    Sasha lifted her foot for the non-slip slippers. “Can you find out for me?”


    “Of course.” Marion slid on the slippers and then held back the heated blanket on the flat table.


    Sasha heard the lie in the woman’s too-cheerful tone. She didn’t repeat her request. I forgot for a minute–her job is to keep us breeding. She doesn’t care about anything else either.


    Marion covered Sasha with the blanket. “Would you like to go over the rules?”


    Sasha needed the distraction. “Sure.”


    Marion tucked the blanket beneath Sasha’s curvy body. Then she began threading the straps through the wrist and ankle cuffs. “Keep your hips arched to prevent leakage. After he withdraws, clench those muscles while we tilt the table. After that, you may take a nap for the half an hour wait time.”


    Sasha doubted she would be able to sleep.


    The door opened. Another caretaker led Joseph in. “Remember the rules. Once you’re in, stay in to prevent leakage. Do not withdraw until all semen has been expelled. Do not use excessive force but go deep to encourage conception.”


    “No problem.” Joseph smiled at Sasha. “Hi, honey!”


    Sasha frowned at him.


    Joseph caught the hint. She’d told him these sessions were somber events. Joking and emotions weren’t welcome.


    “Take your place and we’ll begin.”


    Joseph saw Sasha was distracted. And I’m not cuffed, but she is... He managed to control himself by curling his fingernails into his palms. The harder he pressed and the more it hurt, the more in control he felt.


    “You may begin.”


    Marion didn’t watch the breeding moment. She flipped the timer and got ready to tilt the table.


    Joseph shoved in and began thrusting.


    Sasha tuned him out, automatically tilting her hips.


    The lab swayed roughly in the roiling water as the storm came closer to their location.


    Sasha was suddenly overcome with nausea. She fought to control it as Joseph thrust faster, already nearing the end. She knew her bonds were turning him on, but it was also the first time he hadn’t been cuffed. She’d been worried about it before, but she only had room to be scared for her sister now.


    “Yeah!” Joseph let go, filling her full. Small drips of blood fell to the floor from his palms as his nails cut into the skin.


    “Very good.” Marion tilted the table as he stepped back. “We’ll see you here tomorrow.”


    Joseph sucked in air and tugged his robe shut. He smiled warmly at Sasha and left.


    Small blood drips followed him in a trail of warning.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-Three BK18


    Father Knows Best
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    “Let’s make this quick. Keep your mind on your work and do what you’re told.” Thalia stepped over a small puddle of water leaking from the side of the elevator shaft as she led the troops out of the lift and into the Creation wing.


    The three nervous normals followed her reluctantly with a folded gurney. They’d been ordered to help. They didn’t want to be here.


    The residents of the wing noticed their arrival right away. Many of them rose from their restless positions in the rocking lounge to confront her.


    “We’ve heard the computer alerts. You’re shutting us down. When are we being moved?”


    “Are you here to move us?”


    “Who’s the gurney for?”


    Thalia strengthened her mental shield as every descendant in the wing tried to penetrate her mind for answers. Everyone was upset now that the storm was nearly upon them. It was feeding into the tension. “Relocations are underway. We’re running a little behind. Keep your pants on!” She glared around with red orbs that warned them to remember their place.


    The men in the Creation wing were no longer intimidated by authority. They had survived all of Reicher’s torture; they hadn’t been punished in a long time. They didn’t hold back on their displeasure.


    “You better get us out of here before the storm hits!”


    “Ay! I’m not attending any more sessions until you get me out of here.”


    “Who are you here for?”


    “Yeah, who are you moving first?”


    The testosterone levels were staggering to the lone female who quickly strode toward Marc’s flat. “Relocation is underway. Get your mist packed and be ready when we call your name!”


    The residents saw where she was going. Understanding snapped into place. There was only one member of this wing who wasn’t able to walk on their own.


    “I told you!” The loudest man among them swung his hands around. “I told you! They only value him now! We’re all expendable.”


    Tension rose to a new notch at the accusation.


    Thalia waited for Marc’s flat to be unlocked. Reicher was in the security room, covering the shutdown and unlocking doors as it was needed for these relocations.


    This wing was a mess. Clothes and papers were strewn everywhere. If not for the lock on Marc’s door, he probably would have already been killed. The feeling of violence was clear. Many of the men glaring at her already had fresh bruises and injuries that came from brawling.


    Thalia quickly entered the flat and slid over to let the guards through with the gurney.


    None of the three normal troops were armed. The tension in the complex was already too thick. Reicher had ordered everyone to keep their weapons locked up so they couldn’t be stolen.


    Thalia didn’t answer any more of the shouting, mumbling, glaring men now crowding around the entrance to Marc’s flat. It wasn’t wise to trigger a fight with angry dogs unless you were prepared to die or kill them all. Thalia actually was prepared to kill them all, but that wouldn’t go over well with her father.


    The three guards gently lifted Marc’s lean body onto the gurney and began strapping him down.


    Unsatisfied with Thalia’s responses, the angry residents blocked the exit. Their taunts and cries became increasingly louder.


    “We’re gonna drown in the storm!”


    “They’re leaving us here to die!”


    Thalia glared at the loudest man. “We’ve invested a heap of time in your training. We’re not leaving you here to die. Back off!”


    Her comments were too little too late. None of the angry men retreated or calmed down.


    “You’re not like us. You don’t have to worry about your life, eh!”


    “Oi! Why are you taking the new bloke first?”


    “How long until the storm gets here? Are the top levels really flooding?”


    Thalia didn’t like it that they had so much information. She supposed they had pulled it from the minds of staff members who were busy securing gear, moving supplies, and relocating subjects to the level below this one.


    Thunder and lightning cracked above the lab. Muted, the thunder still made people jump and the lightning still caused electrical equipment to pause or stutter before resuming normal functions. Nature’s power was awesome and terrifying.


    “Straight to the elevator.” Thalia gestured.


    The three troops hesitated to push the gurney into the crowd of angry men.


    The smell of their fear hit the air hard and pushed into Thalia’s nose. She didn’t comfort the normals. She had nothing to say that was comforting. This was an ugly situation, much like the last three relocations they had done. Greg had also outlived his welcome in that wing. None of the lab’s residents were happy that Marc’s team was being given special treatment.


    Thalia brought up her shield and braced to fight. “Who wants to die right now? There’s no need for a storm. I’ll kill every one of you!”


    Thalia’s dense shield and angry red orbs slowly began to break through the chaos. Several of the subjects moved away, clearing a thin path for the guards.


    Thalia put her shield around the gurney so none of them could take their anger out on the unconscious man she was trying to move. All of the other staff members had refused to come here. Several of their other areas were going through the same problem. She had escorted each of their more valuable subjects personally. Marc was last on the list.


    Thalia waited, glaring and daring.


    Her cool response to their anger broke through a little more. Most of the crowd retreated this time.


    Thalia walked next to the gurney as the troops pushed it toward the elevator and tried not to make eye contact that might trigger an attack.


    Thalia felt death enter the air and understood that wasn’t going to be possible. She gathered more energy as they approached the elevator.


    The guard in front quickly hit the button to open the elevator.


    “Don’t let them get on the lift!” The loudest man triggered the rush by hurrying forward.


    The others followed him like angry lemmings destined to drown in the sea.


    Thalia dropped her shield and opened fire, sending out blindness and sharp pain in thick waves that pushed the crowd back. She shoved on the gurney, trying to get it into the elevator.


    The front of the mob fell to her spells, but the middle of the mob rushed forward before she had time to fire again.


    One of her guards went down to vicious swipes from homemade weapons that the residents weren’t supposed to have. Blood splattered the wall.


    The other troops pushed and shoved toward the elevator, knocking the gurney sideways.


    The gurney refused to go in. Thalia brought her shield back up around herself and the gurney. She reached behind her and began flipping the cuffs that were securing Marc to the metal transport. She couldn’t lower her shield yet to fire again. The minute it was down, she would be overwhelmed.


    The two remaining normal guards with her tried to close the elevator. They hit the button frantically.


    Nothing happened.


    Reicher’s pissed voice came over the speaker. “Get back to your flats, now!”


    In the past, his booming rage would have cowered the attackers and sent them fleeing to wait for a punishment. Now, it only made them angrier. They pummeled Thalia’s shield with their homemade weapons, their fists, and their minds.


    Thalia’s energy immediately began to drop. She shoved on the gurney again.


    Marc began to stir. The sense of danger was cutting through the drugs to wake his mind even though his body wasn’t responding.


    Thalia flipped the last cuff. “You’re all pissing me off!”


    The crowd of men beating on her shield leered and shouted.


    “You’re never getting out of here!”


    “We’ll keep her as a hostage.”


    “That’s Reicher’s daughter. He’ll have to give us what we want!”


    Thalia pushed on the gurney again, still trying to get it into the elevator.


    Several of the attackers hurried around to block it. They pulled the two cowering troops out of their way and shoved them into the angry crowd.


    Horrible screams echoed as the residents immediately took their anger out on the normals.


    Thalia refused to run. She knew Reicher was waiting for her to get into the elevator so he could close it. “And I don’t run from anything!”


    Thalia dropped her shield and opened fire. This time, she used her most powerful spell to disable all of the foes around her.


    The sonic wave went out in a powerful blast that exploded eyeballs and hearts. It dropped half of the crowd in one blast.


    Thalia rotated and shoved her hand beneath Marc’s torso. She heaved him up onto one shoulder and immediately brought her shield back up.


    Something heavy struck it and stuck.


    Thalia stared at the knife blade that had stopped an inch from her eye. Fury lit up the inside of the shield with waves of heat.


    Thalia tugged Marc’s body onto her hip, then leaned his chest and head over her shoulder while holding onto his wrist. She didn’t look away from the angry mob as she slowly began to step backward.


    Her shield trapped two of the angry men in the rear of the elevator.


    As soon as the elevator shut, she turned around to face them.


    Despite their situation, both men continued to attack her shield. They were now out of the Creation wing and on the edge of having a valuable hostage.


    Marc knew what was going on even though he didn’t have control over his body. His mouth was already next to the woman’s hairy ear. He mumbled lightly.


    Thalia immediately lowered her shield and heaved Marc’s body into both men. She drew her gun with her right and her knife with her left as they went down under the unexpected weight.


    The men shoved Marc off them and rose with clenched fists and insults spewing from their mouths.


    Thalia stabbed her knife into the first man’s forehead, then fired her gun into the second man’s chest.


    The noise was deafening in the elevator. Her ears rang loudly in protest as both attackers fell.


    Thalia wiped the blood from her knife before holstering and sheathing. Then she checked on Marc.


    Marc was grateful for the drugs that prevented him from feeling the pain of being so close to the gunshot. It was possible that he had hearing damage in one ear now.


    Thalia wiped her bloody hand down her hip, smearing her uniform but drying her hands so she could access her weapon again if she needed it. She had defied Reicher’s order on that one. I don’t go anywhere unarmed. This is why.


    Thalia clasped Marc’s arm and pulled his weight up over her shoulder again.


    Marc’s musky smell washed over her and brought an instant reaction from her body.


    Thalia ignored it like she had the few other times it had happened with other subjects. Despite what her father wanted, Thalia had no interest in a mate or a relationship at this point. Her engagement to the leader of the Hawaii complex had been arranged a decade ago. Thalia was loyal to that out of duty and honor, not desire. If I had my way, I’d stay single forever. All relationships do is distract you from your job.


    Marc knew the woman had saved his life, but he didn’t feel grateful for it. “You should have let them kill me.”


    Thalia snorted. “You may not value your life, but I do want mine. If I had let them take you, my father would have disowned me.”


    Marc felt compassion for her and quickly crushed it. He didn’t want to be sympathetic to anyone in this lab. “We’re all walking corpses. It’s just a matter of time.”


    Thalia adjusted to put Marc back on her hip, with most of his body hanging over her shoulder.


    “You’re strong for a girl.”


    “That is what your mother said.”


    Marc laughed.


    Thalia cracked a smile.


    For one instant, they were just two survivors waiting on an elevator.


    Then reality crashed back in. Marc shut his eyes and fell out willingly to avoid it.


    Thalia shifted his body higher onto her shoulder and dragged him into the new wing.
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    Reicher observed them closely. The camera had shown him everything in clear detail, including the small bonding moment between Marc and his daughter.


    Reicher was pleased. The connection was already kicking in even though Marc had enough drugs in his system to keep him unconscious for days. They were keeping him like that to prevent his depression from taking his life. Marc was contemplating suicide every time he was woken up now. However, he’d felt Thalia’s need and came up in time to help her a little. Reicher had no doubt that she would have been able to handle the two men in the elevator alone, but it was still pleasing to see that Marc had responded to her need.


    “She’s gotten pretty good with that skill, but not as good as you are.” Cerise meant that.


    Reicher nodded. “She hasn’t perfected the bounce yet, but she will in time.”


    Cerise hadn’t paid much attention to Thalia during her time in the lab. As Reicher’s fiancé, it was important that she now create a bond so they would be able to get along. She also didn’t want to anger Reicher again. The facial injuries he’d given her were still hurting. “Do all of your offspring have that gift?”


    Reicher didn’t answer.


    Cerise didn’t repeat the question. It wasn’t important.


    Joseph was jealous. He peered over his shoulder at Reicher. “Why did you match those two up?”


    Reicher finished scanning the radar before answering. The storm had made landfall and was almost on top of them now. “Because she needs someone like me.”


    Joseph took immediate offense. “You could have matched her with me! I don’t have a mate yet and the breeding sessions with Sasha are not a relationship.”


    Reicher let out a long sigh. “That has never been an option.”


    “Why not? Is it because I have no value to you anymore now that you have a new toy to play with?”


    Cerise retreated out of the line of fire in case things got ugly in here. Things were already ugly outside.


    Reicher didn’t answer Joseph’s angry accusation.


    Joseph took that as a yes. His resentment rose another level. It was a struggle not to keep arguing.


    Cerise knew Reicher was getting fed up with Joseph’s continual badgering about his status in the lab. If he wasn’t careful, his value would drop to zero and Reicher would execute him.


    The computer activated with its latest warning. “Shutdown of level two will take place in three hours. You have three hours to clear this level before the shutdown commences.”


    Heavy footsteps ran by the security room without stopping. Things were becoming increasingly chaotic, matching the intensity of the storm that was bearing down on them at level three strength. Small leaks were popping up all over the lab. The protective shielding was only in place over the top levels and the bottom floors now. This middle area was vulnerable in multiple ways. The staff members who hadn’t received orders to relocate were noticing all of these things and panicking. It was officially a riot situation.


    The scared, angry residents now roaming through the halls weren’t having mercy on anyone. All staff members were in danger. Reicher had ordered them locked in their sections until escorts were sent, but only a few of them had made it to a safe place. Small groups of rioters were all over the complex, picking off weak targets and breaking into areas that were off-limits.


    Reicher resumed watching the monitor to be sure Thalia and Marc made it to safety.


    Joseph also watched the camera, but only in an effort to memorize Thalia’s gifts. It was shocking to Joseph that he had the same powers she did. We both have sonic, blinding, pain, and a strong shield. What are the odds of that?


    The computer activated again. “The top floor is 8% flooded. Computers are shutting down in three hours. There are riots in two wings. Please enter commands to handle these situations.”


    Reicher motioned as he stood. “Activate the lifts between the two rioting wings and let them kill each other.”


    Joseph and Cerise stared in surprise.


    “When the fight ends, send a hound from the top floor. Or two. Or the entire pack. They’ll be fed and sheltered from the flooding. After we pump out the water, we’ll send them back up with the whistles.”


    Joseph couldn’t help questioning the order. “Are you sure you want to do that?”


    Reicher nodded. “Both wings are failures. Marc told us all of their secrets. Half of them are insane and the other half have cracked.”


    Reicher wasn’t monitoring Joseph’s thoughts right now. He looked toward the woman standing in the corner, providing security. The time lock was inactive while they were shutting down the level. Their water-powered generators weren’t able to handle the full load. It took a lot of time and power to bring up the shielding around the lab, so he had waited until they were sure the storm would hit here. It was now taking away power that was needed for other services.


    Joseph understood the decision even though it wasn’t one he would have made. Descendants didn’t do well in the labs. They either got ill and died or went crazy. Like our boss.


    Joseph hadn’t been surprised to find out that Reicher and Cerise were getting married. Cerise’s resemblance to Reicher’s lost love, Tilly, was beyond remarkable. There had been times in the past when Joseph had mistaken them for each other. If I didn’t know better, I would swear they were related.


    Reicher’s jealousy and need for complete control had pushed Tilly into the arms of one of the subjects. When she’d died during an escape attempt, Reicher had been devastated. That hadn’t been obvious to most people. He had performed his duties as expected, but Joseph had been able to tell the difference. You don’t spend a decade locked in a room with someone every day without getting to know them at least a little. Reicher loved her. Cerise is a substitute.


    Cerise caught that and didn’t care. She kept scanning the hall for problems. The unlocked security room was an easy target. Cerise was fully armed once again and enjoying the weight of the weapons on her toolbelt. She’d missed them while she was locked up.


    So far, nothing had changed for her upon being engaged to Reicher, but she knew that wouldn’t last.


    The computer activated once more. “This lab has multiple breaches of security. Get off your ass and do something!”


    Despite being the one who’d ordered that message entered many years ago, Reicher flushed. Fury ran through his body in tiny sparks that made his hair stand on end. His orbs turned red. “I’ve had enough.”


    Reicher’s patience was gone. The chaos implied this lab had a leader who couldn’t control their station. He was embarrassed that things had gotten so out of control over something as simple as a typhoon. “Thalia needs an assistant. Help her get the subjects settled on the new floor. And then stay there with her.”


    Cerise didn’t argue even though Reicher’s safety was more important to her than Thalia’s was. Thalia couldn’t bring her kids back. Reicher could.


    Cerise pushed the heavy door open.


    Four men dressed in black immediately rushed toward her, catching her off guard.


    “Shut the door!” Her warning was too late. One of the staff members shoved a syringe into her arm as he ran by.


    All four men entered the security room and surrounded Reicher as Cerise slid to the floor.


    For a brief moment, Joseph considered letting the rioters have their way. Then reality reminded him of his goal here. He was itching to rule the lab, not destroy it.


    Reicher and Joseph fired at the same time.


    A double wave of sonic converged into a massive spell that hit all four men and then traveled out the door and rebounded off the hall wall. It continued out of sight, hitting other rioters who were rushing in to help their fallen comrades.


    “Very good. Your sister hasn’t mastered that bounce yet.”


    Joseph stared in complete shock, unwilling to accept what he’d just heard.


    Reicher now gave the answer that Cerise had been fishing for. “All of my offspring have that exact set of gifts. Only a few of them have mastered the bounce. Be proud of yourself. That is not an easy task.”


    Joseph kept staring at Reicher. That can’t be true.


    Reicher grabbed Cerise’s arm and tugged her back inside. “Keep her alive. I’ll go help Thalia.”


    Joseph lifted a shield over himself and Cerise, gawking. “Yes…father.”


    Reicher was quickly out of sight without replying.


    Joseph’s mind kept going over the stunning revelation. Do I need to make a new plan?


    Joseph slowly nodded. “Surely some type of bond has to exist there, a natural bond that I can use to get what I want.”


    Joseph kept his shield up as he went over and pulled the door shut. He switched the lock manually and then hurried back to his desk to observe Reicher in action. This had only happened once before during his time in the lab, but he had been new then and not trusted to run the computer while Reicher handled the riot. He hadn’t gotten to watch the action.


    The storm hit them in full as Joseph focused the camera on his father.
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    Fall In
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    “It’s the boss!”


    “Grab him! He’s alone!”


    A large group of staff members who worked in the supply department flew toward Reicher. Many of them had illegal weapons and several were bloody, indicating they’d already hurt someone.


    Reicher’s anger shot out of his chest and bounced down the hallway in a zigzag pattern that ricocheted off the walls and increased in strength as it went. It slammed into the front line of the rioters and blasted them into the rest of the mob. The entire group went down.


    They didn’t get back up.


    Reicher walked over the bodies without worrying if any of them were faking. His spells were designed to kill and that was what they did.


    The lights went out briefly above him and then resumed, much dimmer. The entire complex shook from the force of the waves being generated by the typhoon.


    Reicher narrowed in on footsteps coming from the left. He stopped and rotated, scanning to detect if they were a threat or if they needed assistance.


    “Help us!”


    Two caretakers ran toward Reicher in relief. Both women were scratched and bruised and their uniforms were torn. Wild hair and wide eyes told him what they were running from.


    “They grabbed the breeders!”


    “They took over the breeding wing!”


    Reicher expanded his shield to include the two women who stopped behind him, gasping for air. Sweat rolled down their smudged faces; small scratches leaked blood drops that infuriated Reicher.


    A mob came down the hall after the women and spotted Reicher.


    “Kill him!”


    Reicher’s next blast of sonic swarmed the pack of predators and dropped them in a brief instant. The bodies collapsed against each other and blocked part of the hallway.


    Reicher was having a great day. He reveled in the strength running through his body as he crushed the rebellion. He hadn’t felt this good in a long time.


    Reicher used another blast to clear the bodies, slamming the corpses against the wall and creating ugly carnage spots that wouldn’t be cleaned until this level was reopened.


    The two women behind him were normal, but they weren’t scared of magic. None of the men who had been chasing them were descendants. They stayed close to Reicher as he resumed his fast walk.


    Reicher chose the direction they had come from. Running into the fire had always made more sense to him.


    The hallways were strewn with rubbish and debris, angering Reicher further. Why do rioters always have to trash the premises?


    The complex groaned and shuddered as another tall wave pushed through the ocean over them. Reicher grew even angrier that he wasn’t getting to observe the storm’s fury from the camera-heavy security room. He always enjoyed watching nature. Having to miss it was exasperating.


    Heavy footsteps and shouts echoed in front of them.


    The two women realized Reicher was heading to the breeding wing. They were relieved he was going to help the others, but neither of them wanted to be in the fight zone. They dropped back from him, both considering fleeing to a safer area while he handled the problem.


    “Keep up. If you fall behind, you’ll probably be killed.” Reicher didn’t stop for them. Despite all of the coercion used in this lab, many of the staff still had free will. If they wanted to run, they were allowed. He just wasn’t responsible for the consequences.


    Reminded that Reicher was the only one who could provide real safety, the two women resumed marching on his heels while their heads swiveled, searching for the next threat.


    Reicher had the breeding wing on his radar now. Unsanctioned violence was taking place there.


    Reicher paused near an open door.


    Several staff members cowering behind their desks peered at him in suspicious relief.


    Reicher gestured. “Fall in and stay close.”


    The staff members were willing to take the risk. All of them hurried from their hiding places and gratefully entered Reicher’s protection. The hiding residents hadn’t been injured, but fear covered their faces as they listened to the shouts echoing through the hallways.


    Reicher didn’t wait for them to get set or for them to thank him. He moved through the halls, only stopping when he sensed more people who needed assistance.


    He had already been killing off staff members who weren’t needed. Some of the people he was rescuing now were also on that list, but this was a mutiny and it had to be stopped. The only deaths that were allowed in this lab were the ones he ordered.


    Reicher stopped at the fork in the hallway. He looked to the right and beckoned for more hiding staff members to join him from a small janitorial closet.


    A small mob of rioters hurried out of the stockroom to his left.


    Reicher kept marching instead of challenging them. He could feel the dangerous situation in the breeding wing growing worse by the second. He needed to get there if he wanted to save any of them.


    The innocent staff members cringed against each other and tried to keep up as the mob followed, firing illegal guns and stabbing with forbidden knives into the shield that grabbed those projectiles and wouldn’t let go.


    One of the men in the rear of their group tripped and fell. He was quickly out of Reicher’s shield.


    Reicher kept going.


    Another staff member in the rear tripped over a wet spot from a leak in the wall and slid to her knees. The hungry mob rushed toward her as she screamed.


    This time Reicher stopped. He turned around with glowing red orbs and pushed his shield out to include both fallen staff members and their attackers.


    The other innocent people inside the shield hurried to get on the other side of Reicher to clear his line of fire.


    Reicher strode back toward the men who were struggling with the fallen woman. He brought up another shield that bounced into the entire group and separated them like leaves.


    The fallen staff members avoided most of the hit and scrambled away with only minor injuries.


    The rioters realized they were inside Reicher’s shield. They lunged to their feet and hurried forward to grab him. Their injuries didn’t register in their haste.


    The first man reached him and grabbed for his arm.


    Horrible screams flew through the hallway as the man’s arm caught fire.


    “He has another barrier!” The man tried to punch through Reicher’s personal shield.


    Electricity went through his body at such a high voltage that his hair began to smoke.


    The other two attackers realized their mistake and tried to run, but Reicher’s large shield around the entire group wouldn’t let them out.


    Reicher used a mild sonic blast to disable both men. He rotated toward the breeding wing again as the bodies dropped. “Keep up now.”


    The staff members pushed and jostled each other to stay close to him.


    Reicher paused again outside the medical bay. He glanced through the window at the medics inside.


    Sasha nodded through the window. She had returned as soon as her session in the breeding wing was up. “We’re fine in here.”


    Shawn and Harry had secured the room and brought up shields. They were alternating anytime they heard footsteps outside. Sasha was confident no one would be able to get in here.


    She returned to Isabel’s side and began checking her vitals. The surgery had gone well. Once Reicher regained control of the lab, Isabel could be transferred into a recovery room.


    Reicher studied Harry.


    Harry was busy checking the incision site to make sure there was no infection. He missed it.


    Reicher felt Shawn’s hot eyes on him and understood he would have another fight on his hands if he entered the medical bay. Marc’s team all had orders to kill him. Reicher knew that, but Shawn’s animosity was personal. Being castrated had created a lifelong rage that would never be satisfied. He could feel Shawn fighting the urge now to come out and face him even though he knew he would lose.


    Reicher left to keep from triggering that fight. Shawn’s blinking sessions were incredible. He didn’t want to kill the man yet.


    It only took Reicher another minute to reach the breeding wing. The way the lab was set up, it only took a few minutes to reach any section on any level. It was an ingenious set up that still wasn’t able to handle nature’s fury. Reicher had made a mistake by waiting so long to bring up the protective shield. I won’t do that again.


    The breeding wing doors had been pried open. Blood spots trailed the tile floor and stuck to Reicher’s boots as he entered.


    The breeding area had been torn apart in a mad rush to get to the females. Some of the men in this complex had never been bred. Others hadn’t been bred for a decade. Reicher wasn’t surprised at their actions, only disgusted by their lack of self-control. He moved between the overturned tables and damp spots on the floor.


    He saw multiple violations of the rules. The women being attacked right now were not expendable, but this unauthorized breeding session might produce unplanned pregnancies. Reicher made a fast, harsh decision. He lowered his shield and fired out a medium strength sonic blast.


    It bounced off the walls, gaining strength before slamming into all of the fighting, screaming, grunting, climaxing men and women.


    Bodies hit the floor or fell to the tables. None of them survived.


    The people behind Reicher were horrified, but they were also relieved that the attackers were now dead. Calmness began to return to the lab.


    Reicher pointed. “Tell them they can come out now. Get this mess cleaned up. Get to work!”


    It had hurt him to eliminate the women, too, but unauthorized breeding wasn’t allowed in the lab, and he didn’t want to waste the time to see if any of them caught pregnant, have them cleansed of the unapproved seed, and then wait for them to recover. This way, there were less mouths to feed and new DNA could be entered into the breeding stock through the females behind him and the others who were already on the lower level.


    Reicher concentrated, scanning for the most valuable members of the lab.


    He found all of them on the bottom level, where no violence was taking place other than nature’s fury. The storm continued to rumble above them, shoving water and ocean debris against the protective walls of the lab.


    Reicher was pleased that Thalia had kept control over that level. There were already enough staff members there to cause problems, but it seemed like things were calm and almost running normally.


    Reicher marched back up the hallway. He would check every room on this level before it was shut down to make sure he had rescued everyone and eliminated those who weren’t needed anymore. It was the perfect time to take care of that, as well.


    Behind him, Marion, and the few breeders she had managed to hide came out and got to work gathering the supplies that hadn’t been ruined or stolen. They had already been in the middle of relocating everyone from this wing. Marion and the other survivors were flustered and disheveled but otherwise unharmed. She had shoved the more valuable women into hiding places when the rioters had breached the door.


    Reicher had only relocated about half of the wings this time. People were aware that he was downsizing. Only the employees who demonstrated progress and loyalty were being saved. Everyone who had been reassigned felt like they were part of a chosen people who would now repopulate the earth with loyal United Nations employees. It felt like the future was theirs for the taking.


    Reicher snorted softly. “If only they knew.”


    A small child appeared next to Reicher, easily keeping up with his long stride. He looked up. “We don’t understand why you’re letting this happen. It’s going to destroy all the work you’ve done.”


    Reicher glanced down at the child tolerantly. “When you reach my age, you’ll grasp that it’s best not to explain your actions every time someone questions you. Pick and choose those moments carefully.”


    The small boy understood that was Reicher’s way of telling him to shut up and get back to work. He strengthened the invisible shield around Reicher and rejoined the two other children following Reicher. The kids quickly vanished from sight.


    The speaker activated. “The security room is unlocked! Reicher’s in here! Help me get him!”


    Reicher chuckled at Joseph’s nicely faked panic. Any remaining rioters would now head toward him, allowing Joseph to practice his sonic blast.


    Reicher remembered his own days of proving himself to his father. He had lost that harsh man during World War II. Deciding to leave the lab to join Hitler on his righteous crusade had cost Reicher his father and given him this job.


    Reicher wasn’t upset with Joseph for taking a risk, though it was possible he would be overwhelmed. “Life without risk isn’t a life.”


    Reicher was actually impressed with Joseph because of it. That didn’t happen often. “Keep it up, boy. There may be hope for you yet.”
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    Two hours later, the storm was starting to wind down as it passed over them. The lab was under Reicher’s iron grip again and all of the rioters had been eliminated. Opening the elevators between Marc’s wing and Shawn’s wing had taken care of most of the problem. Any survivors from that ugly battle would be there to greet a rescue team, if they were coming. Reicher was no longer convinced of that. It was entirely possible that Safe Haven had given up their plan of coming here.


    Reicher activated the elevator and took it to the new level that was being stocked and organized. All of the systems were active now and Joseph had been installed in the new security room to oversee procedures from there. Reicher had stayed visible, even escorting the rest of their staff to the new floor. He hadn’t brought Harry and Shawn down, however. He had sent Thalia for that relocation. He still didn’t want to trigger Shawn’s need to strike out at him.


    Reicher entered the level and stopped, scanning for leaks.


    He didn’t find any water puddles down here, unlike the floors above him. The top level had reached 19% flooded a short time ago. The pumps were working hard, but until the storm passed, they weren’t able to make much progress. Down here, all of the walls and floors were dry.


    Reicher scanned the two dozen dorms and flats that made up this level. All of Marc’s team was here, as were the residents he had rescued, other workers who had already been here before the riot, and even the people from their jail. Reicher hadn’t decided on Goldie’s fate yet, though it was possible the pneumonia would take him. As for Gus, Reicher had plans that didn’t include leaving him to die. He would be used against his team again at some point.


    The elevator beeped behind him.


    Reicher stepped aside to allow Thalia to exit.


    Thalia shoved loose hair off her forehead while wiping away the sweat. “That’s it. We’re all relocated.”


    Thalia’s uniform was stained and dirty and her holster was open to allow fast access to her weapon. Reicher disapproved of one but was fine with the other. One day, all guns will be eliminated from the earth and the world will be a safer place.


    Thalia caught that and understood her father was insane, but that didn’t stop her desire to be like him or to make him like her.


    Reicher glanced up at a camera in the corner. “Shut it all down now, Joseph.”


    Thalia took a moment to rest and get some of her energy back. She’d been running hard for the last eight hours, trying to get everyone relocated. She was proud of the job she’d done. I only had to kill three people.


    Reicher gestured. “Update me.”


    Thalia pulled it from her memory. She was too tired to go dig up the files. “We have minor damage on most of the levels, but the shielding is holding up. We’ve estimated that the flooding on the top level will not go over 22%. Even the hounds should be able to survive that.”


    Both of them contemplated Reicher’s order that had introduced hounds to the rioting wings right as the wings were in the middle of fighting each other. The hounds were happily hunting survivors of that slaughter right now.


    “All of the subjects have been medicated. We expect the first ones to wake in about five hours.”


    “I don’t want our main medication used on the medics anymore after this. I don’t want to take a chance on them developing the shaking disease.”


    Thalia nodded. That disease had ruined Tobias’s skills while he was here. “Are we going to get him back at some point?”


    Reicher went toward the security room. “No. Let Safe Haven have our leftovers. We have their best fighters and the most powerful healer in existence. We no longer need Tobias.” Reicher glanced around. “Or most of the other medics.”


    Thalia understood the downsizing wasn’t done yet. “Is there anyone else left on your list? I can handle it before I go on break.”


    “You’re not going on break. I want you to oversee Marc’s final conversion personally.”


    Thalia was fed up with her father’s matchmaking. “You do realize that Marc is married, right? He already has a wife!”


    Reicher’s calm tenor didn’t change. “That marriage was never filed with this complex, so it doesn’t exist. Even if it did, a divorce simply requires my signature.”


    Thalia had read Reicher’s personal journal. She understood a lot more now of who he was and what drove him, but it hadn’t revealed why he was pushing her toward Marc instead of just putting her in control.


    Reicher didn’t stop her from exploring the thoughts that he didn’t have locked up. Chief among those was Joseph finding out who he really was. It was only fair that she also had that information.


    Thalia saw it and stopped, shocked. She wasn’t sure if she should be angry that Reicher hadn’t told her. “Does Joseph know?”


    “Yes.”


    “You told him before me? How long has he known?”


    “He found out the same way you did–abruptly and only a short while ago.” Reicher kept walking. “It doesn’t change anything. Marc is my heir and neither of you can change that.”


    Thalia’s anger finally emerged in front of her father. “I wish I had let Marc die! Then all your plans would be ruined!”


    Reicher laughed at her. “Passion is great for a relationship.”


    Thalia blew out a disrespectful noise but she still followed him down the hall. “It’s not passion. It’s hatred.”


    Reicher shrugged. “You have to start somewhere.”


    Thalia contemplated the handsome, severely depressed man she’d relocated to the nicest flat in this wing. “He’ll probably try to kill me the first time we’re alone together. Maybe he’ll drown me like he did his last woman.”


    Reicher sighed. He was tired of her rebellious attitude. “You saved his life. He’s honor-bound to return that favor. Use his guilt to create a bond with him or go up to level one and stay there. That’s an order!”


    Thalia understood Reicher had reached the end of his patience. Being threatened with exile to a flooded level didn’t hurt nearly as much as his unwillingness to bond with her. “Marc and I are never going to be a couple. This isn’t going to work.”


    Reicher glared over his shoulder. “It will if you put your tight ass where your big mouth is.”


    Infuriated, Thalia stormed off, shoving employees out of her way.


    Reicher allowed a small grin to crease his lips. Both of his adult children here were like viewing a mirror of his youth. “I used to blow up like that for any reason. It took 20 years, losing those I loved, and the end of the world to crush the rebellion out of me. Now, I only have room for making progress until death arrives. My willful children will make sure that I live on through their determination to be a pain in Marc’s ass. I couldn’t be prouder.”


    Listening from the security room, Joseph chuckled. That was the first time Reicher had shown any warmth for him, in any way. “If you want rebellion, father, then that’s what you’ll get.”
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    “I’m going deeper. You stay there.”


    Kenn’s demon was already hanging from the side of the mental hatch, gasping for air. It didn’t protest even though it wasn’t safe. He had tried many times to convince Kenn that staying down this long was dangerous. Kenn refused to listen.


    Kenn passed up scroll after scroll as he dove, like he’d been doing for the last hour. Something at the bottom of the murk was pulling him with a bright shiny gleam. That’s the one I need.


    Kenn knew his lungs were on the edge of giving out. His demon usually breathed for him when he went this deep, but he had already been down most of the day, trying to reach the bottom of the murky Akasha field. He pushed forward anyway and managed to get a finger on the elusive scroll.


    Kenn’s demon gasped in air, but it wasn’t enough to keep his host alive.


    Kenn comprehended his life was in danger, but all that mattered was reaching that glowing scroll. He knew it was something important.


    Kenn wrapped his beefy hand around the scroll and immediately swam for the surface.


    It was easier now for him to swim out, but the burning lungs and dizziness said he might be in trouble when he got there.


    He reached the hatch and pushed through. He tried to draw in air, but his lungs were too empty to accept it.


    Sasha quickly put the oxygen mask over Kenn’s face. He had been in the session room for hours, bringing up valuable information and skipping others. Without being a descendant, she could only guess why he had passed up the other scrolls for the one now glowing in his hand.


    Kenn sucked in oxygen through the mask. They were giving him a treatment every time he came back up. They had to.


    Kenn forced himself to relax and draw in small threads of air until his lungs could handle a full breath. The need to cough was strong, but he had learned from experience that it was a bad idea when there wasn’t air to cough with. That pain was still vivid in his memory.


    As soon as he inhaled deeper, Kenn opened the scroll, unable to wait any longer. He read the glowing golden words before they vanished.


    Blessed steel opens and closes all gates.


    Kenn stared in confusion. “What the hell does that mean?”


    Sasha understood his mutter through the mask, but she didn’t have an answer.


    Sasha smoothed her wild hair and waited to see if he needed more assistance. She had been in here with him for hours now. Her blood pressure was pounding in her ears. Fear was driving it.


    Isabel’s surgery had gone well. She had spent three days in the recovery room and was now back to work part-time. Her sadness was obvious, though. She missed her babies. Sasha was still trying to figure out a solution for that. She wanted her sister to be happy, even if that meant going against the boss.


    The session room still smelled of bleach, telling her the previous session had spilled blood. That wasn’t required any more from Kenn. Scroll divers didn’t need violent motivations. They just needed enough air to last through the session.


    “Marc might know.” Kenn concentrated, ignoring the scroll that flamed up and vanished.


    Sasha retreated from the table and headed for the lift. Now that Kenn was alert, Sasha didn’t feel safe being in the same room. She tolerated Shawn and Harry because they had saved her sister, but the rest of the Safe Haven men were incredibly dangerous.


    Kenn reached out for information. Marc? Are you there?


    Greg responded instead. What can I do for you today?


    Greg sounded cheerful. Kenn immediately resented him for it, but he wasn’t surprised that Marc hadn’t answered. As far as he knew, Marc wasn’t answering any of the team that was finally ensconced in the same wing together.


    Greg couldn’t help his good mood. He’d made progress in his session today, but he could also feel time starting to speed back up. That meant their captivity was almost over. I don’t even care if that’s because death is coming. I just need this to be finished.


    Kenn decided Greg might be able to help. I need information.


    Greg scanned the scroll through Kenn’s thoughts. He connected it to the dimension work he was doing in his own sessions. That solves half of my problem!


    Kenn frowned. I don’t understand.


    We need Tim here to bless a knife. We can’t open or close the gates between dimensions without it.


    Kenn was disappointed that he hadn’t figured that out for himself, but he was tired.


    Greg disconnected and resumed what he had been doing before Kenn’s call rang through the wing. Reicher didn’t like them to communicate about anything except the job, and even then, they weren’t allowed to do it for long. Reicher was very careful with his subjects.


    Kenn glanced at the window, where Joseph was looking down on him. When he had arrived for this session, Reicher’s daughter was in there. I guess I was down for a while.


    Joseph gave Kenn a thumbs up to let him know they had recorded the information, but he didn’t chat with the military man. Kenn’s wing was one of the few that Reicher had brought to this level without cutting any of its members. Joseph thought that was a mistake, considering Kenn and those military men were bonding. If there was another riot, Kenn would have a small squad at his disposal.


    Joseph turned around to see what Reicher wanted to do next. This security post was longer but narrower, forcing them to line the desks up differently. It restricted Joseph’s view of the door and his boss, while giving Reicher a clear sight of both.


    Reicher was thrilled. “They’re relying on each other now, connecting to complete their goals.”


    Joseph nodded. “It is amazing.”


    “It’s proof that my methods work.” Reicher gestured. “Send him back to the wing. Then find me a priest among the subjects.”


    None of the employees here could do it. Reicher had stripped them of religion in the same manner that he had removed their hopes and dreams.


    The calm ocean outside these walls didn’t hint at how ugly things had gotten during the storm. Reicher did a quick scan of the radar to detect when the next one was coming. He hoped it wasn’t soon. He had also planned on it. The protective shielding was still up over two-thirds of the complex.


    “You may return to your flat.” Joseph observed for a minute to make sure Kenn was going to obey, then he began searching through computer files. The complex was light on residents now and those who were here were extremely busy. The storm had passed, leaving a heap of damage that workers were cleaning and repairing. Reicher’s wedding was also being planned.


    Joseph didn’t express his doubt about the order, but his mind was full of it. No new subjects had been brought in since Marc’s team was captured. Joseph doubted any of the other subjects still believed in religion enough to be able to give a blessing.


    Reicher watched Kenn carefully stagger toward the elevator. Reicher was unable to be out of this security room now. With all of Marc’s team on the same level and still working through the conversion process, it was too dangerous. “But that’s going to change soon. His men are almost mine.”
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    Kenn took the elevator straight to his wing without trying to go AWOL like he had before. He already knew Reicher was untouchable. There was no point in repeating that disappointing adventure.


    The rest of the team were already at their doors watching as Kenn came from the elevator. They spent most of their day at the doors. They were only allowed out into the small lounge one at a time and not very often. Reicher didn’t want to take a chance on them organizing a rebellion.


    For most of the team, it was a comfort just to be able to view each other, but they didn’t use hand code or try to exchange messages. Reicher would see right through that.


    Kenn paused outside Marc’s flat. He peered through the window to make sure his team leader was still alive.


    Marc’s unconscious body on the bed hadn’t budged since Kenn left, but the steady rise and fall of his chest said he wasn’t dead.


    Kenn continued to his flat. Each of the team checked on Marc on the way to and from their sessions. He hadn’t been awake yet on this wing as far as any of them knew.


    Kenn’s door locked as soon as he was inside.


    Kenn liked the better-outfitted quarters. The pull-up bar and radio with preprogrammed music gave him something to do and it was helping him with his health. It was also a distraction. He preferred to be scroll diving.


    Kenn sat on his bed, immediately drawn back into his mind. We need Tim. I wonder if I can connect to him from here.


    Kenn was aware that the conversion process was working on him even though he didn’t want it to, but there was no resisting. Reicher had seduced him with information, and it had worked.


    Kenn concentrated on home and made the connection quickly. Tim?


    Kenn? Tonya assumed he was dream walking. She was thrilled that he had made contact. Are you okay?


    Kenn hadn’t meant to connect to her. Now that he had, concern flooded his mind. Are you in jail?


    Yes. Samantha was kidnapped and I’m being blamed for it. They believe I tried to blow up the cruise ship!


    What does Angela think? Kenn knew that was the deciding factor.


    She knows I didn’t do it.


    Kenn doubted that Angela would let anything happen to Tonya while he was gone. Angela will handle it. Have faith in her.


    Kenn hated Tonya’s fear, but he only had enough room for his own goals right now. He couldn’t be distracted with her situation unless it was dire.


    Tonya’s shock and hurt came through their connection, but it had no effect on Kenn.


    Before Tonya could ask another question or protest his conclusion, Kenn skipped on, searching for his target.


    There was no sign of Tim.


    Kenn assumed that man was too busy to recognize the mental connection. Maybe I can get another scroll instead.


    Kenn laid back on his bed and immediately dove through the mental hatch.


    Kenn’s demon was too exhausted to go with him or to breathe for him. Don’t!


    Kenn ignored him. He swam through the murk, pushing away scrolls that he had already collected. There was another small glint of gold that he wanted to reach.


    Kenn’s lungs gave out.


    Darkness swam across his vision.


    He reached out, relying on his fading sense of touch to capture the scroll. When Kenn began to suffocate, he barely noticed.


    Kenn opened the scroll right there.
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    “Can you hear me?”


    Kenn heard the voice from a long distance. He tried to respond, but he didn’t have the breath to speak with.


    Harry put an exhausted hand on Kenn’s big shoulder. “Come up now.”


    Kenn’s lids opened. His hand lifted.


    Harry realized Kenn had found another scroll while he was down. “No more going in alone now. If you keep doing it, Reicher will drug you between each session.”


    Kenn drew in air in small gasps, lungs aching as the breathing treatment slowly began to take effect. He forced a short nod.


    This medical bay was identical to the ones on the previous levels, except that there were no windows and four guards stood outside to make sure the patients behaved.


    Harry glanced at Kenn’s hand. “What did you find?”


    Kenn drew in more air. “I found the map!”


    Harry frowned. “How do you know what it is? You haven’t opened it yet.”


    Kenn inhaled a little deeper. “If I open them while I’m diving, they don’t burn up.”


    Reicher activated his speaker. “It’s a map to the dimensions that we’re exploring?”


    Kenn pushed the breathing mask off his face. “No, it’s a map of Heaven.”


    “Say that again.”


    “The Weigh Station is just one stop on it. Angela was right.” Kenn heaved in air and exhaled shocking words. “Heaven is another world, another land, and they’ve all mastered what we’re doing here!”


    Harry and the others listened in surprise as Kenn drew in large gasps of air between his words.


    “Life is an experiment and we’re only on level one.”


    Reicher couldn’t suppress a cough in time before turning off the speaker. The noise echoed through the security room and the session room. His actions during the storm had used up all the energy he had stored and weakened him again. The treatment had let him control the riot, but it was another bad day for him now.


    Reicher’s rough tenor came over the speaker. “Do not scroll dive again until your next session.”


    Kenn didn’t care that Reicher and Harry were angry with him. He only cared about the progress he had made. “Didn’t you hear me?! I found the fucking map! We can get there now!”


    Reicher pointed at Joseph. “Zoom in tight. Make sure you don’t miss any details. Then print me a copy.”


    Kenn gently opened the scroll and held it toward the camera so they could record it.


    Standing by the door of the medical bay, Shawn observed all of them in light resentment and heavy impatience. He was eager for his session to begin so he could Blink. It had been interrupted by Kenn’s emergency. He and Harry had been sent to help instead of attending their sessions.


    “We got it. You may return to your flat now. Remember what you were told.”


    Kenn let Harry help him off the table and guide him toward the exit. “Do you understand what this means? We don’t need to figure out how to access the other dimensions. That’s a wild goose chase anyway. We’re going on a more important adventure.”


    Harry didn’t get it. “Where?”


    “We can go look for the Creator now. We don’t have to wait for him to come to us.”


    Reicher observed all three men as they went into the elevator to get Kenn resettled in his flat. None of them were considering escape anymore. Their rebellious thoughts had been replaced by the amazing progress they’d made here. “All of the team has converted now, except for Marc.”


    Joseph didn’t think that was true, but he didn’t argue. The members who were on the edge were swinging toward Reicher with every session. It wouldn’t be much longer before he owned them all.


    “It’s time for Marc to view the results. Wake him up, then send Cerise to him.”


    “What goal do you want me to give her?”


    “Tell Cerise to convince Marc to join us and she’ll have her kids back one day later. Tell my daughter to provide protection and control Marc.” Reicher didn’t believe that was needed, but the bond he was encouraging between them needed contact to grow.


    “What about the rest of today’s sessions?”


    Reicher considered that schedule. “Send in Subject Eight next. He has a double session today. I’m curious if he can reach a new level with his defender.”


    “And if not?”


    Reicher shrugged. “No one’s perfect all the time.”


    Joseph understood that Reicher was in a prima mood despite being in bad health. He considered talking to him on a personal level.


    Reicher’s attitude grew cold. “I’ll let you know when I’m ready to discuss our relationship. Until then, do your job while you still have one.”


    “That’s not going to work on me much longer. I’m getting sau tired of your threats.”


    Reicher met Joseph’s glare with a lifted brow. “And is that time today?”


    Joseph flushed at the direct challenge. “No.”


    Reicher was almost disappointed. “Then do as you’re told.”


    Joseph did.
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    “You may return to your flat.”


    Biff responded to that brusque tone immediately. He stepped over the bodies of the dozen guards who had been brought in to fight his defender. Biff didn’t care about the deaths of their troops anymore. He was tired of feeling compassion for people who didn’t have any for him. As far as he was concerned, everyone in this complex needed to be eliminated.


    He entered the elevator without regarding the man behind the glass window.


    The tiny elevator barely accommodated him and his defender. Biff leaned against the wall to give the stone warrior more space.


    Biff took the elevator to his wing and emerged with the stone warrior on his heels and a smirk on his face. He had defeated all the challenges Reicher had thrown at him today. In fact, it was too easy.


    As he exited the elevator, Biff spotted two females outside Marc’s flat. Biff recognized the women an instant later. He scanned quickly and found the other team members watching nervously through their windows.


    Cerise and Thalia were both dressed in full gear. Various implements of destruction were lined up on a cart nearby. Biff assumed the women were there to hurt Marc, to get him to obey. That was the only reason he could think of that Marc hadn’t been awake the entire time they’d been on this wing.


    “Get away from his door!” Biff sent his defender toward them aggressively.


    Thalia and Cerise immediately turned their backs to the stone warrior that stopped in response to their disbelief.


    Biff was used to that now. It gave him an advantage. He hurried forward, hoping he could take them both out.


    Cerise drew her machete in one hand and her gun in the other. She was sick of being caught off guard. She’d gotten used to being safe in this lab from everyone but Reicher.


    Thalia did the exact same thing next to her.


    Biff stopped, realizing they knew what was going to happen next. He settled for placing his defender in front of Marc’s flat to stop anyone from going in.


    Cerise glared. “We’re just waking him up.”


    Biff didn’t care why they were here. He was still furious with Cerise and he hated Reicher’s daughter. “Get out of here before I kill you.”


    Cerise saw Biff’s hand go into his pocket and assumed he had a weapon.


    Biff had stolen a knife from one of the guards. He snatched it from his pocket and tossed it.


    Cerise used her pushing ability to slow time.


    Alarms went off across the complex at the unauthorized use of that gift.


    Team members began shouting at Biff to stand down so she would stop.


    Thalia waited for the right moment to disable him.


    Biff directed his stone warrior through the time slow. He had already figured out that the creature wouldn’t be slowed because it didn’t really exist in this dimension.


    Both women flinched away from the stone defender as it brought down huge fists. Small cracks appeared in the floor.


    The speaker activated. “Get in your flat, Subject Eight!”


    Harry and Shawn were still in Kenn’s flat to make sure the Marine didn’t scroll dive again without permission. The ruckus outside brought Harry over to the door. He put his hand on the knob; it rotated.


    Harry gestured to Greg through the window. It’s unlocked. Reicher was giving them more and more leeway. If he gives me enough rope, I’ll hang him with it.


    In the security room, Reicher and Joseph missed it for watching Biff try to kill Cerise and Thalia.


    Biff ignored all of them, marching straight toward Cerise. He considered her the biggest threat.


    Thalia cringed away from him as if she was terrified. As soon as he passed her, she grabbed him around the neck and put him in a sleeper hold.


    Distracted and surprised, Biff’s defender vanished.


    The women dragged him into his flat and dropped him on the bed. They both hurried out without hurting him. All of the subjects were riled up now anyway, but Biff had just come from a session. It was an awkward situation. Joseph shouldn’t have sent them in here until all of the subjects were secured.


    Biff ran to the closing door, pounding on it. “You leave Marc alone!”


    Gas began flowing from the vent over his bed.


    Biff turned around and lifted his middle finger at the camera. Then he went to the bed and lay down so he wouldn’t wake up on the cold hard floor like he had the last time.


    Cerise and Thalia went back to Marc’s flat. They had been dealing with subjects for a long time in this lab, but Biff’s ability to control his defender was remarkable and dangerous.


    Biff caught that right as he began to fall under the effects of the gas. “You have no idea how dangerous I really am, ladies, but you’re going to find out.”
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    Biff found himself floating in the darkness without his defender. I always hate this part. He never knew how long he would be down here until Reicher decided to wake him up.


    A small light appeared in front of him. Biff automatically followed it, wanting any distraction from the boring, thick darkness surrounding him.


    “Are you there?”


    Biff recognized her timbre immediately. His frustrated anger lashed out. “Yes, but you aren’t!”


    Angela was sympathetic to his anger and his fear, but she wasn’t here to comfort him. “What do you want from the future, Biff?”


    Biff was caught off guard by the question. He considered it for a few seconds, but the only thing that came to mind was the one thing he was certain he could never have. “I want to keep my protector, even in Safe Haven.”


    Reicher and Joseph felt the connection, but they were unable to hear what was being said or see through the murky darkness in Biff’s mind. That was one of the disadvantages of using the gas. It blocked them out.


    Joseph shut off the gas so Biff could be woken easier for his next session.


    Biff saw dark skies and restless ocean waves in the background behind Angela. There was also a shadow of someone lying on a cot who looked like they’d been through the same hell that Biff had experienced. “Is that Samantha?”


    “Yes. She’s back with us now. She’ll need someone like you to make sure she’s never hurt again.”


    Biff didn’t take that in a personal way. He understood Angela was holding his place as an Eagle.


    “I’ll unlock you soon. You won’t be Invisible anymore.”


    Biff hadn’t considered that. It immediately sounded good to him. “What do you want in exchange?”


    Angela smiled at him through the darkness. “I just need you to do one little thing for me.”


    “What?”


    “Steal a map.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-Six BK18


    Ask My Wife


     


     


     


    1


    Marc wasn’t relieved to be woken. He fought to stay in the cool, calm darkness.


    Cerise sat in the plush chair by his bed to wait for the drugs to take effect. The wakeup cocktail was impossible to fight.


    Cerise refused to consider what would happen after she was finished with Marc’s tour. Wedding planning was the last thing she wanted to do.


    Thalia hovered by the exit. She studied the few other team members as they stood at their own doors and worried about Marc. “They’re still sau loyal to him.”


    Cerise nodded. “It’s why they had to be handled differently.”


    Thalia knew there was more to it than that, but she didn’t trust her stepmother-to-be with that information.


    Marc shuddered as the last of the drugs faded and alertness entered his mind. Here we go again.


    Marc opened his eyes. He lifted a jittery hand to wipe the crust from his face. “How long was I out this time?”


    Thalia frowned at him. “We’ve told you repeatedly not to look at your stay here in terms of days or weeks, Mr. Brady.”


    Even barely awake, Marc noticed the change. Until now, she’d only called him by his number. “Or months, right? And what’s with this Mr. Brady shit? I just got used to being called Subject Eleven.”


    Cerise chuckled.


    Thalia hid her smirk from him. She admired his courage and his constant Marine attitude. Very few captives managed to retain it as long as Marc had.


    Marc slowly sat up, not caring when the warm comforter slid around his lap. “Give me a straight answer or get out.”


    Thalia knew her father wanted Marc to be content here. It was still a struggle to be polite. “The move was five days ago. You were sleeping for the entire week before that.”


    Marc held out a shaking hand. “If he keeps using that shit on me, I’ll be useless.” Marc could feel his heart straining, too. His entire body felt rough.


    “As far as I know, the boss has no plans to drug you again.”


    Marc felt time speed up at that revelation. “It’s almost over, then.”


    Thalia nodded.


    Cerise sighed. “I hope so.”


    Marc wasn’t sure how he felt, other than like a failure. I’m not getting my team out of this one.


    “Have you been trying?”


    Marc pushed to the edge of the bed and stood. The blanket fell to the floor as he staggered toward the small bathroom without answering Cerise.


    Thalia stole looks at his sexy body in the window glass. He was underweight but well-built. He took great care of himself. Except for that cracked front tooth.


    Marc talked while he pissed. Modesty was nonexistent in this place. “We don’t have a dentist yet.”


    Marc realized he had read her thoughts and smiled at his demon. Welcome back.


    The demon bowed happily. Master.


    “I’ll add it to your file.” Thalia didn’t care that he’d woken with his gifts back. She kept eyeing his hard body. She couldn’t seem to help it. He’s a sau handsome man.


    Marc leered over his bare shoulder while still pissing. “Right back at you.”


    Thalia flushed.


    Cerise laughed.


    Marc finished relieving himself and then activated the shower. “Why are you both here?”


    Cerise smiled. “It’s time for you to visit your team. Reicher knows you all miss each other.”


    Marc adjusted the temperature. “Yeah, right.”


    Thalia’s blonde ponytail in a braid brought ugly images to Marc’s mind. It reminded him of Adrian. The time apart hadn’t lessened his animosity toward that man. He did admire Thalia’s Glock and the vest beneath her uniform, however. It was wise to be fully geared around him. At the same time, it wasn’t.


    Thalia suddenly wished she’d spent a little time on her hair, and maybe even used some of the makeup she hardly ever wore.


    Cerise rolled her eyes. “It wouldn’t matter. You look like a Mitchel. He hates Mitchels.”


    Thalia regarded Marc to see if that was true.


    Marc shrugged. “Most Mitchels are sneaky bastards.”


    Thalia lifted her chin. “Thank you.”


    Marc frowned. “For what?”


    “For reminding me that I’m living up to my family name.”


    Her words confirmed her lineage for everyone listening, including Reicher.


    Marc knew how Reicher felt about that family. “You might have screwed yourself by admitting that.”


    Thalia shrugged. “Anyone petty enough to deny me a job based on my DNA is a prejudiced bastard.”


    Marc chuckled as he realized Thalia had trapped Reicher with that one. The commander here prided himself on treating everyone equally. “Nice.”


    Thalia blushed under his praise. It was almost as good as getting it from her father.


    Marc entered the water. “Someone find me a washcloth.”


    Cerise pointed at Thalia. “We both know he means you.”


    Thalia could almost hear her father’s encouraging laughter. She stomped into the bathroom and yanked open the cabinet on the wall.


    “Stick around. I can’t reach my back.”


    Thalia threw the cloth at Marc, but she still eyed his naked body. “Then how have you been doing it all along?”


    “The kindness of willing females.” Marc grinned at her as he tossed the rag back.


    Thalia knew he was playing a game, but her heart skipped a beat at that grin. I was wrong. The chipped tooth makes him cuter.


    Thalia leaned in to wet the cloth while eyeing him openly.


    Marc scanned her from ponytail to boots, noting the rocky nipples poking through her thin shirt. “How long since you’ve been laid?”


    Thalia blushed. “Never.”


    Marc resumed wetting his body under the warm water. “How long since you gave yourself some pleasure?”


    Thalia’s anger broke through at the perceived insult. “I’m not that degenerate watching us right now! I don’t do that!”


    “I see.” Marc reached for the shampoo dispenser. “You can do my back. We’ll knock out the front together.”


    Cerise laughed again. Observing Marc when he was being a rascal was fascinating and entertaining. I wonder what he’s like when he’s really happy.


    Marc blew water off his face. “Ask my wife.”


    Thalia’s face fell at the reminder. Her heart protested.


    Angry with herself for responding at all, she dropped the washcloth and left the bathroom. Then she left his flat. She finally stopped at the elevator. A tear rolled over her cheek.


    Cerise scowled toward the dunny. “That was mean.”


    “Nope.” Marc’s mood was slowly improving. “She’s thinking about us as a couple, like that has a chance. Shutting it down now is a kindness.”


    Cerise felt bad for Thalia. It came out in a nasty blast of payback. “Maybe Reicher will change his mind and castrate you. If you’re not going to use that sex appeal for our goals, then you don’t really need it.”


    Marc felt the truth in that. He reluctantly reached out to Thalia. I’m sorry.


    Liar!


    Marc nodded. “As you would be if you were in my place.”


    Thalia slowly came back to his flat, ignoring the scowls from his team. “I have been in your place, Mr. Brady.”


    Marc was horrified. He looked up at the bathroom camera. “What kind of monster tortures their own kids?!”


    Reicher didn’t answer.


    Thalia did. “He has to be sure we’re loyal to the goals here.”


    Marc began to rinse his hair. “Does it work?”


    Thalia considered her burning ambition to be good enough for her father. “Nee, not really. It’s the family bonds that keep me loyal. Without that, I would have already left.”


    Marc doubted she was allowed to leave. He didn’t want to feel bad for her, but it was impossible not to. “I’m sorry for your life.”


    Thalia sent his weak compassion back in his face. “I’m sorry for your wife!”


    Marc grunted. “So am I. She deserves better.”


    Thalia’s growing emotions broke her. “She’s lucky to have you.”


    “It’s the other way around.” Marc meant that. His time here had made him appreciate how hard Angela had tried to keep them together through all the years and all the hell. “I fought her every step of the way. I even brought another woman between us.”


    Thalia had read every word in his file, multiple times. “I heard she has another man.”


    Marc snorted. “She’s playing with him, like I’m playing with you. She doesn’t want anyone else either.” Marc’s horrible guilt started to rise up again. “I took a lover and killed her just to prove my wife loves me. I’m a sack of shit. You should stay away from me before I ruin your life, too.”


    His broken words were full of a deep passion that told Thalia he would never betray his wife again. Thalia hated that bond. I can’t break that. My father’s plan for us is doomed.


    “Yes.” Marc knew the answer, but he asked the question anyway. “You’ll still try, though, right?”


    Thalia sighed miserably. “Of course. It’s my duty to obey him, and like you, I never shirk my duty.”


    The bond that neither of them wanted grew stronger.


    In the security room, Reicher listened in approval. He wasn’t discouraged by their words. They were just clearing out old spaces to make room for new connections.


    In Marc’s flat, Cerise made a gagging sound. “You two make me sick.” She couldn’t take the emotions. It reminded her of her dead husband. “Ay, screw already and get it over with!”


    Thalia blushed again, while Marc chuckled. He knew what Cerise’s problem was, but he had no sympathy for her or the healing injuries on her face. “Where are we going first?”


    “Greg is being let out into the lounge. You’ll sit with him for a bit and enjoy some hot tea with honey and milk.”


    “Tea?” Marc finished rinsing.


    Cerise ignored his disapproval. “It sets the stomach up for a good meal. It’s calming when you’ve been empty for a while.”


    Marc enjoyed the steamy water a bit longer. “Where did you get milk?”


    Cerise looked at Thalia. She wasn’t sure if Marc was allowed to have that information.


    Thalia resumed stealing looks into the small shower. “We have cows and other livestock.”


    “In an underwater lab?”


    Thalia snorted. “They’re in a warehouse nearby. It has open doors and a solar-powered delivery system. They munch on the grass and weeds, and we pipe in water when it hasn’t rained. It’s fully automated until we need to milk them.”


    “You have to do that daily?”


    “We go when supplies run low. All of the cows have calves, so there’s no danger of the milk drying up.”


    Marc stored that information while he scrubbed the sticky spots from his arm and hands where IVs had been taped. Both of his arms were covered in small needle scars and healing holes. “Should I assume Greg will be selling me on giving in?”


    Neither woman answered, which told Marc he had guessed correctly. Instead of bracing against it, Marc shrugged. He was tired of fighting. None of us are getting out of here. There’s not much point in fighting.


    Cerise didn’t believe him for a minute.


    Thalia wanted to. Her father’s orders were digging into her mind, pulling at her. She was starting to want Marc and that was dangerous.


    Marc shut off the water without shaving. He almost liked having a beard. He stepped onto the bare floor and stood there, drip-drying.


    Thalia stared in longing. Beautiful.


    Cerise didn’t find Marc attractive at all. She preferred redheads. She kicked his dirty blanket into the dunny. “Put some duds on!”


    Marc laughed at her and stayed where he was. Drip-drying was good for the skin and his body needed it. He had zits coming in on his neck, dry spots on his legs and feet, and rough spots on his hands that itched. He glanced at Thalia. “Want to lotion me up?”


    Thalia nodded once. “Then I’ll slit your throat for playing games with me.”


    Marc snickered. “No deal. I’ll just do myself.”


    Thalia blushed again as Marc laughed and Cerise snorted.


    The thickening sexual tension was impossible to ignore, but Cerise knew Thalia wasn’t going to come out a winner in that game. Marc’s winding you up to achieve a goal. Get yourself under control!


    Thalia’s embarrassment ran across her face. Disappointment and acceptance came next. She smoothed it all away and assumed the blank façade she used during the warehouse sessions.


    Marc took his time getting dressed. His gifts weren’t back yet, but he expected them soon. He pulled on the soft pants while scanning his guests. Both women were blocking their thoughts from him now, but he planned to dig in for details at some point. He was sure a lot of things had happened since he was last awake.


    “You could just ask.”


    Marc tied the string to keep the sweatpants up. He’d lost weight in here. They all had. “Would you tell me the truth?”


    “If I’m allowed. It depends on the question.” Cerise forced warmth into her voice. “You’ve made it to the second level of Reicher’s program. It’s okay for you to ask questions now.”


    Marc immediately tested that. “Did he agree to give your kids back before or after you agreed to marry him?”


    Cerise gawked. “How do you know about that?”


    Marc motioned at her hand. “You didn’t have that rock on the sub.”


    Cerise fingered the beautiful engagement ring. “It was part of the agreement.”


    Marc sat on the bed to pull on his socks. “You made a bad deal.”


    “I know.” Cerise did, but any chance to bring back her kids was better than none at all. “So did you.”


    “I haven’t made a deal with Reicher.”


    “I meant with your wife.”


    Thalia’s ears sharpened to listen.


    Marc slipped on the soft shoes, holding in a groan of pleasure. All the clothes and gear here were the best. “You only knew her for three days and she got under your skin. Imagine being in love with her.”


    Cerise studied him. “Are you, though? Most people would say you can’t cheat on someone you love.”


    Marc didn’t defend his behavior. “It’s possible to love more than one person at a time.”


    Cerise nodded. “But will she ever forgive you for that?”


    “She already has.”


    “How do you know?”


    “If she hadn’t, we’d all be back on the island and she would be here going through this.”


    Cerise frowned. “How does that prove her forgiveness? Or even her love, for that matter?”


    Marc saw no reason to lie. “She gave us all another chance to face our demons and accept who we really are and what matters the most to us.”


    “It sounds like she sent you away to die.”


    “That’s because you aren’t one of us. You don’t get how much we needed to face these demons.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “I do.” Thalia was a better judge of character than Cerise. “She’s letting them clear their own slates and be who they want to be here, where no one cares if they’re perfect. Each of them has faced their mistakes and they’re coming to terms with it. When they die, it won’t be with cluttered minds and hearts full of regrets. They’ll face it head-on and make themselves proud.”


    Marc nodded. Thalia understood what made people tick. “They’ll also forgive others in their past and move on from those chains of bitterness. We needed this, as ugly as it is.”


    “It’s sad that you believe that.” Cerise handed him a shirt from the stack on the shelf. “Come on. Let’s get this tea party started.”


    Marc followed her. He didn’t meet Thalia’s eyes, but he felt her hot stare as he went by.


    Marc smirked.


    Thalia slammed the door shut and leaned against it, suddenly furious. Marc wasn’t her target, however. Her father had put her with Marc today to humiliate her.


    Marc denied that. “He’s just trying to prove that he’s right.”


    Marc scanned the doors that were around his. There were a lot of them. Some of the faces peering at him through the glass windows were familiar, but most were not. Marc didn’t respond to any of the encouraging smiles. He did a fast count. “How many of my team made it through to this level?”


    Cerise refused to answer that. She didn’t want Marc to believe she was responsible for those deaths.


    Thalia was used to delivering bad news. “Your four normals didn’t make it off the warehouse floor.” She braced for Marc’s anger.


    Marc wasn’t surprised. “Thank you.”


    Both women frowned at him in confusion.


    “Why are you thanking me? I killed four of your teammates.”


    “No, you eliminated four rapists from Safe Haven so my wife didn’t have to do it and feel bad for that later.”


    Thalia was quickly adding up the clues to figure out more about Marc’s mate. “But she will feel bad about it, right? Since she sent them here?”


    Marc nodded tersely. “Yes. She still has a conscience. All deaths are awful in her mind, even the ones that need to happen.”


    Thalia began to hate his wife. The love in Marc’s tenor when he spoke about her was sickening.


    Marc scanned the spotless lounge. The half dozen plush recliners and tea cozy were odd to see. Marc had recognized that each level was more lavish than the last, but he wasn’t here for the perks.


    Greg’s door unlocked. He came out with a relieved smile. “It’s good to see you, man!”


    Marc scanned Greg’s scarred body in shame. The man had multiple burn marks on his hand and forearm, with more scars that traveled up his arm, his neck, and covered half of his bearded face. The eyepatch drove it in that Greg had been severely abused.


    Marc noticed Greg’s limp next and supposed he also had a foot injury.


    Greg hugged him.


    Marc hugged him back, touched. He held on for a minute. “I’m sorry.”


    Greg returned the extra moment of closeness. “Me, too, man. Me, too, but we knew this run would be rough.” Greg pulled away. He adjusted the patch over his missing eye. “They keep me busy. Some days, I don’t even think about it.”


    Greg saw Cerise and glared at her. “Go away.”


    Cerise glared back, but she moved toward the lift. She lingered there, giving the men a little privacy.


    “I hate that bitch.”


    Marc nodded. Cerise would get most of the blame from all of them even though they’d known she couldn’t be trusted from their first meeting.


    “Let’s sit down.” Greg led him toward the lounge. “These chairs are amazing. If you hit the right button, they’ll warm your ass!”


    The lounge was a comforting space in an ugly place that was intended to make the residents feel safe. Marc wasn’t fooled.


    He picked a recliner in the center so he could view all the doors and the elevator. “You said they’re keeping you busy?”


    Greg reclined the chair. “Dimension work is fascinating. I never imagined I’d care about stuff like this, but I do.”


    Marc leaned back in the chair and was distracted for a minute by the total luxury. “Wow.”


    Greg grinned. “Check this out.” He reached over and pressed a button on Marc’s chair.


    Marc grinned as heat began to radiate through the chair and into his sore body. “I want one.”


    “I know, right?” Very aware of them being watched, Greg forced out more cheerful words. “This place is amazing in some ways.”


    Marc didn’t want to hear that. “Tell me about your results.”


    Greg launched into a detailed ramble about other dimensions and how to reach them. He barely noticed when Marc stopped listening.


    Marc scanned the other doors and the lounge, seeing his team was restless. All of them clearly felt time speeding back up.


    Marc frowned toward those men.


    All of them vanished from the windows.


    Satisfied, Marc sat up in the chair and made himself pay attention to Greg.


    Thalia glanced up at the camera pointedly. She hoped Joseph had caught that and passed it onto Reicher.


    Marc knew he’d been caught, but it didn’t matter. Reicher would expect his team to obey him even after all they’d been through. The game they were playing was complicated and dangerous. The prize was the future of the world. All we have to do is be ourselves and follow our training. Angela told us that right before we left.


    Greg stopped talking, finally feeling Marc’s distracted state.


    Marc smiled at the disfigured man. “You’re fine. Keep going with your hard sell.”


    Greg grimaced. Then he resumed chattering.


    Marc began making two mugs of tea. This acting was the hardest part for him. I wish time would hurry up and rush forward.


     


    Reicher caught that clearly. He was reminded of his favorite American military movie. “Be careful what you wish for, Sergeant Brady. You just might get it.”


    Joseph made sure the cameras were recording. “He’s not really listening.”


    “I’m aware.” Reicher didn’t interrupt the useless conversation yet. He was curious if Marc would figure out what was happening.


     


    Marc got it an instant later. He held up a hand. “You’re hiding something from me.”


    Greg didn’t meet his eyes. “Yeah.”


    “Just tell me so we can move on.”


    Greg drew in a deep breath and let it out in an excited sigh. “I don’t want to leave, Marc. I’m sorry.”


    “You’ve been through a lot. I understand.”


    “No, you don’t. I can’t serve two masters. I’m done.”


    “Done with what?”


    “The Eagles. Take me off that list. I’m done with reality.”


    Marc stared, but he didn’t try to talk Greg out of it. He understood Reicher had gotten to the man.


    Greg picked up the mug of tea Marc had made for him. He sipped and waited for his team leader’s reaction.


    Marc sat his mug down and stood up. “I forgive you. So will Angela.”


    Greg’s face tensed. “No, she won’t.”


    Marc didn’t argue, but he was certain Angela would. He looked over at Cerise. “Next?”


    Cerise gestured toward the lift. “Harry and Shawn are in a session. We’ll observe.”


    Marc followed Cerise toward the elevator.


    Greg breathed a sigh of relief. He felt bad for it, but he’d also needed that out of the way. Now I can concentrate on me and my goals for the time I have left.


    Marc paused to look back. “And what are those goals?”


    Greg smiled coldly. “I’m not an Eagle anymore. I don’t have to answer that.”


    “Fair enough.” Marc entered the elevator.


    Greg bit his tongue and waited for Marc to be gone.


    Thalia and Cerise entered the elevator without speaking. They were both scanning Marc’s thoughts to detect how he felt about losing a team member.


    Marc snorted at them. “He was more than just a team member. He was my friend. I’m sad.”


    Cerise frowned, confused. “Why can’t you still be friends, eh?”


    Thalia already had that answer. “It’s like Greg said, he can’t serve two masters. As long as Marc is loyal to their old lives, they can’t be anything but enemies.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-Seven BK18


    You’re Both Out


     


     


     


    1


    Marc moved to the rear of the elevator when the two women slid aside to clear him room. He stood behind them as the door shut, contemplating all the things he could accomplish in the short time it would take the elevator to transport them to the next floor.


    Both women felt the threat. Their hands slid to their belts to prevent him from stealing a knife or gun.


    Marc made a derisive noise. “I don’t really need a weapon.”


    The females knew that was true. They were both relieved when the elevator opened.


    Cerise quickly hurried out and stepped to the side so Thalia could exit.


    Marc chuckled as the females fled the elevator. It did impress him that they were smart enough to know they were in trouble in a fight. A lot of women, including those in Safe Haven, gained a small amount of training and then thought they were invincible. The human body was set up for men to be stronger. That was a fact of nature. Without the weapons that most women scorned, they were actually defenseless. Even Angela, with all of her determination to be a vicious fighter, had bribed Kyle to take a dive during her last test in the cage. If she hadn’t, she never would have passed level 10 in kai.


    Marc recognized the medical bay as he exited the elevator. He followed his escorts to the single room and peered through.


    Marc was relieved to see Shawn and Harry. He wasn’t happy about their conditions, however. Shawn was very thin and had a twitchy look about him that was an obvious sign of his rough mental state. Harry was missing two fingers and his thumb on one hand and his eyes held the glaze of obsession. Marc knew what that was like. He saw it on his own face whenever he looked in a mirror.


    Marc swept the patient on the table between the two medics. Bloody gauze lined the floor and the metal cart next to the table. They were obviously in the middle of an operation, but neither man was moving at all. “Descendant surgery!”


    “Yes. Harry has made amazing progress with his skills since he’s been here. You wouldn’t believe some of the things he can do now.”


    Thalia didn’t think Cerise’s simple statement gave Harry enough credit. “He’s bringing patients back from the edge of death. Several of your teammates are alive right now because of him.”


    Marc continued to watch the men. He didn’t know if they were aware of his presence, but he thought they were by the way Harry’s eyes narrowed and Shawn’s face was reddening. “Shawn is a medic now?”


    “Yes, he and Harry work well together.” Thalia didn’t elaborate on how that situation had happened. Marc didn’t need to know the awful trauma that Shawn had experienced at the hands of the other residents in his former wing.


    In the medical bay, Harry concentrated on making the final cut to the bright red appendix he was removing.


    Shawn followed behind Harry’s mental scalpel with his fire hand, cauterizing the wound instantly. This appendix surgery had taken a few days to set up. It had required Reicher persuading someone with chronic appendicitis to volunteer. So far, they had done the entire surgery hands-off except for the occasional blood wipe.


    Harry gently reached in and removed the appendix he had just cut out. He tossed it into the trash basin on the cart and then examined the site to be sure he had gotten it all and that Shawn’s cauterization line wasn’t leaking.


    Shawn checked the man’s vitals on the machines and kept his back to the exit. “I never imagined something like this was possible.”


    Harry grunted, peering closer at the open wound. “I might have read about it or seen movies with it, but obviously, that’s not the real thing.”


    Shawn frowned lightly. “What are the odds that we’re sharing a dream and none of this is actually happening?”


    Harry gave a distracted chuckle. “This isn’t the Matrix. We really are here; it is really happening.”


    It made Shawn feel better to hear someone say that. All of the time he spent blinking allowed a lot of space for doubts about reality.


    “You’re getting good at the fire hand.” Harry began pulling the muscles back into place so Shawn could close the incision.


    Shawn was proud of himself for the medical skills, but blinking was still all he wanted to do. His medical sessions with Harry forced him to stay alert. If not for that, Shawn wouldn’t care about them at all.


    “They’ve kept Marc under for a long time now.”


    Shawn nodded. “When he wakes up, he won’t be happy with the way things have changed.”


    “No, he won’t.” Harry held the skin in place. “Light and easy now.”


    Shawn began sealing the top incision with his mental fire hand. “He had to know there was a chance this would happen.”


    “Yes. He and Angela both knew they were taking a big risk by sending us here.”


    Shawn faced another fear. “Did Angela send us here to get rid of us?”


    Harry tensed. That had crossed his mind repeatedly. “It’s possible.”


    “Why would she do that? We were good Eagles and good people the entire time we were in her camp.”


    “I don’t have an answer for you.” All of the reasons Harry had considered were possible, but none of them felt exactly right. “Maybe we can ask Marc when they wake him up.”


    Shawn fought not to glance toward the door. “Are we going to tell him or let him figure it out for himself?”


    Harry shrugged as Shawn finished cauterizing the incision. “He’s a smart guy. It won’t take him long to figure out all of our secrets.”


    Shawn believed that was true. “How mad do you think he’ll be?”


    “It’s hard to say. Most team leaders get pretty upset when their team abandons them, especially during a run.”


    “Yeah.” Shawn wiped the sweat from his forehead. Now that the operation was over, the man would be given blood to replace the little bit he had lost during the surgery.


    “I believe he might be more understanding than most. After all, he’s been going through hell, like we have.”


    Shawn winced. “He hasn’t gone through all of it.” Shawn was sympathetic to Harry for his loss of fingers, but he was still resentful that Marc hadn’t been physically injured at all, while he had been castrated.


    Harry understood Shawn was holding a grudge. He didn’t tell the man to let it go. If he was in Shawn’s place, he would probably feel the same way. “Check his vitals again and record it in his file while I do a little cleanup on the site.”


    Shawn went to the counter and activated the sleeping computer. He refused to look at the door.


    Outside, Marc glanced at Thalia. “That’s three of them now.”


    Thalia nodded but didn’t tell him if there were others. That wasn’t the way this tour was supposed to work.


    Marc tapped on the glass.


    Harry and Shawn both twitched and looked over guiltily.


    Marc flashed a quick gesture in Eagle code. You’re both out!


    Marc walked away before their guilt or gratitude could hit him. He didn’t want to deal with either of those emotions right now.


    In the medical bay, Shawn and Harry exchanged relieved glances. It was good to know that Marc was indeed as smart as they thought he was. They hadn’t had to tell him they were staying here even if he tried to escape.


    “We’re full medics for the enemy now.”


    Harry shook his head. “Reicher’s not the enemy anymore. We’ve switched teams.”


    Marc headed toward the elevator.


    Cerise stopped him. “Use the other lift. We have a stop to make in a session room.”


    Marc neatly pushed the button underneath the window on the wall. The elevator behind him slid open.


    It was proof that he also knew how to work the transportation system in the lab.


    Marc stayed in the front of the elevator this time, no longer in the mood to terrorize the women by standing behind them. He also didn’t want to tempt himself. After three defections in a row from the Eagles, Marc was angry and frustrated. It was possible that he would let violence happen this time.


    Thalia and Cerise both understood his emotions were starting to boil. They moved to the rear of the elevator and kept their hands on their holsters.


    “Are we going to see Gus now?”


    “No. Gus is in gaol for murder.”


    Marc read Thalia’s thoughts and saw Goldie’s condition. He didn’t know why Goldie was in a jail cell next to Gus, and he didn’t ask. “Maybe you should send Goldie in for a session with your new medics. It would be a good test of Harry’s skills. Curing pneumonia would be an amazing leap in medical progress.”


    Both women immediately agreed with that, but it wasn’t up to them.


    In the security room, Joseph began typing in the order for that before Reicher could give it. It was a beaut idea. Joseph didn’t like the proof that Marc was capable of thinking like them, but there was no denying that it was a solid experiment to try.


    Behind Joseph, Reicher continued to watch the monitor, but he was aware of how fast Joseph was adapting to the new situation. Maybe there really is hope for you.


    Joseph brightened and typed faster.


    In the elevator, Marc waited for the next soul-crushing blow from one of his teammates. He had figured out now that every stop on this tour was going to hurt him in some way. All he could do was fight his hardest not to show the effects from it.


    “You could try to understand why they made those choices.” Thalia was also quick on the draw and eager to have Marc on their side so that her father would be pleased. “It’s not all bad here. Surely you can see that?”


    Marc stubbornly refused to answer, but like with his idea to have Harry experiment on Goldie, it was obvious that she was telling the truth. Safe Haven’s morality laws would have prevented most of the leaps they had made during their captivity. This lab had total freedom to bring out the best, and the worst, in people. Marc still hadn’t decided if that was a bad thing, but he knew it wouldn’t be good for Safe Haven and the rest of the souls hiding on their island. If they were allowed to do whatever they wanted, they would.


    “That is the nature of all humanity.”


    Marc shook his head at Thalia. “It’s the nature of all living things on the planet. It is why animals have pack leaders and insects have queens. Without firm directions, life gets out of hand.”


    Cerise considered pointing out not all animals had that set up and then decided not to. Marc’s point was valid. She gestured as the lift opened.


    Marc spotted Biff across the room that stank heavily of bleach. He smiled as Biff saw him.


    Panic immediately went through Biff’s tired mind. He hadn’t been awake long. Not yet. You can’t take me away! I have things to do here!


    Biff sent his fierce stone warrior toward the elevator. “Make them go away!”


    Cerise and Thalia both turned their backs.


    Marc stared in stunned shock at the giant stone fighter thundering toward the elevator. The floor shook heavily and white dust fell from the ceiling as it neared them.


    Thalia slammed her hand against the button.


    Cerise shoved Marc toward the rear of the elevator, forcing him to look away. “Pretend you don’t see it!”


    Marc was too shocked to do anything.


    The elevator slid shut right as the stone warrior reached them. It pounded on the door violently, denting the titanium.


    Marc and the other passengers flinched back as the door dented in. Everyone was relieved when the elevator began to ascend, taking them out of reach.


    In the session room, Biff calmed himself. He ordered the stone warrior to return to his side, but his enjoyment of the session was gone.


    Reicher had allowed him complete control over his gifts this time. Biff had spent the last hour pitting multiple defenders against each other in an effort to learn how to control more than one sentient being at a time. He had been having a great time until the elevator opened. Biff glared toward the window. “If you want me to do anything else, keep him away from me!”


    Everyone was a little surprised at Biff’s reaction, including Reicher. He had expected a happy reunion from this stop, not an attack.


    In the elevator, Marc replayed the moment, trying to figure out what had caused Biff’s reaction. He said not yet. I interrupted something.


    That made sense to Thalia, too. “Biff has been violent the entire time that he’s been here. He has a short temper. I’m surprised you brought him along, and even more surprised that he was a member of your security force at all.”


    Marc didn’t tell her that he hadn’t chosen Biff. Biff was Greg’s pet project, not his.


    Cerise glanced up at the camera. “We’re going to skip this stop.”


    Thalia checked her watch. “It’s almost lunch anyway.”


    That gave Marc a rough idea of what time it was. His schedule-oriented brain calmed a little with that information.


    Thalia now understood why he always asked how long he had been out or what day it was. It wasn’t an escape attempt. It was an adjustment. “Your mind is trying to assimilate.”


    Marc didn’t answer. He didn’t want to face that yet. “What’s for lunch?”


    “Whatever the cafeteria is serving.” Cerise led him into the employee side of the wing.


    Staff members immediately recognized the trio and stopped to stare. Some of them were braver. They called a greeting.


    “Good afternoon, Thalia. And you, Mr. Brady.”


    Marc didn’t respond.


    Thalia nodded back at the sign of respect.


    Cerise led them down the hall by a long room with glass windows on multiple sides and a single heavy-duty door that Marc immediately knew was protecting someone important. An instant later, he caught sight of Reicher sitting behind a desk in the rear of the room.


    The two men locked eyes.


    Reicher lifted a brow. Are you ready to talk?


    Marc slowly shook his head. “They’re wearing me down, but they haven’t broken through.”


    Reicher gestured dismissively at Marc’s escorts. “Continue.”


    Marc scanned the security room in fast glances that memorized details. He ignored Joseph in favor of the timer that was reflected in the glass. He saw the clock counting down from five hours. Instead of asking openly and giving himself away, Marc used distraction. “Does he ever come out of there?”


    Both women missed his observation of the clock.


    Thalia shook her head.


    Cerise shrugged.


    Marc chuckled. “Way to stick together on that one, ladies.”


    Both women flushed. During that moment, Marc dug into Thalia’s mind and saw she was contemplating her next shift. It started when the door unlocked in almost five hours.


    Marc acted like he hadn’t just gotten a vital piece of information. “Is the cafeteria food the same as what the subjects receive in their flats?”


    “I don’t know.” Thalia let Marc go into the cafeteria first. “I don’t oversee food for the subjects.”


    Marc decided to be reasonable for the moment so he could keep digging for information without them being aware of it. “It’s pretty good.”


    Marc scanned the cafeteria as he walked between the two rows of stiff, pink high-backed booths that lined the entrance of the small café. The giant clock on the rear wall proclaimed it to be 1:12pm. Instead of confirming that he had figured out what time the security room opened, Marc strolled to the vending machines at the end. During the elevator ride, his stomach had reminded him it was very empty. The tea had soothed his stomach for a little while, but now he felt like he was starving.


    Cerise and Thalia followed him from a distance, trying to give him space and protection at the same time.


    Other employees in the cafeteria were frozen in place, gawking. It wasn’t often that leadership ate in here.


    Marc scanned the two vending machines and then regarded Thalia.


    Thalia pointed. “Always use the one without the reproductive symbol on the bottom.”


    Marc didn’t ask what was in that vending machine. He didn’t want to know. He pulled a pouch from the machine she had pointed to, and then went to the drink center for coffee. “Are you two eating?”


    “I don’t have the stomach for it right now.” Cerise’s thoughts flooded with dread about her next duty. She didn’t mind being outfitted for the wedding dress or making decisions about music and fake flower arrangements, but the more steps she took down that path, the closer she would be to marrying Reicher.


    Again, Marc didn’t have any sympathy for her.


    Thalia joined him at the drink center. “I’ll eat during my shift.”


    Marc didn’t move over, forcing her to get close to his body as she activated the coffee dispenser.


    Thalia acted like it didn’t matter, but the feel of his warm hip pressed against hers sent sweet heat through her veins and made her pulse increase. She was certain he could see it pounding in the side of her neck.


    Marc was aware of the effect that he was having on her. He considered it a mistake that Reicher hadn’t bred his daughter before now. “How old are you?”


    Thalia grimaced at the question. “Don’t be rude.”


    Marc chuckled. He was guessing she was in her late 30s, like he was.


    “I’m 27. This life takes an early toll on us. You already know that.”


    Marc understood she was sensitive about her looks. Now that he was standing so close to her, he could see the gray twining through her shiny blonde hair. “There are things you can do to make that go away, I’ve heard.” He didn’t tell her how many times he had watched Angela draw energy from someone else to replenish her own.


    “That’s not allowed here.” Thalia glanced at him with a small frown. “You really don’t know any of our rules, do you?”


    Marc shrugged. “I wasn’t even a descendant a year ago. I was Invisible.”


    Thalia hadn’t read that anywhere in his file. She’d assumed he had been like her all of his life. Compassion flooded her mind and opened her mouth before she thought about it. “I can teach you some things, if you want.”


    Marc leaned in and gently brushed the side of her arm with his, delivering more chills that made her pupils dilate. “Right back at you.”


    Thalia blushed to the roots of her hair. She quickly retreated out of his reach.


    Marc took his tray to the booth closest to the exit.


    All around them, staff members stored details for later gossiping. Reicher’s threat had only gone so far. Seeing the boss’s daughter flirt with a bloke who was about to become their boss was too juicy to keep to themselves.


    Thalia grew angry. By the time the sun sank over the salty water that surrounded them, everyone in this complex would assume she and Marc were having an affair.


    Cerise had a motherly moment. She reached out and touched Thalia’s wrist to get her attention. “Think it through before you ruin that impression.”


    Thalia forced herself to obey Cerise and immediately found an advantage in it. The few employees who were still standoffish or rude to her would change their behavior. She would have no trouble getting anyone to follow orders if they thought she was going to marry the new boss.


    Marc tore open the pouch and began eating without caring what it was. He dug into the food and coffee, hoping it appeared like that was all he was interested in. He was really studying everyone and everything he could see. He had chosen this seat for the perfect view into the hallway and the cafeteria. A lot of details came to mind, but Marc didn’t dwell on any of them so it didn’t draw attention from Reicher or his escorts.


    A line of females entered the cafeteria. The heavily pregnant girl in front stopped upon spotting Marc. The girl broke into a wide smile. “It’s so nice of you to join us here, Mr. Brady!”


    Her genuine enthusiastic greeting reached Marc despite him trying to remain aloof. He nodded back to her in a rare show of acceptance.


    The girl and the others in the line behind her all smiled at him as they went to the machine with the reproductive symbol on it.


    Marc observed them.


    “Full portions again!”


    “We lost some residents during the storm.”


    “I love the barbecue flavor.”


    Marc lost his appetite. He forced himself to keep eating anyway, but it was hard to chew and swallow as he realized what was in the reproductive pouches the women were now tearing into.


    Thalia pointed toward the girl that Marc had responded to. “You’ll be treated like that every day. You’ll always be welcome in any of the staff areas.”


    “I can’t be bribed.”


    “It’s not a bribe. It’s a preview of how you’ll be treated here.”


    Marc couldn’t deny that he was enjoying the respect and attention. They were making it harder and harder to say no.


    “You don’t have to say no at all. If you join us, you don’t lose any of your team.” Thalia gestured. “Reicher might even save Gus for you.”


    “And there’s another bribe.” Marc had already lost count of how many that was.


    Thalia joined him in the booth and sent images of Reicher being treated like a king. In this lab, that’s exactly what a leader was.


    “What if I don’t want to be a king?”


    Thalia snorted scornfully. “All men want to be kings. All women want to be queens. It’s who we are.”


    Marc considered how he had lived most of his life. He didn’t argue with her, but she was wrong. It felt good to have people respond to him, but it wasn’t because he wanted to be the boss. He had been isolated for weeks now. Any warm human contact was going to bring a response.


    Thalia caught that and instinctively leaned toward him.


    Marc began laughing.


    Thalia straightened, ashamed of herself and furious with him. “Why are you like this?”


    Marc rolled his eyes, but he stopped laughing. He was using natural attraction and contempt against her. To what end, he wasn’t sure yet. Marc was just following his instinct where Thalia was concerned. He could only hope it wasn’t playing right into Reicher’s hands. It’s easy to develop feelings for someone who’s under your thumb.


    Thalia scowled. “I’m not under your thumb.”


    Marc smiled at her. “You keep believing that.”
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    Greg, Shawn, and Harry were in the lounge recliners when Marc and his escorts came back to the resident section. Marc glared as he walked by.


    All three men observed him with regret and relief.


    Cerise tried to get Marc to see reason. “You shouldn’t hold a grudge. They’re doing what’s best for them.”


    “They’re traitors.” Marc gave Cerise a pointed glare. “And we all know what happens to traitors.”


    Cerise didn’t rise to the bait even though she felt the threat. She pointed. “Kenn is in there.”


    Marc stopped in the doorway. Kenn’s flat was actually a small dorm full of people. Marc scanned the tattoos–Navy, Army, and Marines–and realized it was only military men here. The dorm had the same green lockers, bunks, and blankets they had all gotten used to during their time in the service. From what he could see of the rear of the long room, even the bathrooms were the same.


    Marc was instantly comforted even though he knew that was the trap. Making it feel like a barrack was intended to keep the occupants under control and it obviously worked. The men here were sitting at a long table and playing cards as if they were just waiting for their next run to come down.


    Kenn noticed Marc first. A wide grin stretched across his face. “Awesome!”


    Kenn quickly rose from the table. “This is Marc. I told you about him.”


    Most of the men at the table gave Marc a quick scan to verify he was really one of them.


    Marc automatically stood up straighter and assumed the cocky air that had given him so many successes during his time in the Marines.


    The military men were able to recognize their own kind. A brief glance told them Marc was every team leader they’d ever had. The atmosphere became friendly.


    Marc held his hand out as Kenn greeted him with a shake. He was surprised to find himself returning the friendly gesture without the bitterness that had always accompanied moments like this in the past. It felt like he had forgiven Kenn for some of his mistakes.


    Kenn tossed an arm around Marc’s shoulders and led him toward the table. “We’re playing Hob-Jong. Have a seat.”


    Marc noticed there was already an empty chair next to Kenn’s. He assumed they’d been told to expect a visitor.


    Marc looked at his escorts. “Are you joining us?”


    Both women shook their heads.


    Cerise didn’t enter at all. She wasn’t welcome in the military dorm. “I have an appointment. Thalia will make sure you get back to your flat.” She walked toward the elevator.


    Marc gestured at Thalia. “I don’t see an empty chair. You can sit on my lap.”


    Surprised laughter echoed from everyone but Thalia.


    Kenn leaned toward Marc as he sat down. “She’s a card shark.”


    Marc found that hard to believe. “Come prove it.”


    Thalia shook her head again.


    The speaker activated with Reicher’s amused voice. “If you win all five hands, you can take Joseph’s next shift with me.”


    The speaker stayed active long enough for them to hear Joseph immediately start protesting.


    Thalia didn’t care that her father was goading her into spending more time with Marc. She was itching for that extra shift in the security room. “Deal me in.”


    The military men laughed and joked and pushed aside their chairs to make space for the stool Thalia brought in from the hallway.


    Marc understood this wasn’t the first time she had joined them for a game. He sat in the chair as the man across from Kenn started to deal. The missing fingers on his hand drew Marc’s attention repeatedly. “What are we playing?”


    “It’s called Hob-Jong. It combines poker and solitaire. We play with four decks and chips.”


    As Kenn explained the game, Cerise paused out in the hallway, listening. She considered contacting Reicher with everything she had observed today and then decided most of it could wait until she filled out her nightly report.


    Greg, Shawn, and Harry were still in the lounge. They were also listening to Marc settle right in with Kenn as if he had been here all along.


    Cerise knew something was wrong, but she didn’t know what it was. She glared at the three men, eyes lighting up bright red. “What game is he playing? I demand a real answer!”


    Everyone quieted to listen as magic swirled through the air, forcing them to answer.


    All three men replied at the same time, “The game of life. Survival.”


    Cerise wanted to grill them, but she wasn’t allowed to be late for her appointment. She stomped toward the elevator angrily. “I’m talking to Reicher about this.”


    Greg, Shawn, and Harry waited for her to be gone before exchanging relieved glances. All of them were certain Reicher knew Marc was faking acceptance of his fate.


    “Look ahead?” Greg waited for an answer from his companions. The trio had grown closer during the short time they’d been in this wing together.


    Shawn immediately nodded. Looking ahead was a lot like blinking.


    Harry wasn’t sure that it was a good idea, but he hated to go against anything Greg and Shawn wanted. They were his only friends here. “But wait until they’re distracted again. I don’t want to do it while they’re listening.”


    Back in the dorm, Kenn began arranging the hand that was being dealt. His fingers moved fluidly over the cards, shuffling them sideways to demonstrate his skill.


    It reminded Marc so much of the past that he clenched his teeth together. Marc hated the past. The idea of going backward and changing his mistakes was more appealing than he wanted to face. If Reicher found that out, he would have another button to push.


     


    Reicher leered toward the camera. “I already know your secrets, Marcus. I know everything.”
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    Marc enjoyed the game. He had caught on quickly to the rules, and held his own until the fourth hand.


    “What’s your bet?” Kenn grinned at Thalia. They were the only two left in this final round. “I could be convinced to scrub your boots, but Marc will handle the rest.”


    Another round of laughter went down the table. All of the men had been teasing her and Marc. The grapevine had traveled quickly about their rumored relationship.


    Thalia didn’t get mad or let it distract her. She laid down her face cards and then flipped over her hole card to reveal another king. “Hob-Jong. I win!”


    Laughs and grins went around the table as they realized her cards trumped Kenn’s.


    Kenn smirked at the camera. “She won all five hands, Reicher. You have to keep your end of the deal now.”


    Thalia had no doubt that her father would keep his word. He was known for it.


    One of the men looked up at the clock. “It’s shower time before dinner. Let’s get cleaned up and ready. It’s lasagna night.”


    Marc’s stomach growled at the thought of lasagna. The food in the cafeteria had been nondescript chunks of something edible smothered in a thick gravy. It had reminded him of his military days. He was anticipating a real meal.


    Thalia stood up and headed for the exit, taking the stool with her. “Don’t leave this dorm.”


    “He’s not going anywhere. I’ll keep an eye on him for you.” Kenn grinned at her again.


    Thalia rolled her eyes. She didn’t like Kenn, but he was definitely an asset to the lab.


    Kenn and Marc went to the benches in the corner, next to the coffee station. Kenn got them both a mug as Marc continued to scan this newest environment.


    Neither of them spoke for a moment, letting the other men get their gear from their lockers and head toward the shower.


    Marc found it creepy that all of them were going at the same time.


    So did Kenn, but he knew why they were doing it. He just couldn’t say it out loud or spend time thinking about it without Reicher finding out. The running water was a cover for freedom of speech.


    “You seem happier.”


    Kenn nodded. “It’s like the old days, except I’m not a bad person anymore.”


    “What are you doing during your sessions?”


    “Solving problems. We’re all scroll divers. We pull amazing information out of the murk.”


    Marc took the mug Kenn handed him. “But what good is that information? When Reicher resets time, it’ll all be gone and you’ll have to dig for it again. There’s no way to retain the information.”


    “Reicher’s working on that. It’s why he hasn’t scheduled another time push yet, I think. He’ll cover it.”


    Marc frowned. “I can’t believe you’re okay with that. Killing kids is wrong and so is becoming attached to the man who had you electrocuted and waterboarded!”


    To Marc’s surprise, Kenn laughed. “That was videotape spliced together, man. He didn’t hurt me.” Kenn winced. He hadn’t been shocked or waterboarded that time, but both had happened on the warehouse floor.


    “It’s murder.”


    Kenn shook his head. “The kids who die, they come back, too. They’re only gone for a few minutes and then we all go back with this knowledge that can change the entire world for everybody. It doesn’t have to be like it was before. All the wars, man, all the fighting, it didn’t mean anything. The research here will solve all those problems and lead to an existence of light and advancement that will save the world. All we have to do is keep working on these things.”


    Marc recognized Kenn’s reaction as a defense against insanity. It’s not working. I can hear the crazy. “What about Tonya and your kids?”


    “It will help them too.”


    “They need you to come back.”


    “No, they need me to find these answers. I’ve already discovered the connection points. If we can reach them in this dimension, we’ll open other levels for everyone. We can be Gods, Marc!”


    Marc now understood Kenn wanted the reset. “You do realize this means you won’t have a relationship with Tonya and your son will never exist?”


    Kenn glared as the truth flew out of his mouth. “It means I’ll never mistreat Angela and she’ll stay with me. You’ll never have her!” Kenn retreated from Marc, now expecting an attack. “I was wrong. You’re not one of us.”


    “I’m not one of you because I won’t give up my wife?”


    “You’re not one of us because you don’t support the reset. If you change your mind, I can overlook the rest.”


    The drastic change in attitude after hours of friendship immediately hit Marc and dropped his mood back into the depression he’d been fighting all along. He sat the mug down and strode toward the door with his hands over gun belts that were no longer there. The old animosity between him and Kenn flared back to life even hotter. “Watch your six, Eagle.”


    Kenn made an ugly noise. “I’m not an Eagle anymore. Don’t tell me what to do.”


    Marc jerked the dorm door shut behind him, letting it slam.


    Waiting by the elevator, Thalia saw the quick glimpse of the pain that crossed his face. Then it was gone, and the cocky Marine was back in place.


    Thalia hoped her father had caught it, as well. There was no way that was faked. Kenn’s coldness had hurt Marc. That’s a weakness. My father will use that.


    Marc headed for his flat. “I think I’ve had enough visits for today.”


    Thalia gestured toward the elevator. “How about a quiet dinner? I believe my father is going to be there.”


    Marc immediately changed direction and joined her. “Sounds good.”


    Thalia tried to smother all hope he had of completing his mission. “He’s always protected. We’re just going to have a nice dinner and chat or you can go back to your flat and sleep for another week or two. We can do this for years, Mr. Brady. All we have now is time.”


    “Your father doesn’t. He’s dying a little more every day.”


    Thalia shrugged as the elevator opened. “Who isn’t?”


    Marc couldn’t argue with that.
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    “We shouldn’t be doing this.”


    “I know. Hurry up.” Isabel held the door for her sister. She was fully recovered now physically. Mentally, she was a mess. Finding out she couldn’t have any more kids had shoved her into a place where her fear was second to her determination. I have to save the kids I have now because there won’t be any more for me.


    Sasha entered the birthing wing, doing a fast scan to verify there was only a skeleton crew on duty. Reicher was about to meet with Marc. Everyone who wasn’t scheduled for a shift was traveling by that location with some flimsy excuse on the off chance that they might overhear the conversation. Gossip was speculating that this was the moment Marc would be given control of the lab.


    Sasha smiled at the caretaker who immediately came toward her in concern. “Do you have anything for my stomach? It won’t settle this time.”


    Marion beamed. “That’s wonderful!” Marion patted her wrist. “Let’s get you a test while you’re here.”


    Sasha followed her in relief. “I don’t know what we would do without you.”


    Marion led Sasha into the rear room.


    Isabel slipped inside the breeding wing. She stayed close to the wall and hurried toward the back elevator while making sure that her boots didn’t click hard enough to draw Marion’s attention. Her heart pounded; her palms became sweaty. If Reicher found out what she was doing, she would be killed. But I have to do it. I’ve been away from them for so long!


    Isabel entered the lift and hit the down button.


    Sasha coughed loudly to cover the sound of the elevator.


    Marion scanned her in concern. “Are you having cold symptoms?”


    “No. I had lunch and it didn’t want to stay down. Now I have heartburn.”


    Marion handed her a small paper cup with a white tablet and then went to the locked medicine cabinet to get the test.


    Sasha fought the urge to look at the monitor in the corner. She didn’t want Marion to see it either. Isabel was taking a huge risk. So am I, but there’s no harm in a quick visit. It’s not like she’s stealing them.


    In the elevator, Isabel waited tensely for the alarms to sound and guards to be sent. When the lift stopped on the next floor and slid open, relief broke over her heart. She hurried into the birthing wing and strolled by the cubicles of nursing mothers. She viewed them differently now. Before, she had only had sympathy for the work they were forced to do. Now, she recognized them as fellow mothers who didn’t want to be separated from their offspring.


    Isabel opened the door to the nursery and entered. She scanned the two dozen cribs.


    Crying babies shifted toward her, instinctively searching for their parents.


    Isabel’s heart swelled. She didn’t want to feel compassion for anyone else’s children, but that wasn’t possible. As she walked down the row between pink and blue cribs, she trailed a hand over both sides, trying to send them comfort.


    Isabel saw Goldie’s twins. She paused by their bed and peered at the sickly infants. “I wish there was something I could do for you.” She ran a light finger across the cheeks of both babies, heart clenching as they shifted toward her loving caress.


    Isabel felt bad for leaving them as she hurried down the row.


    Isabel’s babies immediately stopped crying as she reached the crib where they were lying next to each other. She allowed herself a full two minutes of affection, hugging and kissing them and whispering endearments that she hoped would hold all of them through until the next time she could sneak in for a visit.


    The door opened behind her.


    Isabel gently placed both infants back into the bed and then rotated to face whoever had caught her.


    One of the other mothers, Grace, was standing in the open entrance, staring in surprise. Under that emotion, was sympathy.


    Isabel waited for the woman to call the guards.


    The woman glanced over her shoulder and then looked back at Isabel. She made a quick gesture toward the exit.


    Isabel smiled gratefully as she realized the woman wasn’t going to tell on her. She gave Grace a fast hug and then slipped out. A few seconds later, she was back in the elevator and trying not to cry. I got to see my babies!


    Isabel stayed to the side as the elevator opened, peering around to determine if it was safe to exit. She could hear her sister chattering away to the caretaker about some of the nonexistent symptoms she was supposedly having. Other than that, no one else was in the breeding wing. Reicher had drafted new women for the program from other areas of the lab after the riot, but none of them had tested positive yet.


    Isabel hurried to the exit, once again controlling how loud her boots were on the tile floor.


    Isabel stopped outside the main door and took a minute to get her emotions under control. Then she stepped back in and let her boots make as much noise as they wanted to. “Sasha! Are you in here?”


    “Back here, Issy.” Sasha acted like Isabel was just arriving. “Sorry, I know I’m late for our dinner date, but my stomach is still upset from lunch.”


    Isabel joined Sasha in the medical room of the breeding area. “I understand. The pouches used to give me heartburn, too.”


    Sasha was forced to wait until Marion was finished with the pregnancy test. That included peeing while the woman stood there and watched her. Sasha didn’t mind. She was doing it for her sister and that made it easier. I know she would do it for me.


    “Be right back.” Marion went into the stock room to find something for the heartburn.


    Because Marion was a normal, Isabel let herself replay the quick visit with her twins over and over. She had to get it out of her system now, before she was around descendants who could read her mind. There was no statute of limitations on crimes committed in the lab. If the boss found out 10 years from now, she could still be punished for it.


    Isabel frowned. Her kids weren’t going to be alive 10 years from now. If the next time push didn’t succeed, Reicher would simply try again and again, using anyone’s kiddies to accomplish his goals. “I have to get them out of here.”


    Sasha shook her head, also whispering. “There’s no way we can make that happen. Enjoy the little visits we can steal for you and try to accept their fate.”


    Fury ran through Isabel’s heart and mind. “I’ll never do that. I’m going to find a way to save them.” She glared at her sister. “And you’re going to help me.”


    Sasha didn’t refuse even though the thought was terrifying. She’d never been able to refuse anything her little sister needed. She doubted this would be different. “How do you suggest we go about doing that?”


    Isabel considered that dilemma. “I’m not sure. I think we need help.”


    Sasha snorted. “You’ve got that right.”


    Isabel didn’t smile at the joke. She continued to work on the problem, determined to find a solution. In the history of this lab, there had only been a few people who went against Reicher and survived. Most of those attempts hadn’t been successful and he had made their lives hell afterward. The few who had escaped, he still hunted for occasionally, but they were free. “That’s it! We need to figure out how Tilly almost escaped.”


    Sasha winced. The story of Tilly’s death was top-secret, as were the details of her escape attempt. They would have to break into the computer to access those files.


    Marion saw her wince as she came back into the room. “This part doesn’t last long. You know that. Soon, you’ll be feeling the baby move in there instead of your guts rolling.”


    Sasha forced another smile. “Thank you for helping me.”


    Marion beamed again. “It’s what I’m here for.”


    The sisters left the breeding wing together, chatting lightly about lasagna, their next shift with the new medics, and other safe topics to keep the magic users out of their thoughts.


    As the door shut behind them, Marion went to the computer and began typing in a message to Reicher. “They really think I don’t know what’s going on.”


    Marion typed in a full report, including the times on the videotape. Sasha had been careful not to let her view the monitor, but Marion had heard the lift open and shut. She knew exactly what was going on. “I’ve been in this lab for decades. I know everything that happens here. You girls aren’t getting anything past him. Reicher sees all because I’m his eyes.”


     


    Isabel and Sasha paused at the end of the hall, not sure where they wanted to go next. The other staff members were all gathering on the security floor now. That meant any number of rooms that were normally occupied would be empty.


    “It also means there will be a skeleton crew on the gaol.” Isabel turned in that direction.


    Sasha followed her curiously, not sure why her sister wanted to visit the prisoners. “I didn’t know you cared about either of them.”


    “It’s not caring. It’s a shared goal of delusional proportions.”


    Sasha chuckled. “That it is, Issy. That it is.”


    There was no guard outside the gaol.


    Both of them were relieved. Just six weeks ago, Sasha would have immediately triggered an alarm and made sure the missing guard was punished. Now, she was grateful for his lack of loyalty to his job. “I’ll stay out here. Make it quick.”


    Isabel went straight to Goldie. She tapped on the bars to get his attention. “Are you alive?”


    Goldie couldn’t talk without making himself cough. The pain in his chest was too severe. He gave a tiny nod and groaned as his head spun.


    “I saw your babies. They’re alive.”


    Tears filled Goldie’s eyes. He forced out gratitude. “Thank you.”


    Isabel stuck her hand through the bars. “Take some of my energy so you heal up.”


    Goldie didn’t have the strength to shake his head. “Too tired. Can’t.”


    In the cell next to him, Gus was observing. He didn’t have all of his memory back, but he knew who Isabel was now. “You shouldn’t be here.”


    “Just keep your mouth shut about it.”


    Gus had no intention of telling on the woman. “He can’t draw energy. His demon already left to keep him from using up any more power.”


    Isabel didn’t know how most of the descendant issues worked. She frowned at Gus. “You do it.”


    Gus had figured out the woman was here against orders. He crossed his bruised arms over his sore chest. “What do I get out of it?”


    “What do you want?” Isabel expected to hear he wanted freedom, but she couldn’t give him that.


    “Blood.”


    She tensed. “Whose blood?”


    “Anybody’s.”


    Isabel took a step back. “Do you have the rage illness?!”


    Outside the door, Sasha made a shushing noise. Their voices were too loud.


    Gus forced himself to stay still even though his nerves were jumping like he was touching a live wire. “If I can get control of my anger, I think my memory will return.”


    “Is that all?” Isabel rolled her eyes. “I’ll tell you who you are.”


    “Deal.” Gus reached out and grasped Goldie’s ankle. “I have to be able to touch you, too. I’m not very strong right now either.”


    Isabel was afraid to trust him, but she was even more afraid to do nothing. One option gave her a chance to save her kids. The other didn’t. She stuck her hand through the bars of Gus’s cell.


    Gus grabbed her wrist and pulled her closer. Then he began to transfer her energy into Goldie, fighting with himself the entire time. The urge to draw her blood was staggering.


    Sasha peered through the door in time to see what was happening. That’s illegal here! She didn’t protest, but she had no idea how either of the prisoners would be able to help Isabel with her goal. “She must know something I don’t.”


    Sasha heard voices. She tapped on the door. “Someone’s coming!”


    Isabel retreated. “Your name is Gus. You’re a member of Marc’s team. You came here to kill Reicher. Cerise modified your memory. You probably don’t have the rage illness. She just told you that so you wouldn’t get your memory back.”


    Gus stilled as pictures began to flash in his mind.


    Isabel finished it off. “You owe me a big favor. Goldie owes you a big favor. I owe my sister a big favor. We’re all in grave danger here. Don’t trust anyone.”


    Isabel left, hoping that was good enough. She was out of time.


    Gus stared at the closing door as his memories began flooding in. “I remember now! I remember everything.”


    Gus curled both big fists around the bars angrily. “But she was wrong. I do have the rage illness. The difference is that now I know who I’m angry at.”


  


  
    ​Chapter Twenty-Nine BK18


    It Can’t Be Broken


     


     


     


    1


    “That smells wonderful.”


    “Too right.” Thalia exited the elevator and led him back toward the security room. “This way please, Mr. Brady.”


    Marc spotted the long table and two chairs outside the time lock door and grinned. “You’re not taking any chances with me, are you?”


    Thalia shook her head. “Until you sign the contract, you won’t be allowed around Reicher.”


    Marc ignored the decked-out table to scan the security room again. The timer reflecting in the glass showed less than an hour until it opened. Marc immediately tried to draw things out. He slowed his steps to the table, smiling at the employees peering at him through windows, doors, and hallways.


    Joseph glared at Marc through the glass. “That won’t work. It still has to be manually unlocked.”


    “Stop giving him information.” Reicher pointed at Marc. “This wouldn’t be necessary if you weren’t so stubborn.”


    Marc chuckled, taking that as a compliment. “Thank you.” He sat at the table and immediately lifted the silver dome off the entrée in the center. “That looks even better than it smells.”


    A staff member hurried over and began serving Marc.


    Thalia sat in the chair next to him. She opened the bottle of wine and began pouring Marc a glass.


    Marc leaned back in the chair. “I can’t be bribed with attention, wine, or great food either.”


    Thalia frowned. “And I’ve told you they’re not bribes. This is how leadership is treated.”


    Reicher scanned Marc’s thoughts.


    Marc did the same to Reicher, not having any problem getting through the energy force field this time.


    Thalia and Joseph both scowled at him.


    Reicher clapped twice. “Very good.”


    Both children were immediately jealous of the praise.


    Marc dug into Reicher’s mind as much as the man would allow without a fight. He detected a lot of disturbing decisions and one that the man hadn’t made yet. Marc lifted a brow. “Shall I help you with that choice?”


    “As you will.” Reicher didn’t like it when he was indecisive, but neither of his children were worthy of the positions they wanted or that they currently held. Both of them were too distracted to give their all to the future.


    “You already know your incel son is mentally unstable.”


    Joseph’s face turned red. “I’m part of the breeding staff now. I’m not an incel anymore.”


    “Yes, you are.” Marc studied him in contempt. “Having sex doesn’t change who you are inside. You’ve been an incel too long to change now.”


    Before Joseph could protest again, Marc continued. “He’s petty and jealous. He’ll take it out on your employees and eventually be killed in his sleep by one of them, if the brother or father of one of his victims doesn’t end him first. I estimate less than six months for that scenario.”


    Reicher was impressed. In his short glimpses of the future, he had seen it happen almost exactly the way Marc was describing, except that both incidents were the culmination.


    Marc shrugged. He picked up his fork and began slicing off a bite of lasagna. “It makes sense that both of those would happen at the same time. Raping and killing your employees doesn’t lead to loyal staff.”


    Joseph’s lips disappeared as he clenched his teeth to keep from shouting. It was humiliating that Marc had him pegged so well. It was devastating that his father had just heard all of that.


    Marc snorted. “He already knew.”


    Thalia tensed as Marc gave her a sideways glance. She wasn’t eager to hear what he had to say about her. She poured a second glass of grog and began drinking.


    “She’s a little uptight, but she’s good at her job. If she had a husband, the emotional distraction might actually go in her favor and settle her down. If I were you–and I almost am at this point–I would give the assistant job to her.”


    Reicher knew Marc was holding back. “What else?”


    “She lacks confidence. You might be tempted to believe that’s because you don’t show her enough love, but her issue is mental. Both of your children have deep cracks that will never allow them true happiness. In her case, the cracks came from the Mitchel side of her line, I think. I’m sure that your geneticists could identify the flaw. Perhaps her children will be spared.”


    Again, Reicher was impressed. “You’re an astounding judge of character, Mr. Brady.”


    “As are you, Commander Reicher.” Marc lifted his wine glass. “Salud.”


    Reicher lifted his glass and drank.


    For a minute, only the sound of the two men eating and the woman drinking echoed through the hall.


    Curious staff members edged closer to hear better.


    Reicher swallowed a small bite of lasagna, hiding a wince as it hit his stomach and began to burn. The food was wonderful. His guts just couldn’t handle anything spicy. “Please continue with your evaluations.”


    Marc was eager to keep driving a wedge between the evil family members. “Both of them want your love and respect. Neither of them is prepared for what comes after they get it. Trying to live up to your legacy will drive them insane and they’ll take it out on everyone around them. Even if you gave them shared leadership, the lab would still fall within a year. In fact, they would probably kill each other to have complete control while it was burning.”


    Reicher’s cold eyes went over both of his children in the same contempt that was in Marc’s tone. “And that is why neither of you can have my job. You’ll never see as much as Marc does.”


    Thalia shoved up from the table and stormed off, taking the bottle of wine with her.


    Joseph didn’t have that option. He was forced to continue monitoring the computers while both men mocked his humiliation with their cold stares and arrogant facades.


    Reicher took another small bite and then pushed away the goldleaf plate. “We’re going to go over some things tonight, Mr. Brady.”


    Reicher knew Marc wasn’t ready yet, but he couldn’t do it later. It had to be handled now. “Before we get started, I want to give you a piece of advice.”


    “Okay.” Marc shoved in another bite of the amazing food. Just because someone gave advice, it didn’t mean he had to follow it.


    “I know you don’t like the way we run things here. You want to make changes. All prima leaders reorganize when they take over, in order to ensure maximum efficiency. Just go slow. Don’t rush all of those changes and the staff will come over to your side. If you rush things, you could have the same ending as what you’ve predicted for my son.”


    Marc knew that was solid advice. “I’ll think about it.” He was slowly being seduced with power. It was impossible not to consider what the future could hold for mankind if he took over this lab and began directing things in a humane fashion.


    Reicher pushed a button on his keypad. “Begin computer registration of Marcus Brady.”


    The computer activated. “Please place your hand against the glass.”


    A small yellow circle appeared on the glass in front of Marc.


    Marc reluctantly placed his hand on it.


    “Scanning…” The computer clicked loudly. “Fingerprint captured.”


    Marc blinked at the bright flash.


    The computer next to Reicher began printing. “Identification badge printing…”


    Marc frowned. “That doesn’t mean I’m taking the job.”


    The computer immediately repeated what he had said, copying his tenor exactly. “That doesn’t mean I’m taking the job.”


    Marc’s scowl deepened.


    Reicher glared at Joseph. “Do your job!”


    Joseph reluctantly rose from the chair, taking a single sheet of paper from the desk in front of him. He slid the paper beneath the door. “There’s a pen on the table. Don’t steal it. If you want a weapon, use one of the knives or forks. We’re low on pens.”


    Marc was surprised into a chuckle. He had been considering stealing it.


    The staff member that had served Marc’s food retrieved the paper from the floor and put it on the chair where Thalia had been sitting.


    “That’s a copy of the contract. Read it and sign it.” Reicher took another tiny bite of his food, forcing his body to accept the nutrition.


    “I could sign it and not mean it, and then execute you.” Marc assumed Reicher had already considered that. He just needed to figure out the catch.


    “Nee, you can’t, Mr. Brady.” Joseph glared at him. “This is a magical contract. It can’t be broken.”


    Marc didn’t like the sound of that. “What happens if I do?”


    “You die. What else would you expect to happen when you break a magical contract?” Joseph went back to his seat and sat there, glaring and contemplating bad thoughts. Despite all the moments where Reicher had told him this was going to happen, Joseph had refused to believe it. I really thought he would give it to me.


    “I didn’t.” Marc didn’t pick up the contract. He resumed eating and drinking, letting the food energize his body for whatever he decided to do next.


    Reicher scanned Marc’s mind again, hoping for a hint of what he and Joseph had discussed in the medical bay. Joseph still insisted they hadn’t spoken at all.


    Marc met Reicher’s eyes. “You’ll give me anything I want?”


    Reicher nodded curtly. “Though I believe I have been accused of bribery enough times. Shall we call it a fair trade?”


    Marc’s eyes lit up bright red. “What if I want to fuck your daughter right here on this table while you and Joseph watch?”


    Reicher wasn’t offended. He used Marc’s sarcasm against him. “I’d say my goals for the two of you are well underway.”


    Marc was shocked. “Don’t you care for her at all?” He stayed in Reicher’s mind to make sure he got the truth.


    “No. Neither of them is valuable to me. You are. I need you to stay stable. Having a woman here will help you with that.”


    Marc sensed the partial truth, but he didn’t call the man on it. It was obvious that Reicher did care a little for his daughter. He was covering it well.


    Marc finished the piece of lasagna and rubbed his stomach as it began to gurgle. Drinking the tea before this had been a good idea, but it still might not be enough to keep the heartburn away.


    Reicher held in a wince. “I know how that feels.”


    Marc didn’t have sympathy for the man for his illness. He did feel bad for Reicher’s mental state, however. It was obvious that his own conversion process had broken his brain. Marc tried to help that along. “I figured out some of the answers to your questions.”


    Reicher leaned forward in his chair eagerly. Any discussion about World War II was always welcome with him. “The tattoos?”


    Marc blew out a small belch and took a quick sip of his wine before providing details. The lasagna was good, but he wasn’t handling it well. I hope I don’t throw up. I hate throwing up! “None of the camps were equipped to hold all of the people that were being exterminated.” Marc intentionally used what Reicher believed to be the badly translated version of Hitler’s words. “There would be no reason for the tattoos to be six or seven digits since none of the camps could hold that many. Each set of digits is unique to each camp.”


    Reicher was ready for that. “Then why are none of the tattoos duplicated?”


    Marc shrugged. “Luck of the draw. That’s the way life works. Those people died. Pick one.”


    “That’s not a satisfactory explanation. In all of the camps, with all of the prisoners and all of the tattoos, the odds are completely against never having a duplicate.”


    Marc shrugged again. “Many of the people who were put on trains in the beginning were immediately murdered. There were probably duplicates in every camp, but they were exterminated, so there’s no proof.”


    “Not possible. Germany was being monitored strictly in the beginning of the unrest that led to WWII. And even if you’re right, where did those trains supposedly take them to?”


    “Mass graves, I’ve always assumed.”


    “And yet, none have ever been found.”


    Marc shrugged and sipped his wine.


    Reicher pushed his plate off the table and into the rubbish can. “What else?”


    “We talked about the gas chambers. In the wintertime, they wouldn’t have needed to use them. All they had to do was let the prisoners die from exposure. It would have been cheaper and easier, and might have even worked faster.”


    Reicher couldn’t refute that part of it. “And what of the world census count showing an increase in the Jewish population?”


    “Where do those numbers come from?”


    “Each country sent in their data yearly.”


    “So, Germany sent in their own data?”


    Reicher pursed his lips. “They lied about the numbers to keep the world from knowing what they were doing.”


    Marc nodded. “That’s what I came up with.”


    “And now you are no longer a soft denier because you believe you’ve explained enough of the discrepancies?”


    “Yes.” Marc pushed Reicher’s button this time. “The Holocaust happened. Your father made a mistake by aligning himself with the Axis of Evil. That was his choice. You don’t have to deny the atrocities in order to be loyal to your dead dad.”


    Reicher slammed his fist on the desk and launched into a lengthy rant about the virtues of removing the Jewish population from the world.


    Marc quickly tuned him out. He didn’t care about that side of Reicher now, except that it was fun to make him lose control in front of witnesses. It would spread throughout the lab, weakening Reicher’s hold over everyone. Even his son, who wanted to be like him, was now peering over his shoulder in surprised disapproval.


    Reicher got control of himself, but the anger didn’t leave his tone. “You’re going to take this job, Mr. Brady. In fact, you’re going to take it right now!”


    Marc had begun to understand that the boss here wasn’t totally evil. He was a crazy scientist who was getting answers that might solve all of humanity’s problems and questions. It was his methods that were evil. Marc crossed his arms over his full stomach. “Hit me with your best shot.”


    Reicher did. “If you don’t sign that paper, I’m going to blow up the island with your wife and children on it. There won’t be a speck of their DNA left when I’m done.”


    Marc had been expecting that threat a month ago. “I want your daughter to look ahead for me. If she does that, I’ll give you a final answer.”


    Reicher hadn’t been expecting that, but he had already viewed ahead enough times himself, with the energy of his invisible protectors, to know how it all ended. “You may not have the job for long, but that doesn’t mean you’re allowed to slack off.”


    Marc’s chin lifted. “I never slack off. If I take the job, I’ll do it to the best of my ability until I’m dead.”


    Reicher smiled. “That’s all I ask.”


    Marc picked up the contract and began reading it line for line, giving it the attention that he hadn’t at Cerise’s homestead.


    Reicher activated the speaker. “Thalia! Get your ass back here right now!”


    Joseph collected the ID badge and the copy of Marc’s voice print. He placed them in the wall safe next to the computer towers. After Marc signed the contract, it would go in there as well and then copies would be sent up to the satellite. All of the walls in this security room were full of safes like this that documented most of the staff and all of the leaders who had ever run this lab. Even the very first one was in here somewhere.


    Thalia came stomping down the hall. She hadn’t gone far and she had listened to all of it. She stopped next to Marc and put a hand on his shoulder. He had extra energy to spare and she still had to work a shift shortly.


    Marc observed as Thalia entered the timestream and sped it up. It rolled too fast for either of them to pick out specific moments and details until she slowed it down. Hot orange blasts of all-consuming heat flared out in both their minds, destroying the lab and everyone in it.


    Thalia shut it down. She didn’t want to know what came between now and then. Unlike Joseph, she had figured out that nuclear explosion they kept seeing was going to end their lives. The only thing that mattered to her before that happened was getting her father’s respect.


    Marc placed his hand over hers. “That’s never going to happen. You’re a female with Mitchel bloodlines. The odds were always against you.”


    Thalia met her father’s eyes through the glass.


    Reicher didn’t deny it this time. Despite his aversion to females being abused, he had no respect for that gender. And I’ve always hated Mitchels.


    Thalia turned around and left again, going to the elevator this time. She barely made it out of sight before she began to cry.


    “Well, at least you have some honesty now.” Marc resumed reading through the contract.


    Reicher waited impatiently. Marc was stalling, but he didn’t have a choice and he knew it.


    Marc reluctantly picked up the pen. “I want it in writing that you’ll leave Safe Haven alone now.”


    Joseph began printing out a copy of the promises that Reicher had made to Marc since he’d been captured. “It’s all on here.” As soon as the paper finished printing, Joseph handed it to Reicher.


    Reicher picked up his pen and then lifted a brow at Marc. “Together?”


    “Might as well since we’re going to die together.” Marc quickly signed his name on the contract.


    Reicher signed his name on the list of promises.


    No magic spun through the air, but both men felt the invisible bonds lock them together.


    The staff member came over to collect the contract. He slid it under the door, where Joseph retrieved it and took it to Reicher.


    Joseph then held up the list of promises against the glass so Marc could see he was being treated fairly in the deal.


    A sense of crushing failure slid over Marc and brought his depression back to the forefront.


    Time seemed to slow. A powerful presence pushed down into the lab, searching.


    We’re on the way, Marc. Are you ready for us?


    Marc stayed silent.


    Everyone who heard that voice quieted to listen.


    Angela tried again. We’ll be there in a week, Marc. Are we set for part B?


    Angela froze as Marc connected to her. The sense of cold defeat slapped her across all the empty miles.


    “Don’t come. We’re already dead. I’ve killed us all.”


    The line went dark.


    Reicher had felt how strong Angela was. He couldn’t help giving himself away. “Will she still come for you?”


    Marc heard the barely controlled greed and nodded. “Nothing will stop her now. She knows I’m in deep shit here.”


    “Good. It would be a shame to have converted all of you for nothing.”


    Joseph heard that and began laughing. “He lied about all of it to trick you! He’s going to give me leadership after all.”


    Reicher’s contempt echoed. “There was never a chance of that.”


    Joseph’s face collapsed. “Then why are you letting it all end? We’re all going to die!”


    “Such is the nature of life. Death cannot be stopped, only delayed.”


    “That won’t just delay it! You’ll lose everything we’ve built here!”


    Reicher shook his head. “All of our progress has been documented. You yourself sent copies to the satellite. In the future, all labs will use that progress to build upon. We’ve laid the foundation for the future.”


    “But we won’t be in it!”


    Reicher coughed, catching the blood with his hand. Hot pain burnt its way up his throat.


    Joseph caught his point without needing words. Reicher was already dying. It didn’t matter to him. “It doesn’t have to be that way!”


    Reicher agreed. “But it isn’t up to me anymore. Everything changed as soon as he signed this contract.”


    Joseph snatched the contract from Reicher’s hand and began tearing it up.


    Reicher laughed at him. “It’s a magical contract, remember? It can’t be broken.”


    Joseph rotated toward Reicher with violence on his face.


    Reicher’s three defenders appeared behind him, covering him with their shields. They didn’t have enough energy to protect him and remain invisible. All of the children in this lab were weakened so they couldn’t hurt those they were supposed to be guarding.


    Joseph reluctantly stopped. He couldn’t get through the triple shields, and even if he did, he would still have to fight all three kids and Reicher. “I’ll make you pay for this.”


    Reicher splayed his hands. “I’m already dying. What else can you do to me?”


    Marc observed it all in triumph. Reicher had indeed given himself away.


    Reicher met Marc’s eyes through the glass. “It’s fine that you think that.”


    Marc sensed Reicher had more tricks up his sleeve, but now wasn’t the time to dig them out. “As your boss, I order you to open the security door as soon as that timer goes off.” There was only a minute left on it now.


    Reicher pushed the button on his keypad. “That’s not going to happen, Mr. Brady. While you are the heir of this lab, the position is powerless until I’m gone.”


    Green gas began flowing out of the vents beneath the table. Marc didn’t have time to bring up his shield before the first blast invaded his lungs and began stealing his gifts and his alertness again. “You tricky son of a bitch!”


    Reicher grinned. “Right back at you.”


    Marc continued to fight. “This was never about me. You tricked us all.”


    “On the contrary. It had everything to do with you.” Now that Marc had signed the contract, Reicher didn’t have to pretend anymore. “Without you, I never would have been able to draw in your amazing wife. Once she gets here, we’ll complete the time push and then the nuclear explosion you are counting on will never happen. Safe Haven will never exist, but Angela will be picked up from Kenn’s untrustworthy custody and placed in the lab to work for me. All the progress that your team has made while they’ve been here will be repeated, with your wife. We don’t really need any of you now except as insurance to get her to do what I want.”


    “Angela will tear this place apart with her bare hands, including you!”


    Reicher wasn’t impressed with the threat. “You’re underestimating my conversion process. When she sees your team fitting in here, she’ll contemplate it. When she sees the amazing progress they’ve made, she’ll think about it harder. When she sees the nuclear ending coming for all of us, including her precious little island, she’ll cave a lot faster than you did.”


    Marc wanted to keep arguing, but the gas dragged him under the darkness. He slumped in the chair, cheek resting on the table.


    The timer on the door buzzed.


    Joseph went over and unlocked it so Thalia could enter. He stood there, contemplating everything that had happened. He was still confused about who was going to be running things now.


    Reicher’s cold laughter echoed out to every staff member who was listening. “Me, of course. I never intended to give it up. I just need a strong body to enforce my rules and a honey pot to draw in the most talented descendant to ever step foot on the planet. Now that I’ve accomplished that, it’s time to move everything to stage three. Start shutting us down. That’s an order!”
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    “How do you think things are going at home?” Wade shifted closer to Angela to hear her answer. They were marching through the outback toward Cerise’s homestead as the sun sank and the bugs tried to get through their shields.


    Angela shoved her ponytail over her shoulder, still missing the half of her hair that had been burnt off in the explosion. It was growing back, but not fast enough for her vanity. “It’s only been a few days.”


    “I know.” Wade was feeling bad about leaving Samantha so soon after she’d been kidnapped and abused. “Is she okay, though?” None of the team was allowed to make contact with home until the mission was over.


    Angela nodded. “Neil and the others will get her through it. Concentrate on the run we’re on now, Eagle.”


    Wade wasn’t upset at the mild scold. It was important for him to know that Samantha was alright so that he could concentrate on this mission.


    Wade scanned their spread-out group to make sure they were still together. They had six normals along who were being shielded by a partner that Angela had assigned to them for the trek to Cerise’s home. Angela hadn’t told them why they were going there instead of straight to the lab.


    “Cerise left a map for me.”


    Wade felt the hesitation. “Is that the only reason?”


    “No.” Angela did the next scan, meeting the eyes of the team to make sure everyone was okay. She didn’t expect trouble tonight; tomorrow would be different.


    Cate and Cody both nodded at her. They were covering Erin and Piper with their shields.


    The normals walked next to the children with heads constantly rotating, searching for threats.


    A few feet to their right, Theo and Trent were being shielded by Zack and Jayda, who were also watching for problems. Everyone in that group was eager for adventure, except Jayda. She was just happy to have been brought along after her fear of fire had gotten so out of hand.


    Theo glared at Angela over his healing broken nose. He didn’t want to be inside anyone’s shield. He didn’t want to be protected.


    Angela ignored him and swept the group that was bringing up the rear. Ray, Kyle, and Lisa were on drag duty with guns in hand and shields that pushed out in front of them. Lisa was inside Ray’s shield, but she still looked like one of the defenders around her. She wasn’t intimidated by not having gifts.


    Angela looked ahead at the rest of the team. Adrian, Charlie, and Dace had point. They were stepping carefully, trying to be quiet while forging a path through the dangerous outback known as Australia. It was the first time that many of her team had set foot on this continent, including Angela. There was a lot to look at and get distracted by. There was also danger everywhere. That was why she had ordered everyone to be inside shields for the trek. She didn’t want to lose anybody to a snakebite or a paralysis tick. Being shot might be the least of their worries.


    Wade stayed next to Angela, covering both of them in his shield while she scanned the coming darkness for signs of Marc. Wade had been connected to her since getting out of the RIB. She had been tracking Marc the entire time. It was fascinating to detect the small blue glimmers she was following. I want to be able to do that.


    Angela immediately opened a door in her mind and gestured. Have at it.


    Wade switched into tracking mode as she took his place as a defender. It was a neat switch that most of the team missed.


    Wade scanned the darkness and immediately found a small blue light. He didn’t walk over top of it, but stayed next to it like Angela had been doing. He didn’t know why she was handling it that way, but he tried to copy her movements exactly.


    Adrian peered over his shoulder at Angela and signaled using Eagle code.


    Angela knew they were getting close. That was why she had switched with Wade. He was a little too distracted to provide real protection. She, on the other hand, had laser focus right now.


    “There’s a body over here.”


    Angela held up a hand to stop the team. She joined Jayda to scan the fresh corpse. Tacky blood was drying on the grass around him. The man was almost naked, but he didn’t appear as though he’d been starving. His body had been stabbed repeatedly and stripped.


    “There’s another one over there.” Zack pointed.


    Angela got them moving again. Tension rose as several more stripped, stabbed bodies appeared in the brush. They moved around the dead men and women with hands on their holsters or with weapons already in hand.


    Angela resumed her walk in the center of the large team. In the beginning, she hadn’t planned to bring this many people along, but after going through all the options, it had been clear that the mission team wouldn’t be able to help them during the rescue.


    “The tree line is ending.” Charlie waited for Angela to reach his location.


    The team gathered around the tree line, keeping their shields at full strength.


    Angela scanned the ground again, spotting dozens of bodies now. Flies and other insects swarmed around those corpses. She noticed most of the dead still had eyes and eyelids, telling her they hadn’t been here long or the wildlife would have already eaten those parts. There had clearly been a large battle here recently, and a large storm. Recently fallen tree branches had been scattered over the ground for the entire hike.


    Angela scanned again, catching signatures of live people, but it was confusing. Are they under the ground?


    Adrian and Charlie both nodded. They had come to that conclusion a short time ago.


    Angela left the tree line and headed for the house that had dying leaves and branches on the porch and a broken window in the attic. Other debris and signs of nature’s fury littered the grounds, as well as garbage and human waste.


    Her team followed her, waiting for all hell to break loose once again.


    Angela was able to feel the ghosts of the inhabitants who had lived here before the war. It didn’t seem like they had been happy then, but they were irate now.


    Being able to sense ghosts was new for her. It had started on the island, in the little clinic with the ghost of the dead doctor. That had expanded while they were on the submarine.


    Most of Saul’s crew hadn’t survived the island invasion. Those who had were severely traumatized and only loyal to Saul. Angela contemplated the defender she had left on the sub. Saul and Dog had taken an immediate dislike to each other. Dog had also been furious that he wasn’t being taken to the lab for Marc’s rescue. If Saul disobeyed the orders she had given him, Dog would handle it.


    “Do you really think a wolf can handle a descendant?”


    Angela gave a curt nod to Charlie’s disrespectful query. She didn’t argue, though that was what he wanted. He wasn’t actually mad this time. His rookie nerves are showing.


    “I’m not a rookie!”


    The entire team scowled at the teenager. It was obvious that he was.


    Charlie flushed and lowered his chin. He couldn’t seem to fit in with the Eagles no matter how hard he tried.


    “Then stop trying. Just be who you are–my son.” Angela gave him a smile, hoping to calm him down.


    Charlie was warmed by the moment and allowed it to settle his nerves as much as they could be. He hadn’t been on a run in a long time. He wasn’t sure if he knew how to handle this situation anymore. It was completely different than doing shifts on guard duty.


    Adrian put a hand on the boy’s shoulder, hoping it would be welcomed. “You’re doing fine.”


    Charlie quickly shrugged it off even though he did feel better. It was disloyal of him to keep bonding with Adrian.


    Adrian wanted to deny that, but this was the wrong time for it. He stayed close to Angela as she and the rest of the team entered the large house and stopped in the dim, dusty front parlor.


    The empty house stank of old blood. It was exactly like all the other places Safe Haven had explored since the war. They had yet to go anywhere that was neat, clean, well-lit, or secure.


    All of them were hot and sweaty from the trip here. They were relieved to reach a shelter. As shields lowered, bugs immediately swarmed in, drawing groans and light slaps. People quickly brought their shields back up against the ravenous insects.


    Angela sent out a small wave of her copied sonic gift that slammed into the bug swarms, killing most of them and driving the rest out. “That should give us a little relief.”


    People lowered their shields again, grateful to have a moment without using energy. For some of them, keeping up a shield for hours had been easy. The rest had needed help with shared energy multiple times. Everyone was ready for a break.


    Wade traced the tiny flickers of blue light into a rear room. He pointed.


    Angela followed. Two large blood spots in the hallway indicated Marc and his team had run into trouble here almost immediately.


    Angela switched on her flashlight and set it on the dusty shelf near the exit. It illuminated the small office and the monitor that was still wired.


    The rest of the team waited in the parlor or the hallway as Angela knelt by an overturned file cabinet.


    Angela retrieved the map and stuck it in her pocket. “We have company.”


    Every member of the team rotated toward the front door or a window.


    “Hello in the house!”


    The team slid aside to allow Angela room to come through. They smothered her in layers of protection as she went to the open door and stood there like an easy target.


    Angela studied the small group of men and women now gathered on the front lawn of Cerise’s homestead. Several of them were familiar to her, but only from someone else’s memories.


    “Oi! Is that Adrian?” One of the men came forward.


    Adrian broke into a wide grin. “Trevor!”


    The team observed in surprise as Adrian embraced the man like an old friend.


    The woman next to Trevor also threw her arms around Adrian’s neck and held him tightly. “It’s beaut to see you, mate!”


    Angela smothered her jealousy as Adrian kissed the woman’s weathered cheek.


    Adrian turned to face Angela. “This is Trevor and his wife. They’re the leaders of the Australian Resistance Force. They’ve been smuggling in weapons and helping staff escape from the labs for decades. This is Angela, the leader of Safe Haven.”


    Trevor smiled at her. “Saul said reinforcements were coming, but we didn’t expect you.”


    Angela didn’t tell them Saul was her secret weapon. He really wasn’t, but the sub he was manning was. They had found three torpedoes at an old military base not far from here. The sub was also armed with nuclear warheads that Angela was hesitant to use. But if they push me, everyone will be surprised. I will get my men out of that lab by any means necessary.


    A tall blond boy with bright blue eyes came from the rear of the group. “Adrian.”


    “Gordon.” Adrian hugged him, too.


    Every member of the team knew who the boy was on sight. It was like looking at Conner.


    Angela focused on Trevor, but she didn’t see any resentment toward Adrian.


    Adrian made introductions. “This is Gordon. He’ll inherit leadership of the resistance.”


    Angela didn’t think the excited teenager was a good choice for leadership yet, but she kept those thoughts to herself. It’s probably just my bias against Mitchels running things. Hopefully, he’ll grow on me.


    “Are there Mitchels on every continent?” Wade grinned to show he was joking.


    Adrian shrugged. “Five out of seven, I think. It was a little too cold for me in Antarctica and a little too hot in South America.”


    The rescue team laughed at Adrian’s joke, but no one else lowered their weapons.


    Angela studied the small group, getting into their minds without difficulty. It soothed her to discover they were all eager to join her camp, but it bothered her that they were starving and desperate. A small part of her had hoped that Australia was faring better than the rest of the world.


    Adrian waited for Angela to finish her observations, not pushing her into accepting his friends.


    The rest of the team also waited, scanning the grounds and the buildings around them.


    Angela studied the leaders of the resistance. Despite Adrian introducing Trevor as the boss, Angela was able to tell that he held a lower position in the overall rank. His wife and son seemed to be the enforcers of the group. Angela was curious why Trevor’s wife hadn’t been properly introduced, but she didn’t call them on it yet.


    Angela gestured.


    The team reluctantly lowered their guns and holstered.


    Angela stepped forward to shake hands with Trevor. “I assume you cleared this out for us. Thank you.”


    Trevor nodded. “It was our honor.”


    “The honor is all mine.”


    For a long minute, no one spoke. Angela used that time to search out more details about the locals who would probably come with them to the lab. She picked up secrets, but she didn’t expose them yet. When she was satisfied, she took the next step. “Join us for dinner?”


    The group smiled, all lighting up at the thought of a real meal. They came closer.


    Angela studied Adrian and his son, understanding this was one of the children he had gifted. Another quick scan of the boy found the same rash attitude, but a good heart. “He’s not like you.”


    Adrian smiled. “No. He was raised by awesome parents. I had very little to do with it.”


    “That makes two good Mitchels I’ve met now. The world really has come to an end.”


    Everyone laughed at the common joke, including Adrian. He was relieved that she hadn’t found problems with his friends. It had been a long time since he’d seen them. It was possible that they had gone bad due to living in these rough times.


    Angela went back into the parlor of the house. She signaled toward Zack and Jayda. “Search out and disable all monitoring devices.”


    As the two descendants left to follow her orders, Angela sensed relief in the new people. She connected that to the leaders, but again, she didn’t comment on it. There would be time for that later. Right now, she wanted to get a base camp set up before night was fully upon them.


    Adrian knew what she wanted. He took over security, directing everyone into jobs and places.


    The locals observed in admiration and a little embarrassment that they hadn’t already covered those things.


    Angela offered comfort. “We operate differently than most people do now. Don’t trouble yourself over the differences. We have a common goal and that’s what matters.” She sat on a dusty bench in the parlor and waved them over. “Fill me in while my team gets things set up.”


    The other locals waited outside, observing. They were fast learners. If the Safe Haven people had better methods, they planned to copy them. The rest of their citizens were still underground, waiting for word on how this meeting was going.


    “Go back and let them know we’re okay.”


    Tilly’s order was immediately followed.


    Angela took it as more proof that Tilly was the power here, not Trevor. She studied that cute woman now, seeing scars, intelligence, and a fear of the future.


    Trevor placed himself between the two women on the bench, automatically protecting his wife.


    The Safe Haven team approved. The tension dropped another level.


    Their son, Gordon, followed the team members around, chattering excitedly about everything that had happened since they got the message that reinforcements were coming.


    Adrian was proud of the way the eager teenager had turned out. It was proof that with the right environment, even Mitchels could be upstanding members of society.


    The brown-haired, brown-eyed parents observed their son tolerantly as he followed after the team. Other than fighting for survival, Gordon didn’t get much excitement or contact with other people. Their own citizens were often too busy to entertain him and there weren’t many kids his age in their group.


    Angela pointed at Charlie. “Hang out with him for a while.”


    Charlie assumed she wanted him to scan Gordon for information. He led the teen toward the rear office. “Have you guys been here long?”


    The adults didn’t listen in on that conversation. Tilly was just glad that Angela was including her son even though he was reckless.


    The Safe Haven crew was glad Angela was distracting Charlie because he was reckless.


    Angela regarded Adrian.


    Adrian understood she was giving both teenagers a chance to bond with someone who was like them. Charlie and Conner had become friends, but the boys weren’t similar in most ways, other than the obvious. Charlie and Gordon could have been brothers.


    Angela winced at that thought and returned her attention to the leaders here.


    Wade stayed close to Angela. It didn’t seem like the locals were going to be a problem, but his job during this run was to keep Angela alive and he would do that no matter who he had to face.


    Trevor was impressed with Angela’s crew. “The rest of our group will want to come up and meet you all at some point.” He didn’t tell her there were hundreds.


    Angela was impressed that they’d kept so many alive for so long. She knew how hard that was to do. “As soon as we get things secured, I’ll start a group meal and you can bring them up. We’ll all spend the night together, talking, updating, planning, and bonding like our kind was meant to.”


    Trevor frowned slightly. “We’re not descendants.”


    Angela smiled coolly. “I meant survivors.”


    Trevor knew she’d discovered his secret. He got it out in the open now, so it didn’t cause trouble later. “I’m not, anymore.”


    “But you were. I can feel the lock Adrian placed on you.”


    Adrian wasn’t surprised that Angela had sensed that. “His demon left when he was mortally injured. I locked him after I healed him because he didn’t want it back.”


    “So that’s how it’s done.” Angela waved off Adrian’s coming warning that she would have to almost die to give up her gifts. “Later.”


    Adrian frowned but obeyed. He hated it that she’d figured out how to be a normal again.


    Tilly stayed quiet and continued to observe the new people. It was imperative that her disguise remained in place as long as she was topside. She had been following that pattern of behavior for decades now and she wasn’t going to change it just because new fighters had shown up.


    Angela took the map out of her pocket and held it out. “Is this accurate?”


    Trevor grimaced as he scanned it.


    Tilly looked away.


    Angela immediately assumed the map was a trap. She put it back in her pocket and reverted to the original plan. “I’d like to scan your memories and make a map, if that’s okay?”


    Both leaders tensed.


    Wade stepped closer, hand sliding to his gun. “They’re not telling you something else, Boss.”


    “I know.” Angela signaled him to stand down. “I’m giving them the chance to tell me now before I have to dig in and rip away their defenses. It’s always better to give people their dignity with the chance to come clean first.”


    Wade liked it that she was explaining her decision, but he didn’t trust them. He stayed where he was.


    Trevor and Tilly knew this was the moment that mattered for their future. If Angela didn’t like what she found, she would leave them behind.


    “Let’s hope that doesn’t have to happen.” Angela waited for permission.


    Trevor held a hand out, assuming Angela needed to have contact like their son did. “Please try not to judge the decisions we’ve made. Life has been hard for us.”


    Angela had no doubt that was true. She gently took Trevor’s hand and then regarded his wife.


    Tilly shook her head. “I’d rather not.”


    The woman’s lack of emotions bothered Angela. “Because it’s painful or because you’re hiding something important?”


    Tilly and Trevor both understood right then that Angela was too intelligent to miss their biggest secret. Tilly slowly put her hand on her husband’s.


    Angela didn’t need to dig in as both of them began replaying their time in Reicher’s lab. Tilly had been on staff. Trevor had been a scroll diver.


    They were some of the ugliest moments Angela had ever witnessed and that was even after the mountain flight and the death cruise to Pitcairn Island. She bonded with both of them. When she saw the secret, Angela quickly moved on so the other descendants on her team wouldn’t dwell on it.


    Adrian didn’t interrupt them. The information Angela was gathering was vital to the success of their mission. Tilly might play a huge role in that moment. You’ll have to convince her. She’s terrified that when she goes in, she won’t get back out.


    Angela had already picked up on that. She withdrew from their minds and let go of their hands. “Your secret will be revealed as soon as we enter the lab. You know that.”


    Tilly nodded.


    The terror on her face calmed Wade. He understood her secret wasn’t dangerous to anyone but her.


    “How have you managed to keep it from him this long?” Angela hadn’t seen that in their memories.


    Tilly hid a shudder. “We faked it by using my sister’s body. She died from a drug overdose. When Adrian rescued us, he shaved my hair and made me dress like a man. I spent the next two months acting like a male, even mentally planning a future with one of the women in our group to make it real.”


    Trevor finished their story. “We don’t spend time aboveground unless we have to, and we rarely use any traceable form of communication.”


    “So Reicher really thinks you’re dead.” Angela began adding that to her plans. It snapped into place. “I can work with that.”


    That wasn’t enough for Trevor. He scowled deeply. “I need your word that nothing will happen to her or we’re not going with you.”


    Angela frowned right back. “You already know I can’t promise that. Reicher is incredibly intelligent. He also knows we’re coming. I assume we’ve been on his radar since we landed. All I can promise is that I’ll try my hardest to make sure your family survives.”


    Trevor didn’t agree to it, but it wasn’t his choice anyway. He looked at his wife.


    Tilly’s lids narrowed, showing anger for the first time. “I need something.”


    Angela nodded easily. “You’ll get to see Reicher die.”


    Tilly grinned. “Then you have a deal, mate.”


    It didn’t surprise Angela that the woman was holding a grudge. After what she had been through, it would only have been surprising if she hadn’t been.


    “Do you have a plan?”


    Angela hedged with a distraction. “Cerise told us Reicher wanted Marc. We adjusted accordingly.”


    Trevor frowned. “She can’t be trusted. She belongs to Reicher. She always has.”


    “Ay. Reicher drafted her in my place after I escaped. She’s completely loyal to him.”


    “That’s not exactly true.” Angela didn’t tell them that Cerise’s main drive was to get her kids and her husband back. She needed to dig out details, not give them away. “We’ll head for the lab come daylight. You have until then to change your mind. Once we leave here, we follow through no matter what.”


    Tilly sighed unhappily. “Just make sure he’s dead and that lab is gone, no matter what.”


    “You have my word.”


    “Security is up, Boss, and all monitoring devices are down.” Zack came back with Jayda on his heels. She was providing protection for him while he worked. “Are we okay to set up here for the night?”


    Angela stood up and walked out onto the porch. She sent her tracking grid out as far as it would go, then switched directions and did it again.


    Everyone waited tensely to hear what she’d discovered.


    “There are a few dozen stragglers trying to sneak in from the east. They see the lights coming on here and it’s making them curious. They’re too far away for me to tell if they’re friends or foes.” Angela looked at Adrian. “No deaths unless it’s needed.”


    Adrian immediately hurried off into the coming darkness.


    “The bodies here came from the beach gangs. The stragglers are probably part of that group. A heap of them ran off when we emerged from the graveyard.” Trevor grinned. “They thought we were ghosts.”


    Angela snickered. “We’ve used that ploy a few times.” Her mind went to Marc and his mission against the United States government. Her amusement fell. Deep sadness took its place.


    Team members fought not to react to her emotional waves. She had been sending them out every time she thought about Marc.


    Trevor and Tilly had no defense against her emotions. Tears came to their eyes and were quickly wiped away.


    Angela got control of herself. She forced out a thin smile. “I’ve been away from my heart for too long. Please forgive me for the outburst.”


    Tilly and Trevor both understood how awful it was to be separated from someone they loved with little hope of being reunited.


    Angela shook her head. “I have a lot of hope for us to be reunited. I’m worried about what happens after that.”


    “You could stay here, mate.”


    Angela was happy to receive the invitation directly from Tilly. It was official that the Australian Resistance Force leader was accepting them. She still denied the invitation. “I’ll have to take them away from here and away from my camp. They won’t be in any condition to rejoin their friends and family.”


    Tilly had planned to wait and see if the reinforcements were trustworthy before asking her next question, but it was obvious that these people were good. “Can we come with you?”


    Wade and the others listened closely for that answer. None of them were sure if they wanted Angela to agree.


    Angela wanted to say yes, but they had just met, and she had serious doubts about the stability of the mission team they were going to rescue. It might not be a good idea to have them around strangers. “I’ll give you an answer on that after we get them out of the lab.”


    Trevor was surprised that Tilly had asked at all. They were both patriots who loved their country. The thought of abandoning Australia to go off to some other place didn’t feel right to him.


    Tilly didn’t want to leave her homeland either, but they weren’t as strong as the Safe Haven crew. That was obvious now. We need help and they can give it. Once we learn from them, we can come home and start over.


    Angela didn’t let their thoughts guilt her into agreeing. She went to the staircase that divided the parlor in half. “Let’s have more light in here. Be ready to handle whatever it draws.”


    Lights began to illuminate the large home as Eagles set up lanterns and candles. Soft, warm glows brightened the house and soothed most of the team. They had hated being cooped up in the submarine, but the hike here hadn’t been fun either. Now that they had arrived and security was set up, the lights were a sign that it was okay to relax for a little while despite still needing to defend themselves if anyone showed up. None of this team was scared of that. They were only scared of failing their mission.


    Angela took off her kit and began digging through it.


    The other Eagles did the same, taking out rations, medical packs, and sleeping rolls. The house filled with noise and activity, reminding them all of their continuous flight across America. Most of those evenings had started the same way.


    Cate and Cody came to Angela. Both of them scanned the strangers and then ignored them.


    That was the final seal for Angela. She had told the twins to dig into anyone they came across for information. It was easier for children to do that because most adults immediately dismissed them as not a threat. The fact that Cate and Cody held more power than a lot of her team members was usually overlooked because of their age.


    Cate took Angela’s hand and sent in a blast of good energy. Angela’s wave of sadness had drawn the children from the top floor of the house where they had been exploring.


    Angela absorbed it willingly. Thinking about Marc was painful in every way. She sent back her own blast of good vibes to the little girl. It wasn’t easy on Cate either. She missed her father.


    “Can I reach out to him now?”


    Angela denied that. “I need you to wait until we’re inside. I know it’s hard, but I also know you’re strong enough to do it.”


    Cate smiled. “Thank you for bringing us.”


    Cody added his gratitude. “Thank you for not leaving him in there.”


    Angela’s orbs lit up bright red. “It’s my honor. And it will be the death of everyone in that lab who hurt someone we love. You have my word on that. By the time I’m finished, that lab won’t exist anymore and neither will any of the evil people running it.”
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    “Who’s ready for a refill?” Angela glanced around the large group filling this part of the house. More people were sitting on the stairs and out on the front porch, enjoying the meal she had cooked. The house smelled great even with the small hints of body odor that were floating on the cool breeze coming through the few windows they had left open. It was a comfortable, though somewhat crowded environment.


    After introductions and a lot of handshakes, the rest of Tilly’s people had returned to their underground shelter for the night. “I have a lot of leftovers here.”


    Almost all of the Australians held up their bowls for a refill. Several of the Safe Haven crew did, too. It was rare for Angela to cook for them. The rehydrated beef stew over rice had been wonderful, though it had taken all the pots she could find to feed everyone. The powdered milk with it and mugs of coffee waiting for them was enough to make everyone happy, at least for this moment.


    Angela had noticed the Safe Haven gear some of the locals were wearing, but she didn’t comment on it. That gear had been sent with Marc. If he had left it here for them, it was fine with her. They could always replace vests, jackets, and guns. Those things littered the wastelands now. The people were irreplaceable.


    Angela carried the large pot around and ladled another big helping into all of the bowls. She had purposely used up most of their portable rations on this meal. They were going into danger again tomorrow. Her team deserved a good meal before that happened, but it would also be less to carry. She was hoping to collect any supplies left in the lab once the fight was over, but the submarine was still half stocked.


    Wade stayed close and ready to grab his gun. It was possible that more stragglers would find them. The ones Angela had detected earlier had already been handled with a few quick shots over their heads. The unexpected gunfire had driven them off. Adrian hadn’t liked leaving them alive, but Angela had insisted. She hadn’t come here to kill desperate citizens.


    All through the house, Safe Haven people sat with their Australian counterparts, enjoying the meal and the company. A dozen different conversations were taking place at the same time.


    It pleased Angela that her crew was getting along with the strangers. Safe Haven didn’t get much socialization. They normally ended up killing everyone they had contact with. This was a nice change for all of them.


    She also noticed they weren’t relaxing fully. Most of her team had taken off their heavier gear, but none of them had removed their weapons or vests yet. Despite believing the resistance force was friendly, they weren’t taking chances.


    Angela didn’t tell them differently. She didn’t know. It was easy for her to dig into someone’s thoughts, but humans were sly creatures who hid their deepest flaws. Figuring out whether or not they were really trustworthy usually required seeing them in action.


    Angela took the pot out onto the porch.


    Wade tried to stay in front of her so she wasn’t an open target.


    A full moon had bloomed in the sky, providing light and a beautiful vista that most of them were enjoying. The sky was calm even if their minds weren’t.


    Angela filled Gordon’s bowl and then Charlie’s, insisting on feeding both teenagers as much as they could handle.


    Gordon smiled at her. “Good grub, mate.”


    Charlie nodded. He was enjoying the meal, but not as much as the others. His mom’s beef stew had been a staple dinner before the war. It made him sad to contemplate those times now.


    Gordon understood. He had his own moments like that from before, when they had been able to sit down to dinner without being surrounded by graves or bodies. He didn’t like living beneath the cemetery, though he understood why it was necessary now. When I was younger, I thought everybody lived in tunnels.


    Charlie sympathized. When I was younger, I thought everybody got beaten on.


    Angela tried not to feel bad, but it was impossible. When I was younger, I thought parenting would be easy.


    Wade sent several images of Kenn being humiliated. “Smurf balls was my favorite.”


    Angela laughed because it was expected.


    Charlie didn’t.


    Angela moved on to the half a dozen resistance members sitting at the bottom of the porch stairs. All of them had volunteered for guard duty, but Angela had refused. No one was officially on watch right now, but every member of her team was keeping an eye on things. Regular scans were flowing out into the night and coming back empty.


    Lisa held up her bowl for a refill. She was sitting by herself on one corner of the porch, contemplating the coming action. I hope I’m good enough when the chaos starts. I want Greg to be proud of me.


    Angela smiled at the woman. “Stay close to your partner and remember your training. That’s all any of us have to do.”


    Lisa didn’t believe that, but she wasn’t about to challenge Angela when she was just trying to offer comfort. “Thank you.”


    Angela walked around the porch with the pot, going to the sleepy twins who were in the moldy porch swing now. Cate and Cody were dwelling on revenge against the lab for everything they’d been through. Both children were still recovering and despite not wanting to, they were both bonding with Adrian in place of Marc. Guilt over that had driven them outside, away from him.


    Angela didn’t tell them it was okay. Adrian had already done that, and the kids had rebuffed him. Once Marc was back, that guilt would lessen as they realized they were able to have bonds with both men. Right now, they agreed with Charlie that it was a betrayal of their father.


    Shadows moved in the distance. Angela assumed it was more of the beach stragglers, but as long as they kept their distance, they wouldn’t be harmed. If they were crazy enough to challenge her, they wouldn’t see dawn arrive.


    Wade didn’t like it that the kids were out here by themselves without protection. At the same time, he understood anyone who approached them was in serious danger. Marc’s children were lethal.


    Wade smiled at the tired kids. He also wanted to tell them that their behavior was fine, but it wasn’t his place. Cate had an amazing amount of power–a lot more than he did–and Cody’s destiny was more important than everyone else’s here. Other than needing time to learn how to control themselves, the twins were above him in rank and every other way. Wade didn’t feel right giving them advice.


    “What about when they become Eagles?” Angela went back toward the house, taking the rear entrance. “Will you be able to train them?”


    Wade wanted to say yes, but he wasn’t sure. “I’ll try hard.”


    “What’s holding you back?” Angela paused. “Other than their rank?”


    “Morality, I guess.”


    Angela supposed he was worried about his relationship. “We’ve been over this many times and not just with you. Everyone has the right to live the life that makes them happy, as long as it doesn’t destroy anyone else.”


    Wade confessed one of his biggest fears. “Sam will want more kids in the future and I can’t give her that.”


    Angela scanned the darkness around the house and confessed a secret of her own. “It might be possible for sterility to be reversed. We don’t know yet because none of us have ever tried.”


    Wade brightened. He immediately wanted to give that feeling of hope back to her. “We’re going to get them out of there and help them recover. You’re going to get Marc back.”


    Angela entered the house without responding.


    Wade followed her into the small kitchen, where Piper, Erin, Dace, and Zack were eating, drinking, and exchanging glances but not conversation.


    The lantern on the kitchen table flickered in the light breeze, throwing shadows over the people and the walls. It matched the chaotic thoughts of those in the room.


    Angela felt the tension, but she didn’t dig in to detect what had caused it. She already knew. Dace and Piper had become a couple on the submarine. Erin and Zack didn’t have a mate along for this run. Watching Dace and Piper be loving was hard on the others.


    Zack also hated being away from his sons, but he’d been glad to come along for a break from Allison. He wasn’t sure if he was ready to take the next stage in their relationship. He was terrified that he would revert to his old ways once they were married.


    Erin was lonely and scared of the coming fight. She was a normal and a rookie. This run would verify her future or send her to a different job. Tomorrow might decide her life in Safe Haven.


    Angela refilled the bowls that were held out and then went into the hallway without answering any of their concerns. She was positive all of those things would work themselves out in time.


    Kyle refused the refill. He didn’t want more food right now. He was standing by himself in the hallway, staring through the filthy window at their surroundings, but he wasn’t really seeing it. His mind was on home. Watching Angela during this run was giving him the willies. One minute, she was a confident leader and the next, she was playing Suzy homemaker. It had reminded him that Jennifer was her heir. I won’t know how to handle Jennifer if she turns out to be like Angela.


    Kyle scanned Angela’s scars, like most of the team and the locals had been doing. He didn’t want Jennifer to take Angela’s place, but there was nothing he could do about it as long as that was what Jennifer wanted.


    Wade caught Kyle’s thoughts and understood completely. He and Neil didn’t want Samantha to return to the Eagles after she recovered. They wanted her to be happy and safe in the center of camp, surrounded by people who would die for her if needed. “I hope it will get easier as time goes by.”


    Kyle nodded.


    Angela snorted and left, telling both men that hope was futile. Life didn’t get easier as it went along. That wasn’t the way things worked.


    Angela entered the rear office, where Ray and Theo were taking apart the monitoring devices to add to their gear. Angela had told them to take it in case it was needed later. Neither man was speaking. Ray had broken Theo’s nose in the cage. Theo had lost that match. Both men were dwelling on it.


    Ray waved off the refill. “I don’t want to get fat while we’re gone.”


    Theo snorted gently. “Grant will still want you either way.”


    Ray grimaced. He regretted the way he and Grant had argued before the rescue team left. Grant now knew about his affection for Kenn and that was bad, but Ray was more worried that Grant was too much like Dale for them to make it work.


    Everyone had blamed Jonny for attempted rape and drugging Grant’s beer, but it never would have happened if Grant had been more careful about who he spent time with. Now, Grant wanted to be a descendant. Ray doubted that was a good idea. He’d told Grant he would give Angela his answer by the time they came home. I don’t think I can agree. He’s too reckless and he isn’t a good judge of character.


    Theo wound up the cord and secured it with a bread tie, then put it into his kit. He waved off the refill as well. He assumed Angela, Ray, and Wade were conversing when the silence lingered. Theo hated being a normal. He had felt left out most of the time he had been in Safe Haven. I have to do great on this run. I need to ask the boss for a gift later.


    Once again, Angela left without responding. It wasn’t a good idea to make promises right before a run. Those distractions might get someone killed.


    Jayda and Trent broke apart guiltily as Angela and Wade came to the small laundry room where they had chosen to spend the night.


    Angela didn’t comment on their bedrolls being placed next to each other. Trent and Jayda were both along for this run to help conquer their fears. Jayda’s was fire and low confidence. Trent was afraid of the run itself after being kidnapped and almost becoming dinner for the crazy man back in Port Stanley. The fact that they were now sleeping together every night was known to everyone on the team, but no one had called them on it. When they got home, explanations would have to be made to Terry. Until then, Trent and Jayda were free to do whatever they wanted.


    “Do you need anything?” Jayda was eager to stay on Angela’s good side.


    Angela shook her head. “Things are fine.”


    Trent felt bad. He knew it wasn’t right to move in on someone else’s girlfriend, but Terry and Jayda had only been on a couple of dates and shared one kiss. It wasn’t like they were married. He still flushed under Angela’s knowing glance. “I’m sorry.”


    Angela shrugged. “I don’t think you have anything to be sorry for at this point. Just be honest when we get home. Everyone will adjust.”


    Wade gave them a dirty look. He didn’t agree, though it wasn’t his place to tell them they were in the wrong. Wade liked Terry. The medic would be crushed to find out Jayda was no longer his girlfriend.


    Wade closed the door as Angela left, giving the couple privacy.


    Angela didn’t spend time telling Wade how he should think or feel either. He was entitled to his own opinion.


    Angela returned to the main parlor, vaguely listening to the conversations and light laughter. She had just completed a check in with everyone except Adrian.


    As if her thought had conjured him, Adrian came down the stairs and joined her. He held out his bowl for a refill.


    Adrian had spent the last hour upstairs, gathering things from the house that they might need and giving people time without his presence. He was aware of how disliked Mitchels were. In the past, he hadn’t cared. Now, he was trying to make it easier on his teammates by not always being around.


    Angela had put Adrian to work as soon as they left the island. He was spending time with all of the kids, as well as covering guard duty and continuing training with the Eagles. He’d done well. Adrian was eager for revenge on the lab, like most of the other people here were, for what his kids had gone through. Conner’s nightmares were often in Adrian’s thoughts.


    “I also want Marc back. I miss him.” Adrian took his bowl and went to join Tilly and Trevor on the parlor bench.


    Angela wasn’t surprised by his confession. Despite their natural rivalry, Adrian and Marc were almost friends. She planned to encourage that as much as possible. Both men needed that bond with someone else like themselves, just like Charlie and Gordon were doing right now. The difference was that the teenagers didn’t have to hate each other first.


    Wade couldn’t stop himself from asking something he’d been wondering for months. “Why don’t you just tell them what you want and force them to obey? You’re the alpha. They have to agree.”


    Angela stiffened as people rotated toward them to hear that answer. She was tired of giving it. “Talk to Neil.”


    Wade understood the blowoff. “Okay. I will.” He grinned at her, trying to recover the good mood. “Should we check in with Saul and Dog?”


    Angela chuckled. “No, but thank you for that image.”


    Adrian scowled. “He was lying when he said he won’t fire unless you call it.”


    “I know. I didn’t make him need me enough to obey no matter what.” Angela was tired of using that bond with men she didn’t want. “My first charm wore off.”


    Adrian shrugged. “It’s one less person that Marc has to kill.”


    The others laughed.


    Angela didn’t.
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    “Everything is settled down, Boss.”


    Angela nodded at Zack. “It’s fine for everyone to crash now.” Over half the team already had. The good food and hours of good company had allowed them to relax enough to sleep.


    Zack went to spread that order.


    Angela stayed in front of the fire with her mug of hot tea. She was sitting on the floor, shunning the chairs. It didn’t feel right to her anymore. Being civilized was part of what had gotten them into this mess in the first place. They had forgotten how to be primitive.


    Adrian joined her near the fire. He could feel her mood fluctuating and exhaustion setting in. She had stayed busy for hours, cleaning up and serving people. Adrian knew why she was doing it. As long as she was busy, she didn’t have to think about what was coming. That wasn’t good for her. She needed to have a therapy moment.


    Adrian glanced around. Other than Trevor, Tilly, Gordon, and Charlie, no one else was paying attention to them. They were doing their nightly rituals and getting set for bed. Adrian decided this was as good a time as any to get it over with. “He may have switched sides, along with the rest of the team. Reicher’s methods are extreme, and effective.”


    Angela had already considered that possibility. “I know.”


    “I know you looked ahead, but you can bet that Reicher has as well.”


    “A lot of us looked ahead. It always ends in a new nuclear exchange that finishes off most of the survivors.”


    Charlie glanced over at them angrily. “Then why are we here?!” His medical skills would be useless in that situation.


    “We’re going back, so we can save the future.”


    Adrian assumed her conflicting answer meant she was going to do the reset. “It’s not right.”


    Angela nodded. “It’s the only way to save my camp.”


    Adrian’s frown stayed on his face. “I can’t help you with that.”


    Angela gave him a pointed look. “You already have a job on this run. Do it.”


    Adrian was reminded that she had assigned him to steal a cure for the rage illness while avoiding the other captives in the lab. Adrian didn’t know how those two were connected.


    “You will when you see them.”


    Adrian didn’t push her on it. They were walking a dangerously thin line here. Reicher was powerful. He would have already seen the possible options and outcomes. Whatever Angela had decided for this run, it was likely that Reicher already knew it.


    Angela refused to follow that train of thought because Adrian was right. I can’t make most of those choices until the moment that it happens. That’s the only way to keep him from being in front of me.


    Angela yawned tiredly. She was staying busy to keep from dwelling on her plans, her pregnancy, or how it felt to be separated from Marc. It had been over seven weeks now. Other than when they had been split up as kids, this had been the hardest seven weeks of her life.


    Adrian fought the urge to rub her shoulder. Contact with him wasn’t welcome in most situations. The closer they got to Marc, the further she pulled away from him.


    Angela let her eyes close. The travel mug slid to the floor as she allowed herself to doze. She’d eaten heavily to settle her own stomach and provide nourishment for the baby that may or may not make it into this world. She was slowly coming to terms with that now, thanks to Adrian’s constant pressure about taking care of herself. Even if the baby died, she had other kids who needed her love. She would survive.


    Adrian got her sleeping bag. He stretched it out next to her, then took a moment to stare at her while only a few people were around to see it.


    Angela’s lids shut the rest of the way. The hard floor beneath her weary body felt right. She could have claimed a couch or a dusty bed, but this suited her better. She didn’t want to enjoy any luxuries or allow herself to be happy while Marc and his team were captives.


    Adrian gently nudged her over and got her into the sleeping bag. He covered her up and then sat by her to provide protection while everyone else slept or visited with members of the resistance force. Angela had already sent Wade to bed so he would be fully rested to take back over protection duty in the morning.


    Tilly left her place on the bench and came over to the fire. She perched on a stool next to the crackling flames, studying Adrian.


    Adrian took the mug Angela had sat down and began sipping on it.


    “You love her.”


    “Yes.”


    “What happens when she gets her mate out of the lab?”


    “I’ll step aside.”


    “You’ve never been good at waiting in the wings.”


    Adrian sighed. “No, but I’m doing it. She gave me a second chance and I won’t dishonor it this time.”


    Tilly continued to study him. It wasn’t the Adrian she knew. “You’ve changed. You wouldn’t have hesitated before to split up a happy couple to get what you want.”


    “That was the old me.”


    “What happened, besides the end of the world?”


    “I fell in love with someone I can never have. I’ve never felt pain like this, but I’ve also never been so driven. She brings out the best in me.” Adrian gestured toward the rest of the team. “She brings out the best in all of us, even if we don’t like her methods.”


    Tilly made a face. “That sounds like Reicher.”


    Adrian nodded. “They have a lot more in common than she’ll be comfortable with.”


    “What are the odds that he’ll be able to seduce her to his side?”


    Adrian snorted. “Absolutely zero. No matter what life throws at her, she refuses to give in. It’s part of why we all love her so much.”


    Tilly could tell that was the truth. Over the last six hours, she had analyzed the new people and their hierarchy. Nothing had happened without Angela’s approval, but none of those moments had been forced or under duress. Her crew was with her willingly. “Do you think she’ll agree to take us along?”


    “Before I answer that, let me ask you a question. Why do you want to leave?”


    “We need to be trained so we can reclaim our homeland. We’ve been on our own for 16 months now and it isn’t working. We need help and you guys are strong enough to give it.”


    Adrian made a connection. “Whose idea was it to send Cerise to Safe Haven?”


    Tilly sighed deeply. “Gordon thought of it, and I filled out the plan.”


    Adrian chuckled. “You’ve been waiting for revenge for a long time.”


    “Yes. There’s only one person in that lab that I would spare and even that isn’t a good idea.”


    Adrian was curious. “Who is it?”


    “One of the caretakers. Her name is Marion. She’s a descendant who pretends to be normal so she can report to Reicher.”


    “If she’s betraying normals, why do you want to spare her?”


    “Because she was born in the lab, too. She never had a choice to be anything else.”


    Adrian denied that. “We all have choices. Escape may not have been possible, but betrayal is always a choice.”


    Tilly shrugged. “Not when the boss of the complex is your son.”


    Angela rolled toward them, eyes opening. “Are you saying Reicher’s mother is a caretaker in the lab?”


    Tilly nodded. “I thought everyone knew that. He forced his mother to stay in the lab and help him by telling him all the secrets of the breeders and the staff.”


    Charlie was horrified. “And you would still spare her?”


    Tilly frowned. “You don’t grasp what it’s like to spend your entire life captive and then to give birth to kiddies who are also captives. Reicher’s father was a horrible man who took Marion from her parents and groomed her from the time she was a small child until she was old enough for mating. If she had ever been given another choice, she would have gone a different way.”


    Adrian lifted a brow. “How can you be so sure of that?”


    Tilly spilled her final secret. “Because she let us escape. Without her help, I’d still be a prisoner in that lab and you’d be there, too. She saw us and didn’t sound the alarm.”


    Adrian stared in shock.


    Angela smiled tiredly. “I’m glad you made it out.” She rolled over. Less than a minute later, she was sound asleep.


    “She seems way too nice to be a leader, let alone to bring Reicher down.” Tilly had been watching Angela all evening. She hadn’t seen the woman get aggressive one time.


    Small chuckles and snorts went through the room from those who heard the comment.


    Adrian pulled the blanket up over Angela while shaking his head. “This is the side of her that she doesn’t show very often. Once you see her in action, you’ll doubt tonight ever happened. She’s the most vicious person I’ve ever met once riled.”


    Tilly shrugged. “I hope she lets that side out tomorrow or none of us will survive.”


    Adrian pursed his lips. “Just remember that you asked for it.”


    “How does she plan to get into the lab? It’s a steel door that can only be opened by the computer.”


    Adrian shrugged. “I have no idea.”


    Tilly frowned. “She does have a plan, right?”


    “Not that I’m aware of.”


    People tensed at his answer.


    Tilly’s eyebrows drew together. “What do you mean not that you’re aware of? She has to have a plan!”


    “Sometimes, it’s better not to plan things out before you do them.”


    “In what world does that make any sense?”


    “In the one where your enemy is able to see what you’re doing before you do it. Any plans she makes, Reicher will know about.”


    “So we’re going in blind?”


    Adrian nodded. “That’s the way the Eagles like it.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “That’s because you’re not an Eagle.”
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    “Congratulations!” Marion began updating Cerise’s folder. “Reicher will be so pleased.”


    Cerise stared at the second positive pregnancy test without responding.


    Around them, the breeding wing was being relocated. The lab was in the final stages of yet another shutdown. Most of the women and babies had already been relocated, but the daily pregnancy tests were not allowed to be skipped. Reicher had insisted on that.


    Breeders stole glances at Cerise, wondering if she would now reside with them like the other women did while they were pregnant. None of them wanted the bloody dog in their dorm.


    “Yours is negative.” Marion frowned at Sasha, then went to put both results into the computer.


    Marion didn’t know why Sasha and her sister hadn’t been arrested yet, but she didn’t give away whatever Reicher had going. He made the choices in the lab, and she supported him. His intelligence had brought them this far.


    Sasha swept the woman next to her in sympathy. The only thing she could think of that would be worse than being pregnant by Reicher was being on Reicher’s enemy list. Which me and my sister now are. At some point, he’s going to figure out that we’ve been sneaking around and then things will become dangerous for us. I need to think of a way to get us out of here.


    Sasha cursed herself for not protecting her thoughts better. She glanced at Cerise to see if she had caught it.


    Cerise had, but she had more important things on her mind.


    Cerise set the test on the counter and forced a smile for the witnesses. But she wasn’t happy. If the reset took place now, the baby she was now carrying would never exist. If the reset didn’t take place, her other kids would never be brought back.


    Next to her, Sasha studied her negative pregnancy test with dread. She had just come from a rough session with Joseph. Her socks were hiding the small injuries on her ankles from where his nails had been digging in. She was no longer happy to have been matched with Joseph. He wasn’t going to be given leadership and therefore he couldn’t offer her any protection or extra benefits on top of what she already had. All he could do was continue to hurt her for his own gratification.


    Marion sent an alert to Reicher to confirm that he was going to be a father again. Then she gestured dismissively at Sasha. “We’ll see you for another session tomorrow.”


    Sasha also forced a smile and left. Joseph had told her everything that had happened with Marc. I should have tried to become his breeding match instead.


    Cerise headed for the exit, confused and sad. Despite the many breeding attempts with Reicher, she hadn’t thought it would work. It shouldn’t have worked. She assumed Reicher had used magic to get her with child.


    Cerise and Sasha both paused outside the door to the breeding room. The women exchanged glances that revealed how unhappy they both were.


    For an instant, Sasha considered confiding everything to Cerise and asking her for help. Then reality slapped her. Cerise was carrying Reicher’s baby. There was no way she would go against him.


    Cerise considered making a friend of Sasha, but she wasn’t sure to what end. Sasha was right that she didn’t want to go against Reicher. I also may not have a choice. There’s no guarantee of the reset bringing my other kids back. This child is here now and will fill some of the darkness in my heart if it’s allowed to live.


    The women moved off in opposite directions.


    Sasha contemplated her next stop. She didn’t want to do it, but she also did. Things had gotten out of control in this lab since Marc’s team was brought in. Nothing made sense anymore. It wasn’t just Isabel who was feeling differently about the job.


    Sasha reluctantly took the lift to the wing where Kenn and his team were waiting to be relocated. The rest of Marc’s team had already been moved to the bottom levels, including Shawn and Harry, who were now the main medics in this lab. They were working daily to cure staff members of previously incurable illnesses and diseases, and they were having the same remarkable success. It had made Sasha and her sister obsolete because they were normals. They couldn’t even try to copy those methods. Sasha was almost certain that she and Isabel were about to be downsized. If not for their ability to breed twins, their lives would have been in danger before. Now, Issy couldn’t have any more kids.


    It hadn’t escaped her attention that Reicher had been removing people. They’d had over 500 employees on staff here eight weeks ago. Now, it was down to 200 and that number was about to shrink even further.


    Sasha entered the wing that was empty except for the isolated prisoners and Kenn’s dorm. She went to the locked door and waited by the window to be noticed. From this angle, the camera was only able to see her legs. She was hoping that would be enough to cover her if Reicher was watching. That was unlikely, though. Cerise was supposed to escort Reicher to the bottom level now. The computers should be in the process of being switched, which meant the cameras were off.


    Inside the dorm, Kenn and the other military men were sitting at the long table with cards in their hands, but none of them were playing. They had watched the other residents of this wing get relocated for the last two days, but their orders hadn’t come down yet. None of them had been knocked out; no one had been told to pack. Kenn and the other military men knew something was wrong. Kenn had connected it to the scroll diving. He’d retrieved the map, the pinnacle of information. We’re expendable now.


    Sasha risked a small tap on the glass.


    Kenn didn’t hurry over. She had the look of someone sneaking around and he didn’t want to get her in trouble if she was trying to help. He laid down his cards as if he had just finished a hand and then got up, stretching. “I need a minute. Deal me out.”


    The other men caught his subtle gestures and covered for him with loud comments and a new hand being dealt.


    Kenn did a few stretches while slowly moving closer to the door. It didn’t feel like they were being observed right now, but he knew not to have faith in that impression.


    Sasha leaned toward the door, hoping her voice didn’t carry. “None of the scroll divers are being relocated.”


    Kenn had already figured out that much. “Where are we being sent?”


    Sasha regarded him pointedly, sadly. “Nowhere.”


    Kenn understood they were going to be removed. “Why are you telling me?”


    The other vets were listening closely even though they were still joking and playing cards. The noise grew louder to cover Kenn’s conversation.


    Sasha didn’t want to get into all of the details of her situation. “I owe your medic a debt for saving my sister.”


    Kenn studied her pale face through the window. He didn’t mind making a deal now. He had hated the medics at first, but it had quickly become sympathy that the women were a part of Reicher’s torture setup. “Do you need help?”


    Sasha was stunned that he would offer such a thing to her after everything he and his team had gone through. She slowly nodded. “I need a distraction.”


    “When?”


    “Tonight, late.”


    “For what?”


    Sasha didn’t trust him with the truth that she was going to break into the computer. “Isabel asked me to do it and didn’t tell me why. I believe it’s so she can visit her kids again.”


    It bothered Kenn that the women were split up from their children. “I’ll see what I can do. Get out of here before you get caught.”


    Sasha wanted to thank him, but she didn’t know how to put it into words.


    Kenn understood. “It’s what Eagles do.”


    Sasha quickly walked away.


    Kenn faced the other military men who were still pretending to play cards. He used the Eagle hand code that he had taught them over the last weeks. Who’s ready to bust out of here?


    Every man there gave him a positive response. All of them were eager to follow Kenn anywhere he wanted to go. During his time here, he had reminded them of their oaths and what they were supposed to be fighting for, but he’d also given them hope for a different future than just these walls every day. Reicher’s retraining couldn’t stand against that.


    Kenn assumed that was why these men were being sacrificed. Reicher knew they had switched sides. He returned to the table and gestured at the dealer. “Let’s play regular poker. I’m tired of Hob-Jong.”


    As the cards began flipping around the table, Kenn continued to use Eagle code to communicate. He hadn’t been given a plan before coming here because Reicher would have pulled it from his mind. Angela told me to build one on the fly and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.
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    Isabel approached the gaol with a syringe in her pocket and her heart thumping painfully in her chest. When she was about to do would result in a death sentence if she was caught. She was terrified.


    Isabel smiled nervously at the guard who snapped to attention as he spotted her. “Reicher sent me to handle the loose ends.”


    The normal guard was used to the medics being sent in to take care of prisoners who were being eliminated. Reicher didn’t believe in trials or dramatic displays of violence unless it was on the warehouse floor. The guard unlocked the door and then held it for her.


    Isabel removed the cap from the syringe in her pocket. She stepped by the guard and then quickly spun around and stabbed that syringe into his chest. She hit the plunger and quickly got out of his reach.


    The man was totally taken off guard. He had never considered the two female medics to be a threat because they were like him.


    The poison quickly traveled through the guard’s system and reached his heart. He fell to the floor with a loud thump that made her look around in terror.


    Inside the gaol, Goldie and Gus both got to their feet. They had heard her words and assumed the worst.


    Isabel dragged the guard’s body inside the jail and pulled the door shut. The gaol stank heavily of body odor and feces from the small pots that were in each cell. It roiled her stomach.


    “What did you do?”


    Isabel ignored Goldie’s shock. Both men were filthy, heavily bearded, and appeared as though they had given up. Isabel understood how being jailed could make a person feel that way, but she hoped it wasn’t too late for them to recover a little bit of their spark so they could help her. “I’ll let you both out, but you have to help me steal my kids and escape from this lab.”


    “I’ll do it.” Goldie was willing to take any chance at all that might save his own kiddies.


    Gus wasn’t as fast to agree. “Something happened. What was it?”


    Isabel retrieved the keys from the guard’s belt. “Marc caved and signed the contract. He’s the leader of this lab now.”


    Gus and Goldie were both shocked by that.


    “Marc’s running things?”


    Isabel shook her head at Gus. “Reicher tricked him. As soon as he signed the contract, he was gassed and relocated. He’s only the boss on paper.”


    Isabel unlocked Goldie’s cell. She stepped out of his way, not trusting him.


    Goldie gave her a tiny smile as he exited the small cell. He was feeling a heap better now that he’d had an energy transfer. “You know he’s going to kill you for this.”


    Isabel nodded. “It’s worth the risk. We have to get our kids out of here.”


    Goldie went to the guard and began stripping him of weapons.


    Isabel unlocked Gus’s cell next.


    Gus immediately shoved the door open, smacking it into her hip and knocking her out of the way. He ran to the main exit and was quickly out of sight.


    Isabel started to go after him.


    Goldie placed a gentle hand on her arm. “Let him go. We’ll need all the distractions we can get.”


    She nodded. “Take more energy. I’m a normal. I can’t do much else to help.”


    Goldie drew a small amount of her energy. “You’ve already done a heap, mate.”


    She fought a yawn as he let go. “We have to get the kids right now while the shutdown is happening.”


    “We can’t just storm in there, even with a gun.” Goldie thought about it for a minute.


    Isabel watched the door and listened for the sound of their doom coming.


    “I’ve got it.” Goldie guided her toward the exit. “Go to the breeding wing and ask for a pregnancy test.”


    Isabel frowned. “I’m not a breeder anymore.”


    “Then lie. Tell them whatever it takes to get relocated with the other breeders. Stay there and be ready to grab the kids.”


    “Where are you going?”


    Goldie stepped through the door. “To find some help. We can’t do this alone.”


    “Everyone in here belongs to Reicher. They won’t help us.”


    “No, they belonged to the leader of the lab and that’s not Reicher anymore.”
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    “Shutdown for this level is at 92%. All the important staff members have been relocated and all the wings are empty now except for the residents you chose to leave.” Thalia didn’t agree with her father’s choice to kill the military men, but she didn’t argue. It was obvious that Reicher’s plans were more detailed than what he had put into the computer or talked about. If he thought sacrificing those men was a good idea, she wasn’t going to speak against it.


    The halls were empty on this level. All of the staff and troops had already been relocated. Reicher didn’t want anyone around while he was short on protection. “Has Joseph activated the new security room yet?”


    “I’ll check on it.” The computer was limited during the shutdown. Most of the cameras were nonfunctioning while being switched over. Thalia typed in her password and began reading through reports that had been sent in from the staff.


    “It doesn’t look like it. Perhaps his breeding session is running long this time.” Thalia snickered. Joseph’s inability to control himself had resulted in humiliation for him and amusement for everyone else.


    Reicher didn’t join in her mirth. He was tired of the embarrassment that came from his offspring.


    Thalia decided to check the other statements while she was already there. “We’re missing a report from the guard on the gaol. Once we get settled, I’ll send someone to check on it.”


    Reicher waved it off. “Leave them in there.”


    Thalia understood the order. The two prisoners would die in their cells from dehydration or starvation. The missing guard would be reprimanded or executed when he was found.


    “We also have something from the breeding wing…” Thalia scanned the notes.


    Reicher waited impatiently for her. His normal protectors were all being relocated at the same time. Thalia was his protection right now, but he had an escort coming as soon as she finished in the breeding wing.


    Thalia focused on Reicher. “Marion sent in her report. Sasha’s test is negative. Cerise’s second test was positive. You’re going to be a father again!”


    Despite all the effort he had put into their breeding sessions, Reicher was surprised. He had expected it to take longer.


    “That’s wonderful news.” Thalia smiled at Reicher as she rose and followed him out. “I’m sau happy for you.”


    She really was. She doubted that Joseph would take the news so well, however. Joseph’s jealousy of the coming child would have to be monitored. Cerise would be in danger.


    Reicher didn’t respond. He could already tell Cerise wasn’t happy about it. If she’d been pleased, she would have contacted him herself with the news.


    Thalia shut the door. “Joseph should already be in the other security room. I don’t know why he hasn’t switched things over yet. I’ll take care of it as soon as we get there.”


    The public elevator slid open as they walked by it. Cerise stepped out. She locked eyes with Reicher.


    In that moment, Reicher understood things had changed for her.


    Cerise didn’t know what to say. It felt like a betrayal on her part no matter what happened.


    Reicher didn’t want her to get upset. Her aging body couldn’t handle the stress and a pregnancy. “We’ll work something out. Don’t upset yourself.”


    She smiled, relieved. “Thank you.”


    Distracted, they all missed the man waiting for them in a dark doorway. Gus lunged out of the shadows with a stolen knife. He looked like something out of a nightmare.


    Thalia and Cerise smothered Reicher in layers of their shielding.


    Reicher began gathering energy to fight with, but he wasn’t having a good day. It took time.


    “Go back to the gaol! You can’t kill him.” Cerise stepped in front of Reicher.


    “I didn’t come for him!” Gus threw the knife.


    Cerise staggered backward with blood dripping down her chest. The knife handle stuck out at an awkward angle.


    She slid to her knees as she pulled it free. Blood gushed down her stomach and onto the floor.


    Gus ran to the public elevator and quickly hit the button. He was gone a few seconds later.


    Thalia was stunned by how quick the violence had happened. She kept her shield around Reicher while staring at Cerise’s bloody body.


    Cerise gasped for air and tried to heal herself, but she wasn’t able to do it. She’d never been a healer.


    Reicher stepped around Cerise and hit the button for the private elevator.


    Cerise slumped to the floor, reaching a hand toward Reicher that was ignored. Reicher wasn’t going to waste the small amount of health that he had recovered.


    Thalia was in shock. “Don’t you care?” She had expected Reicher to at least try to save his unborn child.


    Reicher gave a small shrug. “Take her to the new medical bay. We’ll see if our medics can bring back someone they hate.”


    Thalia recovered slowly, storing that reaction. If it had been me, would he still be emotionless? “What do you want me to do about Gus?”


    “He can only go to the upper levels in that elevator and he can’t get out of the lab.” Gus was obviously insane. Letting him run loose in the complex would be another distraction for Safe Haven’s rescue team whenever they got here. Reicher had recently foreseen a nuclear explosion when he refused to release Marc and his team.


    More footsteps echoed. Both of them rotated, ready to fire.


    Joseph hurried toward them, scanning the situation in a brief second. He didn’t care about Cerise’s fatal injury. “Sorry I’m late. I ran a quick radar scan.” Joseph believed in following his hunches, like his father did. “I’ll go activate everything in a minute.”


    “What news do you have that you couldn’t send over the computer or speakers?”


    Joseph avoided the blood as he reached them. “Big news.”


    Reicher lifted a brow, ignoring the awful gasps of the woman dying next to his boots. “Well?”


    Joseph grinned widely. “A submarine is sitting two miles off our coast. Angela just got here, father. You did it!”


    Cerise wheezed out her last breath as the family trio celebrated Reicher’s success.


    Thalia gestured. “Bring her with us.”


    Joseph grabbed Cerise’s limp wrist and dragged her body into the elevator.


    Blood pooled in the frame of the door as Cerise’s body thumped over it.


    Reicher considered what might happen to Cerise. He was curious if Harry and Shawn could bring her back. “Take us to the medical bay.”


    Thalia hit the button on the elevator pad.


    Joseph frowned. “Don’t you want me to get security up and running?”


    “There’s time still. I want to see how powerful our new medics have become.”


    Joseph stank of sweat and stale sex, telling them he hadn’t had a shower since his breeding session. Thalia suddenly felt sorry for Sasha.


    Joseph scanned Reicher and noticed that it wasn’t one of his prima days. The man wasn’t coughing but he was shaking.


    Joseph scanned their thoughts next and realized Cerise had been pregnant. He celebrated her death silently.


    Reicher knew Joseph was happy about it, but that wasn’t important right now. Everything Joseph had coming to him would happen when Safe Haven arrived. “If the medics are able to bring her back, immediately isolate all of them, including her.”


    Both kids understood Reicher had made a final choice and it wasn’t good for the medics.


    Thalia gestured. “It might be better to keep Harry around in case you need him later.”


    Reicher nodded. “I know, but he doesn’t need an assistant, now does he?”


    Thalia understood Reicher was going to consume Shawn and buy more time for himself. “This is going to upset Harry.”


    “That’s why you’ll keep him contained while it’s happening.”


    The lights flashed in the elevator as the computer continued to shut down.


    “As soon as we get things activated again, I want all the security footage from the jail. There’s no way Gus could have overpowered the guard and escaped on his own. He had help and I want to know who it was.”


    Thalia immediately felt bad for whoever had done it. Their death was bound to be ugly.


    Joseph studied the body by his feet. “I was under the impression that she was a badass, but she was attacked or subdued repeatedly since coming home. What happened to her?”


    Thalia had that answer. “She lost the will to live.”


    “But she was about to get her kids back.”


    Thalia didn’t look at her father. “Nee, she wasn’t. That was a lie to secure her cooperation and deep down, she knew it.”


    Joseph scanned the corpse again. The sight of Cerise’s bluish face was a turn-on. Maybe I can get five minutes alone with the body if the medic can’t bring her back.


    Reicher was fed up with Joseph’s degenerate behavior. He lowered his shield and punched his son in the mouth. “Rabauke!”


    Thalia stayed out of the way as Reicher beat on Joseph, following him to the ground. He continued to swing until Joseph was cowering in the corner. Then Reicher used magic on his son.


    Joseph’s screams reached the bottom level before the elevator did.


    Thalia didn’t enjoy Joseph’s pain even though he clearly deserved it. Knowing they were family made it hard to observe and not interfere. To keep herself from suffering the same fate, Thalia considered the information Joseph had delivered. The submarine sitting two miles off their coastline could only mean one thing. Safe Haven’s rescue team had arrived. The battle was sure to happen now. “You’re all going to wish you had stayed hidden on that little speck of dirt. None of you are going to make it home. My father and I will see to that with every breath we have.”


    Reicher caught that even though he was busy teaching Joseph a lesson. He punched his son again savagely. It’s going to get sau ugly here, sau soon.


     


    As the elevator took Reicher and his odd family downward, Sasha came from a storage cubby and hurried into the security room they had just left. She’d been here waiting, contemplating nothing, when Gus attacked. She was shocked by it and a little sad for Cerise, but she didn’t have time for more emotions. I have to find out how Tilly almost escaped.


    She hurried to the computer and began accessing the top-secret files.


    



     

  


  
    ​Chapter Thirty-Three BK18


    You’re Not Normal


     


     


     


    1


    Three large hounds charged as soon as Goldie exited the elevator on the top level.


    He didn’t have time to come up with a plan. He let instinct guide him as he jumped over the first lunging canine. He jumped again as soon as he landed, reaching for the light fixture above him. He grabbed it with sweaty fingers and struggled to hold on as all three large dogs lunged and snapped at his legs.


    This might not have been a good idea. Goldie wasn’t strong enough to hold onto the hot, slick light fixture for long. He swung wildly to the left and let go. The minute his feet touched the floor, he took off running.


    The hounds were well-fed now, but that didn’t stop them from chasing another meal.


    Goldie hadn’t recovered enough energy to use his gifts. He had to rely on his fading physical strength. He hoped it would be enough to give him the win.


    The dogs chased after him, flying through the inch of water left on the floor from the storm damage. Half-eaten corpses of the rioters who had made it up here littered the hallway. The smell of mildew and decay filled Goldie’s nose as he ran through the wet corridor, trying to reach any open room with a door.


    The fastest hound snapped at his ankle, barely missing.


    Goldie lunged to the left and then to the right, rolling into the small radio cubby.


    His ploy distracted the dogs for a few seconds, allowing him to kick the door shut.


    Goldie kept his foot against the barrier while scanning to make sure that he hadn’t closed himself in here with any other threats.


    It was a relief to find the cubby empty even though there was a body and the same layer of stagnant water coating the floor. The body had been eaten away in several places. The smell was overwhelming.


    The dogs jumped against the door, growling and snarling in frustration.


    Goldie reached out and grasped the stool. He slid it toward the door, then carefully used his feet to put it in place under the handle.


    Goldie stood up and took a minute to get his breath back as stagnant water dripped from his body. His heart pounded as he considered his lack of options. He was now trapped in here with nothing to eat or drink and no weapon. He had lost the knife he took from the guard in the flight here.


    Goldie switched the radio on, hoping it still worked. If not, all of this had been in vain.


    The radio activated on the first try. It was sitting on a dry shelf, but Goldie was surprised that Reicher hadn’t shut off power to this level completely. That had been a huge mistake.


    Goldie tuned in the radio with a shaking hand. He picked up the headset and placed it around his neck. He didn’t want it over his ears because he wouldn’t be able to hear what was happening outside this room. So far, it was just the dogs trying to get in, but it was possible that some of the rioters had survived. “Is anyone there? I need help! Is anyone there?”


    Static greeted him.


    Goldie tried again. “Come in ARF! I need you!”


    The static cleared. “Where are you?”


    Goldie didn’t recognize the male on the radio, but it didn’t matter. Any help was better than none. “I’m on the top level of a government lab near the beach. Can you help me?”


    “Absolutely.”


    Goldie was relieved, though surprised at the quick, easy answer. “Hurry! I don’t have much time.”


    “We’re here. Open up and let us in.”


    Goldie paled. He’d forgotten the steel door couldn’t be opened from the outside.


    The radio went dead.


    Goldie didn’t know if that was because the stranger had stopped transmitting or the shutdown had deactivated this level. He replaced the headset in fear. “I hate dogs!”


    Goldie swept the dusty shelves, but he didn’t find much to work with. He drew in a deep breath. “I always prided myself on not needing a weapon in any fight.” Goldie ripped the cords out of the wall and hefted the heavy radio up onto his shoulder. “Clearly, I was an idiot.”


    Goldie positioned himself behind the door, foot against the stool to brace it. He was hoping to only let one hound through at a time.


    He carefully pushed the stool with his foot. The door began to open.


    All three hounds shoved through, pushing him backward.


    Goldie began swinging the heavy radio, screaming as a slobbering jaw clamped down on his calf and then his knee. He swung again and again, shrieking at the pain as he splattered dog guts and brains across the radio, the room, and himself.


    He didn’t stop swinging until he was the only living thing left in the room.


     


     


    2


    Reicher let Thalia exit the elevator first when it opened. He kicked Joseph in the ribs again and then followed her.


    Before he could remind Thalia to bring Cerise’s body, a computer alarm began to wail through every speaker in the complex.


    “Manual override on the door has been activated! The top hatch will open in two minutes.”


    A powerful presence pushed downward, searching for what had been taken.


    Reicher recognized it immediately. Fury went through him. “Verdammt! You were wrong!”


    He marched back into the elevator and kicked Joseph in the face. “The sub didn’t just arrive! She’s here now! You are sacked!”


    Joseph didn’t have any defense left. The beating his father had given him had taken all of the fight out of his mind and his body. Even his demon was gone. It had fled, certain that Reicher was going to beat him to death.


    Thalia hurried toward the security room. “We still have two minutes!”


    Reicher followed her, leaving the bodies behind. “It takes 20 minutes for a complete computer switch. You’ll never get it done in time to activate the defenses.” He still followed her to the security post. It was the safest place to take shelter until he figured out what to do. The halls were empty around them, but that didn’t mean they would stay that way. Until the computers switched over, all of the elevators were active.


    Thalia jerked the door open and held it for him to enter. “I thought you looked ahead.”


    “I did!”


    “You said she would have to negotiate with you to get in here and then we’d capture her!”


    “It wasn’t supposed to go this way!” The security room was warm and most of the monitors were off. Joseph hadn’t done a prima job here either. Reicher wiped his bloody hands onto his already splattered uniform and sat at the desk. He began hitting buttons on the keypad. “It changes with choices, and there are wildcards.”


    Reicher contemplated Cerise’s murder. “Whoever let Gus out of jail changed the course of events. Anything could happen now.”


    “What do you want me to do?”


    Reicher was already working on that. It might be possible to salvage the situation. “Gather the kids. Safe Haven’s leader will never fire against children.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “No. Bring in all of Marc’s team as well. We might need the insurance.”


    “What about Kenn? He’s still in the military dorm.”


    Reicher waved her on. “I’ll gas them all soon as we get the computer switched over. I can’t allow them to help Safe Haven.”


    Kenn’s conversion had failed. Reicher knew where he’d gone wrong on that one. It was in the files now to never again put military men together in the dorms.


    Thalia frowned. “We don’t have a pusher ready yet.”


    “Sure we do.” He regarded her pointedly.


    Thalia didn’t argue with him. She shut the door and hurried off. Her boots left bloody tracks as she hurried through the hallway. Joseph’s blood, along with Cerise’s blood, had been impossible to avoid.


    Reicher activated the security lock. Monitors began coming to life. “Verdammt you, Joseph! I told you not to miscalculate. You may have cost us everything.”


    Thalia hurried by the elevator, aware of Joseph slowly trying to crawl out over Cerise’s body. Reicher obviously wasn’t as weak as he had been in the past. Thalia was curious what he had been doing to regain his strength, but there wasn’t time to figure it out now. She hurried toward the nearest computer console to enter orders for a time push. She hadn’t done it from the security room so Reicher could be locked in there. She was the only one in danger now.


    Behind her, Joseph made it over Cerise’s body and slowly gained his feet. He held onto the wall, leaving bloody smears. Now that he had been officially sacked, he no longer felt the same responsibility toward his father. He spit out bloody saliva, along with a tooth. “You’re all on your own now! I have my own goals and then I’m getting the hell out of here. I’ve had enough!”


     


     


    3


    “Do you know what’s going on?”


    Biff shook his head at Greg’s question. They were all being herded toward a large concrete room that he had hoped to never enter. He enjoyed working with his defender, but he didn’t want any part of hurting kids or manipulating time.


    Behind them, a long line of yawning kids was being directed toward the room by staff members armed with guns. It was the first time Biff had seen the staff here carrying firearms, other than Cerise and Thalia. “Whatever it is, it’s big.”


    Other team members were also in the line, but they were still trying to wake up. They stared around blankly, trying to figure out what was happening. Biff and Greg were the only two who were mostly alert, but neither of them had their gifts back yet.


    The number of kids in the hall surprised Greg. He hadn’t realized there were so many in the lab. I guess they were keeping them all on this bottom level the entire time.


    Biff gestured in Eagle code. Distraction.


    Greg staggered toward the nearest staff member. “I don’t feel well. I think my demon is draining me.”


    The staff member jerked away in revulsion. “Get to the front! Thalia!” The staff member followed Greg, leaving that part of the line unguarded.


    Biff immediately ducked into an empty doorway and hid in the shadows as the rest of the people went by.


    Greg allowed the guard to push him toward Thalia. He tried to seem ill as they reached her. “I think I need help. My demon might be taking over.”


    Thalia didn’t have time for his problem. She beckoned two of the older kids over. “Get him in there and put him in double layers. Hold him in place until I tell you otherwise.”


    Greg didn’t resist as the two kids brought up their shields around him, forming a double layer to keep his demon from doing damage to anyone else. They entered the large concrete room and went to the corner, out of the way.


    Greg rotated toward one of the kids and began groaning like he was in serious pain. “You have to help me! I don’t want to die!”


    In the chaos, no one noticed that Biff was missing.


    Heavy, rapid gunfire broke through the noises. Coming from above them, it shocked everyone into silent stillness for a few seconds. It was a rare sound for most of them.


    A speaker activated. “Get set up! She’s almost here!”


    Thalia went out into the hall and began dragging the stragglers in. A sudden sense of doom settled onto her shoulders, but she refused to surrender to it. “I’ll go down fighting. You have my word on that!”


     


    Biff waited until the line of kids was gone, then hurried back out into the hall. He went straight to the private elevator, hoping it would work.


    Biff paused at the sight of Cerise’s bloody body. The elevator was revolting. He stepped over her corpse and then used his foot to move her arm so the door would close. “I see you found out how dangerous we are.”


    Biff hit the button, not sure which level it would take him to. He didn’t glance at the camera in the corner. He didn’t know if anyone was monitoring this elevator. He supposed not because it was still active, but that was impossible to know for sure. Looking up at the camera might give away his one chance.


    The elevator dinged as it opened. He hurried out, recognizing the second floor. The security room immediately came into view, showing someone inside.


    Biff hurried over, recognizing the woman in there.


    Sasha flinched back even though there was no way for Biff to get through. She had found the file she needed, but the time-lock door had activated as soon as the computer alert went off.


    Biff didn’t need to read her mind to understand the woman was in trouble. We all are. “He’ll gas you soon.”


    Sasha was already in the middle of saying her mental goodbyes and trying to find peace with the death that was coming. “I deserve it for betraying him.”


    Biff couldn’t help being curious. “Why did you do it?”


    “I have to get my sister out of here. She doesn’t deserve this life. She and her babies deserve to be free.”


    Despite everything he had gone through since arriving here, Biff was still able to feel sympathy. “Maybe I can save her.”


    Sasha nodded quickly. “I’ll help you in any way that I can.”


    “I need you to print out a copy of something and slide it under the door to me.”


    That was possible. Even though this security room was locked, the computers were active. “What is it?”


    “I need the map.”


    “What map?”


    “It should be in Kenn’s file. He found it while he was scroll diving.”


    Sasha hurried over to the computer and began opening folders.


    Gunfire echoed above them again, drawing her attention. “Are we being attacked?”


    Biff pounded on the glass. “Hurry up!” He could almost feel Reicher starting to notice what was happening here.


    Sasha quickly found what Biff was searching for. Her mouth dropped open as she read the title.


    Biff pounded on the glass again. “Print it out!”


    Sasha activated the printer while studying the map. “Does that really go to Heaven?”


    “I have no idea. Now delete that file.”


    Sasha deleted the file and then grabbed the paper as soon as it finished printing. She took it over to the door. “Promise me!”


    Biff felt his gifts return. He brought out the stone warrior. “You have my word. I’ll try hard to get your sister and her kids out of here.”


    Sasha didn’t have another option. She pushed the paper under the door.


    Biff shoved the map into his pocket. He didn’t really care about it. It was just a requirement that he needed to fulfill to keep his stone defender after this run was over.


    Gas began flowing through the vents above the computer.


    Biff felt bad for the medic. He wanted to stay and keep her company while it happened, but if he did that, they would both be lost. He gave her a sad smile. “Your sacrifice will not be forgotten.”


    Sasha didn’t try to fight the gas. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Please forgive me for everything that I did to you and your team. I didn’t understand how wrong it was until it was too late.”


    “I forgive you. Go in peace.” He took off running as more gas began coming from other vents outside the room.


    Sasha inhaled deeply and let it take her to a place where there was no longer any pain or misery. “I did the best I could for you, Issy. I hope it’s enough.”


     


    Biff hurried to the medical bay, holding his breath now as thick waves of gas gushed from the vents. He shoved through the door and hurried over to the corner where five oxygen tanks were sitting. There hadn’t been any reason to relocate those to a new level because every level already had them.


    He strapped on one of the masks and activated the tank, sucking in large gulps of air.


    Biff picked up one of the tanks and then looked at his stone warrior as more gunfire broke out on the level above him. “Let’s go hunting.”


    His stone defender’s eyes lit up bright red as they both moved toward the exit.


     


     


    4


    “Get out of my way!” Joseph shoved through the group of breeders and mothers hovering around the entrance of their dorm to see what was happening. The sound of gunfire had terrified them. They had been ordered to shelter in place, but the door hadn’t locked, and no other orders had come down.


    Joseph pushed through the crowd roughly, ignoring the cries of surprise and pain as some of the women fell or were bumped into each other. “Where is she?!”


    None of the breeders answered him because they didn’t know who he was searching for. They retreated out of his way and hoped they weren’t his target.


    Joseph ignored the caretakers as he marched into the rear of the room where the cribs were set up. His beaten face and bloody body warned them not to interfere. He left small blood trails from the injuries his father had delivered. He could barely see through one eye and he was sure one of his ribs was broken. Blood was drying to the inside of both nostrils and several of his teeth felt loose. It was the worst beating he had taken since graduating from Reicher’s conversion program.


    Joseph saw Isabel in the corner near one of the cribs. He marched over and grabbed her arm. “Where’s your sister?!”


    He shook her roughly when she didn’t immediately answer.


    Isabel was shocked by his condition. “What happened to you?”


    Around them, the other mothers and breeders retreated further. Everyone was scared of Joseph and not just because he was violent. It was common knowledge now that he was Reicher’s son. Interfering with whatever he was doing might bring Reicher’s wrath down on them.


    “Where is she?!”


    Isabel tried to pull away. “I don’t know!”


    “You’re lying!” Joseph clamped his bloody hand around her arm and began dragging her toward the exit. “You’re going to help me find her!”


    Isabel wasn’t used to being treated violently. She didn’t want him around her kids or any of the other infants. She let him push her out into the hallway.


    Joseph shoved Isabel toward the elevator. “Tell me where she went!”


    Isabel was suddenly sure that if she went anywhere with Joseph, she wouldn’t come back. She planted her feet firmly and used a stern voice. “Stop it. You’re not allowed to treat me this way.”


    Joseph slapped her viciously, knocking her to the floor.


    Isabel stared up at him in disbelief as blood began to drip from her nose. “You hit me.”


    Joseph kicked her and then did it again. The satisfaction of watching her curl into a ball to avoid the pain sent a thrill through his hurting body. His lids narrowed. “If I can’t have your sister, then you’ll do in her place!”


    Isabel understood death was coming. She thought of her babies as Joseph’s fist neared her face.


    The awful hit knocked her against the floor and brought out anger that she hadn’t known existed. She swung back, rocking his head.


    Astounded to be hit by a woman, Joseph didn’t duck her second blow. When her third hit neared his chin, he snapped. Joseph pummeled her the way his father had done to him.


    Isabel fought for her life. She swung back wildly and kicked, screaming for help.


    Joseph wrapped his hands around her neck to get the sound to stop.


    Isabel remembered the brief training session she’d been given years ago. She shoved her hands together and forced them up between his arms and then shoved her thumbs into his eye sockets. She pushed harder as her vision began to blur from the lack of oxygen.


    Joseph was forced to let go. He drew back to hit her again.


    Isabel rolled over and tried to scramble away.


    Joseph grabbed her shirt and yanked, ripping it. He grabbed her bottoms and began jerking them down.


    Horror filled Isabel. She flipped back over and kicked out with both feet, catching him in the chest and the chin.


    Joseph fell, smacking his head on the tile floor, but it still wasn’t enough to stop his rampage. He crawled across the floor and grabbed her leg, keeping her from standing up.


    Isabel kicked again, delivering another brutal hit to his face.


    Blood sprayed both of them and the floor.


    Joseph swung with a closed fist, catching her in the temple.


    Isabel slumped backward as darkness ran across her mind.


    Joseph began unfastening his pants as blood dripped over his arms and the floor from his broken nose.


    “You false snake!”


    Joseph turned around at the voice right behind him.


    Marion swung her knife in a quick, neat move, slitting his throat open.


    Blood gushed all over him, the floor, and Isabel’s legs. Joseph fell over, gurgling.


    Marion pushed Joseph’s body out of the way so she could assist Isabel. She got the woman to her feet and helped her lean against the wall. “Are you okay?”


    Isabel was barely conscious. Her eyes were starting to swell shut and she was covered in blood–hers and Joseph’s.


    Marion began swiping away the blood with her sleeve so she could see how bad the injuries were. “Reicher ordered that weeks ago. Joseph shouldn’t have crossed the line.”


    Isabel struggled to find words. “Reicher’s son!”


    Marion kept cleaning her up. “He’s also my grandson. It makes no difference. We all have rules to follow, and he didn’t.”


    Marion led the limping woman back toward the safety of the breeding room. She got her inside and then manually locked the door. She ignored the scared breeders and mothers as she took Isabel to the rear room where they kept the medical supplies.


    Isabel blinked away the blood on her eyelashes and struggled to focus. She saw Marion bring up a shield as more gunfire echoed from the top levels. “You’re not normal.”


    Marion shrugged. “Who is in this place?”


    Isabel didn’t get the joke. Her mind was too scrambled. “You know.”


    “Yes, but like with Tilly, an arrangement can be made. My son doesn’t need more distractions from his duty. I let her go for that reason. When things settle down, I’ll do the same for you.” It had angered Marion when Reicher eliminated all of the breeders during the last riot, but that wasn’t why she was helping Isabel. After everything that had happened, Isabel and her sister would end up being used as public examples and this lab couldn’t afford the lost time.


    Isabel forced out more words. “My sister?”


    Marion frowned. “Where is she right now?”


    Isabel reluctantly told the truth through split, swelling lips. “Breaking into top-secret files.”


    Marion’s face shut down. “Then she’s already dead. There’s nothing I can do for her. Just worry about yourself.”


    Isabel let Marion help her into a chair as her stomach cramped and her vision blurred again. She could only hope the injuries weren’t severe. Even though she was a medic, she was too disoriented to tell how badly she was hurt.


    Marion continued to tend Isabel’s injuries. “We’ll get you fixed up and out of here as soon as my son settles things down.”


    More gunfire echoed from the levels above them.


    In a quick flash of intuition, Isabel’s thoughts mirrored Marion’s.


    He can’t settle this down. Safe Haven has finally come for their missing men. They’re not going to leave Reicher alive. They aren’t going to leave any of us alive. It’s time for payback.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Thirty-Four BK18


    This Is a Bad Place


     


     


     


    1


    “You have to hurry up, mate!”


    “The gas is coming! Hurry up!”


    Gas was coming in through the vents in the dorm and out in the hallway around it. Reicher had clearly decided to eliminate all the loose ends.


    Kenn didn’t let the panic distract him from picking the lock. He had been carrying this long, thin nail around in his mouth since Sasha’s visit to warn him they weren’t being relocated to the next wing. He had taken it from the wall in the bathroom while keeping his back to the camera and hoping Reicher didn’t notice.


    Behind him, the military men shared around the improvised gas masks they had made. Honey was a surprisingly good adhesive.


    Gunfire above them echoed loudly and brought more panic.


    “We’re all gonna die in here!”


    “We will if he doesn’t get that door open.”


    Kenn felt the right spot and pushed gently. He rotated slowly. The lock on the door popped.


    Kenn pulled it open and held it while the other military men rushed out, cheering. One of them put a gas mask over Kenn’s face to allow him a few breaths of air that didn’t include the gas. Because they hadn’t been relocated, everyone assumed the gas was lethal this time instead of just a knockout dose.


    This wing was already a complete mess. None of them had liked being left here while everyone else was moved. Reicher had locked them all down a day ago and stopped the meal deliveries. Kenn and his men had spent that time preparing as much as they could, while trying not to panic. Kenn had considered breaking them out before now, but instinct had told him to wait. The gunfire exploding on the level above them was the sign he had been waiting for.


    Green gas began to fill up the flats and hallways, affecting the other subjects who also hadn’t been relocated.


    Kenn sucked in air through the small hole at the top of the plastic shield and then passed it off to the next man as he hurried to the elevator control pad and began working on it with his nail. This was the most extreme lock picking that he had ever done, but he was confident that he would be successful. The problem was getting it done before the gas killed them all.


    Someone fell in the rear of the group, overcome.


    The military men were loyal to each other, but they didn’t rush to help their fallen man or share the six improvised masks. Only those who could remain on their feet would be cared for.


    Coughs and groans echoed through the chaos.


    “Hurry up!”


    “He’s going as fast as he can, mate. You know how hard it is.”


    Most of the military men had already tried to lock pick their way out of this lab and failed miserably. They were missing fingers, toes, and eyes as punishments for those attempts.


    Kenn kept working on the lock as the thick green gas floated over them from the vent above the elevator.


    Another man fell, sliding to his knees and gasping for air.


    Kenn cursed himself for not finding a way to make more masks. The plastic bottles had been easy to come by from their meals and the trash. Using cloth pieces of their boxers from the penis pocket had been brilliant, as had using sticky substances from their food. He still wished he could have done better. Losing any of these men would hurt him.


    The light over the elevator flipped to green. The door slid open.


    “He’s got it!”


    All of the men shoved in together, cramming in close. They doubted there would be a chance for the elevator to come back.


    Kenn hefted up the man who had slid to his knees and shoved him into the elevator where someone else put the man on their back.


    Kenn scanned the dorm, searching for other survivors.


    “Come on!”


    “They’re already dead, mate!”


    Kenn saw that was true. He squeezed into the overcrowded elevator and hoped it wasn’t too much weight for the lift to carry.


    The door slid shut, cutting off the gas. All of them breathed in deeply, not caring about the body odor or the thick scent of panic.


    The man next to the control pad looked to Kenn.


    Kenn considered it. “My boss will go straight to Marc. Take us to the bottom level.”


    The Navy man hit the button. “I thought you were itching for him to be gone.”


    Kenn snorted. “We played a great role during our time here.”


    “So it was a lie about wanting his wife?”


    “No, I want her like I’ve never wanted anything else, but I’m not giving up my current life for a chance to go back to that future. I’m moving on.”


    Kenn was proud of himself for that decision, but there wasn’t time to celebrate his maturity as the elevator came to a rough stop, but the door didn’t open.


    Gas began coming through the vents in the top of the elevator.


    Men began to panic. Gas masks came back up.


    Kenn went to the control pad, roughly shoving his way through to reach it. He considered trying to pick the controls, but the gas was already filling the elevator. There wasn’t time. He began punching it repeatedly, trying to short it out like he’d done before.


    The other men tried to pry the doors open, ripping off fingernails and pieces of their skin on the sharp metal.


    Kenn let his anger out, punching harder.


    Sparks flew out of the control panel, burning through his shirt. Kenn barely noticed. He grabbed the broken plastic and yanked it out with one hand and then grabbed the wires with the other. He ripped them free in one quick jerk, barely noticing the small electrical shock.


    Smoke came from the panel. A small flame shot out and then the elevator slid open, allowing them freedom.


    Everyone rushed out of the elevator, gasping and wiping away tears from the gas that slowly began to wind through the corridor.


    Kenn saw water on the floor. He heard sharp nails padding along that watery surface. “Shit. We’re on the top level.”


    “Incoming!”


    The hounds came at them in a rush, baring their teeth and growling.


    The military men automatically formed a half circle around Kenn and the open elevator, and braced to fight for their lives.


    “Watch that aim, Eagles!”


    The familiar voice sank into Kenn’s ears and brought relief.


    Gunfire filled the hallway. Hounds went down to carefully aimed shots that made the military men flinch despite their years of training.


    Kenn grinned as a large group of black-clad men and women hurried toward them. “Welcome to Hell.”


    Angela and her team walked through the hallway, clearing each room as they scanned Kenn and his group.


    Angela felt more trouble coming. “To the right!”


    Wade swiveled, rifle coming back up.


    His quick shots took down four hounds charging toward them.


    Wade lowered his rifle, but kept it ready as he joined Kenn and the group he was standing in front of.


    Angela scanned Kenn, seeing his injuries and his mental state in one quick glance. She also saw his failed attempt to kill Reicher.


    Kenn swept the large team around her in relief. They might need every one of them.


    Angela didn’t have a gun in hand. The nerve damage hadn’t repaired itself. She was the spotter for this run. She kept her shield up as she stopped near Kenn. “Eagle.”


    Kenn nodded in confirmation. “Always, Boss.”


    Angela eyed the surprised, leery military men behind him, but she didn’t dig into their thoughts.


    “I have some new recruits for you.” Kenn hoped Angela would accept the men into their camp.


    Angela lifted a stern brow. “Can any of you kill the kids protecting Reicher?”


    Three of the men immediately came forward with nods and determination. The rest hesitated.


    Angela motioned.


    Wade fired off three more shots, dropping the three men on the spot.


    The other military men crowded back into the elevator.


    “It’s okay.” Kenn tried to calm them.


    Tilly flinched, now remembering Adrian’s warning. “What are you doing?!”


    Adrian delivered that answer in satisfaction. “Removing evil. Anyone who can kill a kid doesn’t belong in our camp.”


    Angela winced, thinking about Marc. She swept the other nervous military men. “The rest can have a chance.” She looked at Adrian. “Get lost.”


    Adrian read Kenn’s thoughts about the private elevators, then signaled to the three people he had chosen to help with his part of this run. “We have work to do. Come on.”


    Angela didn’t watch them go. She motioned toward Kenn. “Drag position.”


    Kenn led the military men through the large rescue party. When Trent handed him a gun, Kenn took it in relief. “I feel better already.”


    Wade got them moving, bringing his rifle back up as they moved down the wet, dirty hallway. He didn’t need Kenn to tell him which way to go. He was still using Angela’s tracking gift to follow the small blue sparks that indicated Marc had been here.


    Kenn went to the rear of the group, where Goldie was limping along behind them. His injuries had been bandaged and slightly healed, but the man was in rough shape. He was covered in bite marks from the hounds.


    Tilly stayed in the center of the rescue party. She was glad that Angela had allowed her to join the rescue. Trevor and Gordon had been left outside with the others to guard the beach entrance. When Trevor had protested, Tilly had ignored him.


    “More hounds!” Wade could hear them coming.


    Eagles lifted a weapon or faced the hounds with magic.


    Tilly didn’t. She was still shocked by Angela’s actions. Wade killed the men, but it wasn’t his choice to make. Adrian was right. She can’t be trusted.


    Walking next to Tilly, Charlie frowned at the woman. “Adrian never said that. The alpha is more trustworthy than any of us. Be careful.”


    Tilly snapped her mouth shut, understanding she was about to cross a line that she couldn’t come back from.


    Cameras tracked their progress down the filthy hallway. The team could feel the eyes on them, but it didn’t change their course or their determination to save their missing team.


    Angela expected to be contacted soon. The boss had lured her here. It made sense that he would speak to her. “But not until I prove who I am.”


    Angela sighed deeply. Then she sent out a blast of tracking magic that rattled through the hallways and drew out the next threats they needed to eliminate.


    Riot survivors came from storage rooms and closets, drawn by the alpha command in her magic. It ordered them to reveal themselves.


    “They’re sick!”


    “Put ‘em down.” Angela scanned their six while Wade and Zack handled the insane men and women rushing them without weapons.


    A hound broke from the dark doorway to Angela’s right.


    Erin fired one shot, hitting the slobbering dog in the chest. It flew back into the room, spraying nasty water over the wall.


    “Very good.” Trent knew she needed to hear that.


    Erin lifted her rifle again. “Down!”


    Trent dropped.


    Erin fired over his shoulder, hitting a second dog trying to sneak up on their flank.


    Trent didn’t thank her. He scanned for more threats as his heart pounded.


    Erin kept moving. She was feeling better now that she had proven herself a little.


    Kenn nudged Trent back into place as he caught up to the stopped man. “Keep moving.”


    Trent did it while facing an unwelcome realization. I don’t enjoy this anymore. Being kidnapped ruined the job for me.


    “None of the elevators will hold all of us at one time. We’ll have to make at least three trips.” Kenn wasn’t looking forward to cramming inside a metal box again. “He might gas it.”


    Angela motioned.


    Charlie and Jayda opened their kits and began handing out real gas masks.


    The men from Kenn’s wing relaxed a little. They liked a prepared leader.


    Angela signaled a few of the team. “Stay here and finish clearing this level.”


    The four people she’d chosen didn’t argue, but they didn’t like the order.


    Angela activated the private elevator that Adrian had already used, while directing more of the team toward the public lift.


    Cate and Cody brought up shields around her as the door opened. There was green gas hovering along the floor.


    Angela pointed at Kenn. “You’re with me.”


    Kenn grinned.


    Angela and the first group squeezed inside. Angela was tempted to go straight to the bottom, but she needed the entire lab cleared. She took them to the next level down.


     


    Ray stepped out onto the warehouse floor first and froze. “Oh, God.”


    Angela knew it wasn’t the smell, which was the worst so far in this place, or the bodies of staff members who had been left to rot. Ray was seeing the ghosts.


    Angela tried not to, but it was impossible. The shadows of the men and women who had lived, and died, in these cages flew through the large, wide room, groaning and shrieking.


    “What the hell…” Theo stopped, revolted by the cages and the gore stuck to the concrete floors.


    “Can you hear them?”


    Theo nodded at Ray. “Is that a recording?”


    “No.” Angela didn’t explain. Some people were naturally sensitive to the ghosts of the dead, but she had long suspected that Theo was Invisible. His reaction added to that impression.


    Angela put a hand out to stop the rest of them from leaving the elevator. The kids didn’t need to see this firsthand. “It’s all dead in here. Load up.”


    She didn’t leave anyone to guard the warehouse floor. The ghosts could do that.


    They took the lift to the next level.


    Ray went out first again. “What were they doing in here?”


    Kenn held in a shudder. “These are session rooms.” He didn’t offer more details.


    Angela pulled it from his mind gently, not wanting to traumatize him more than he already was. Kenn was putting on a good act, but it was clear that he’d been hurt.


    “Sessions for what?” Wade wasn’t wasting energy on reading thoughts right now.


    “A lot of shit that humanity can’t handle.” Biff came from a session room they hadn’t reached yet.


    Guns came up.


    Biff stayed there, waiting.


    Angela waved off her guards as she approached him. She sent out a wave of comfort. “Eagle.”


    Biff glared at her. “Boss.”


    Everyone heard the threat in his tenor. Wade and the others lifted guns again, hoping they didn’t have to put down one of their own.


    Angela had expected this and worse. “Tell me what you need.”


    Biff’s anger fell aside. Confusion took its place. “I don’t know!” He was too messed up to know what was best.


    Angela stepped closer, delivering another wave of comfort. “I’ll help you.”


    “You just want the map!”


    “Not true. I want you to recover and find happiness.”


    Biff slowly took a crumpled paper from his pocket. “We made a deal.”


    “And I’ll honor it, but not here and not like this.” She nodded at the paper. “Keep it safe for me?”


    Biff drew in a calming breath as he realized she cared about him, too, and not just the map. “Yes…Boss.”


    Angela smiled warmly. “Fall in, Eagle. We have a team to rescue.” She turned her back to him to demonstrate her trust.


    The rest of her team tensed again.


    Biff walked by her with his chin up. He had hunted loose staff members on this level and eliminated several threats while waiting for Angela to reach his location. He had nothing to be ashamed of. And I have a defender I can use any time I need it.


    “No, Biff. You have to leave it here.”


    Most of them didn’t grasp what Angela was talking about.


    Biff kept walking; he didn’t answer.


    Angela decided not to push that issue yet. She went to the elevator and stepped in beside him. His pain was thick, awful.


    Biff felt her sorrow. He knew she didn’t like how he’d been treated. Her compassion broke through his anger. A tear rolled over his cheek.


    Angela opened her arms.


    The others watched Biff cry in her arms, angered that their friend had been hurt so badly.


    Tilly observed in longing. Angela’s emotional responses to her crew were something Tilly would never be able to give to her own group. Reicher’s abuse had killed that part of her heart.


    The elevator opened onto a staff level that had been destroyed. Bodies and debris littered the floors in nearly every room.


    Angela walked through it while her team handled the few threats they found. It was obvious this damage had happened weeks ago. The bodies were reeking, filling the halls with the sickly odor of decay.


    Angela didn’t spend more time on this floor than they needed to. She cleared the flats, noted the signatures of her missing men, then went to the public elevator.


    “Do you want to leave some of us here?”


    Angela didn’t, but she needed to make sure each level was under their control. If she didn’t leave a guard here, anyone could come up and hide among the bodies and trash. “Kenn and his men can cover it until we’re in full control.”


    The military men fell in around the elevator obediently. They were used to following orders.


    Kenn frowned. He didn’t want to be split up from the rescue team.


    Angela met his eye. “I’d never leave you behind. Tonya would kill me.”


    Kenn chuckled, soothed. “Watch your six, Boss. This is a bad place.”


    Angela had figured that out. “No worries. When I leave here, you’ll be with me.”


    Kenn watched as the team left. Loneliness and shame tried to take over his thoughts. Angela had mentioned Tonya. She’ll be pissed at the way I’ve shunned her.


    Angela sighed in his mind. She’ll just be happy you’re alive and home, Kenn. Have faith. She loves you more than you deserve.


    Angela broke contact, concentrating as the elevator opened onto the next level. Isolation cells and long dorms with dissipating green gas greeted them.


    There weren’t many bodies visible, just one military man she assumed Kenn hadn’t been able to save. A quick glance into the isolation cells revealed dead men and women and more lingering gas. The deaths were fresh, as was the damage on this level. Reicher hadn’t been able to keep control even before she arrived.


    Angela wanted to assume that Marc and his team were responsible for that, but she already knew it wasn’t true. Kenn had avoided thinking about Marc or the rest of the missing team. That told her to brace for an ugly reunion.


    Cate peered up at her angrily. “They hurt my daddy.”


    “Yes, and we’re going to make them pay for that, aren’t we?”


    Every member of the team nodded, including Biff.


    Angela pointed at Erin, Piper, and then Trent. “Cover this level. Finish clearing it and join us.”


    Angela felt the eyes on them again. She regarded the camera in the corner, acknowledging Reicher for the first time. “I’m coming for you. Get ready.”


    The speaker activated. Reicher’s laughter was cold and so were his words. “Your husband belongs to me now. You’ll never really get him back.”


    Fear entered Angela’s heart as she went into the elevator. That was her biggest fear. It had been all along.


     


    In the security room, Reicher scanned the monitor. Thalia had things covered for the moment, but that was about to change. Angela and her rescue party were about to arrive.


    He activated the speaker in the concrete room. “Standby for the push. It’s almost time to change the fate of everyone alive, and dead, on this miserable planet.”
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    “This is the laboratory. We’re in the right place.” Adrian led his small group through the narrow hallway that ran around the edge of the complex. They were on the second floor. It was quiet here and the halls were empty. So were most of the flats. Those that hadn’t been empty held bodies that had been here for a long time.


    Adrian paused outside the double glass doors of the laboratory. “Someone’s in there.”


    They hadn’t run into anyone yet. Adrian had hoped they wouldn’t, but he could hear someone muttering and moving inside.


    Kyle, Ray, and Theo waited with their hands on their holsters.


    Adrian hadn’t needed to pick his three people for this run back on the island because they had already volunteered. He scanned them now, making sure they were ready for whatever might happen when they entered.


    Kyle glared. Really? You’re checking up on me?


    Adrian smirked.


    Theo and Ray just waited for the action to start. Neither man cared that Adrian was the team leader for this. They trusted him in action moments. It was around females that he became a nightmare.


    Adrian grew serious. He directed Ray to guard the exit and Kyle to protect Ray.


    Theo joined Adrian, surprised that he’d been picked.


    Adrian held the door to let Theo go first.


    Theo entered with his gun in hand. He cleared the right and swung around to clear the left.


    “Get out.”


    The menacing voice stopped Theo. He scanned the man in surprised dread. “Gus?”


    “Get out!”


    Theo felt Adrian come in to stand next to him. “I can’t do that, man.”


    Gus saw Adrian and scowled through angry eyes. He understood the rescue team had arrived, but his desperate anger wouldn’t let any relief come through.


    Adrian swept the small lab and found broken bottles, open cabinets, and a floor littered with glass and fluids. “What are you searching for? Maybe we can help.”


    Gus turned away and resumed digging through the cabinet next to him.


    Adrian tried again. “We’re here for a cure to the rage illness.”


    “I can’t find it!”


    The team understood Gus was here for the same reason. Adrian motioned the others to stay back. “It will be refrigerated.”


    Adrian stepped toward the other side of the room while keeping an eye on the angry bear of a man. Gus’s clothes were filthy and his hair was knotted in small tangles that resembled dreads. He was covered in tiny burn scars and old bruises. Adrian hoped the rest of the team was in better shape. “Do you want to help me search in here?”


    Gus swung around and stomped over.


    Adrian and everyone else tensed. It was obvious that Gus had had a rough time.


    Gus jerked the refrigerator open and held it, fighting the rage.


    Adrian quickly began reading the labels, showing Gus trust.


    Gus wanted to kill the Mitchel. He also wanted to kill the team. He needed to see blood, to taste it.


    Adrian picked up two vials. He held one out to Gus. “I think this is it. Do you want me to inject you?”


    Gus grabbed it and hurried to the counter where he’d already gathered syringes. He couldn’t stand to let anyone else cause him pain, even as little as a needle stick.


    Adrian took a cooler from the nearby shelf and began packing it with pouches of dry ice. He put several vials inside and then started reading the others to see if he wanted to take any of them.


    Gus injected himself with a full syringe from the vial. He leaned against the counter, waiting for more pain, for relief, or for death. At this point, dying would be better than what he was fighting every minute of the day.


    Theo felt bad for the man, but he wasn’t sure what to say that might help.


    Neither were Kyle or Ray. They watched through the doors and hoped the medicine helped Gus. They weren’t looking forward to subduing him for the trip home.


    Adrian finished packing the cooler and handed it to Kyle. Then he went to Gus, pulling on his leadership skills. “It will take a bit for it to work. It might be a few days before you feel better.”


    Gus groaned. “Can’t make it that long!”


    “I’ll help you, if you let me.”


    Gus turned on him, orbs lighting up bright red. “Why? Traitor!”


    “You’re one of my Eagles. I’ll always help you when you need it.”


    Reason and rage warred in Gus.


    Adrian didn’t make any threatening moves. He used logic. “I can put you to sleep or we can sedate you. When you wake up, you’ll be over the worst of it.”


    “No!” Gus couldn’t take being put to sleep anymore.


    Adrian understood. The flashes in Gus’s mind were ugly. “Then I’ll help you through it minute by minute. Just lean on me and I’ll get you out of here.” He held out a hand.


    Gus wanted to take it. He also wanted to rip it off.


    Theo prepared to rescue Adrian as Gus reached for his hand.


    Adrian sent out a wave of calm. “Let’s go home, Eagle.”


    It was the wrong thing to say.


    Gus punched Adrian and followed him to the floor, swinging and groaning. “No home! No!”


    Theo and Ray hurried in and tried to pull Gus off Adrian.


    It didn’t work. Even lighter from his time here, Gus was still bigger and stronger than both of them.


    Kyle sat the cooler by his feet and fired a strong sleep spell that hit all of the struggling men.


    Gus had no resistance in his weakened condition. He fell over and rolled off Adrian.


    Theo yawned widely.


    Ray fought the urge to do the same. He frowned at Kyle. “We had it covered.”


    Kyle snorted as he picked up the cooler and resumed his post.


    Theo helped Adrian up. Then he scanned Gus. “Who gets to carry him?”


    Ray chuckled. “I say the man who triggered it.”


    Adrian wiped away blood from his split lip. “I need to work on my communication skills.”


    Ray spotted a folded gurney in the corner and went to get it. “Yeah, you do.”


    Adrian tried to scan through the levels to check on the rest of their team, but he couldn’t get through. The gunfire had stopped and it was quiet. That made him nervous. “Let’s get him and the cooler to the boss.”


    “We should go find Marc. That’s where she’ll go.” Ray was certain of it.


    Adrian shook his head. “That’s not how you win against someone like Reicher. You go straight to the snake and start hacking at it. We need to find him. That’s where she’ll be.”


    “Hurry up. She might need us.” Kyle also hated being split from the team.


    Adrian assumed Angela’s warning about captives had meant Gus, but he wasn’t positive. Is someone else here?


    Adrian stopped in the hall and scanned again.


    He found a tiny blue spark near a dim doorway. It blinked out of existence while he observed.


    Kyle saw it too. “Do what you have to. We’ll cover you.” Kyle held the door for Theo and Ray to bring the gurney through.


    Adrian knew this was his chore. “Get him and the cooler to the boss before he wakes up. I’ll track it down and meet you there.”


    Kyle didn’t argue. He provided security for Ray and Theo.


    Adrian went to where the blue spark had vanished. He concentrated and immediately picked up waves of insanity.


    Adrian saw the doorway in a far corner of the hall. It blended in perfectly. If not for the spark, he wouldn’t have seen it.


    Adrian went into that hall and found himself in a round room surrounded by small cells. All of them were occupied.


    Adrian’s heart dropped as he realized this was what Angela had warned him about. The two dozen kids and teens were sedated, starving, and beyond hope of recovery.


    Adrian wanted to walk away. He could. Angela had sent him here for the rage cure and he’d found it. But she didn’t really want me to ignore the misery of these captives. She wants me to end their suffering.


    Adrian hated her in that moment. He didn’t want to do this.


    Adrian drew in a deep breath. Then he drew his knife. These kids had been experimented on for a long time. I can’t leave them like this.


    He entered the first cell and gave the boy mercy.


     


     


    2


    “Bring those twins over here.”


    The caretakers headed for the infants being held by their mothers. Three sets of twins were here in case Thalia needed more than one attempt. She’d never tried to manipulate time before now, but she’d studied Valerie and knew how it worked.


    The mothers had never been present for a time push. They shifted away from the caretakers, scowling.


    Thalia didn’t have time to deal with their feelings. “Bring me those kids!”


    Caretakers grabbed babies. Mothers tried to take them back, looking around for help.


    Teenagers around the room watched and waited for orders. They were the chosen enforcers for moments like this. Reicher didn’t like to use adult troops who were sometimes compassionate. The teenagers were without sympathy. They would do whatever they were told. Their only motivation was Reicher’s approval and avoiding the pain that came when he was displeased.


    Marc and his remaining team members were horrified and still almost helpless. They didn’t have their gifts. They were barely awake enough to understand what was happening, but the cries of the babies and their mothers were impossible to ignore. They had to try. Half of them moved subtly in front of the main door to prevent anyone else from coming in to help.


    Marc staggered toward Thalia. “Leave them alone.”


    Thalia pointed at the stone table in the center, ignoring Marc. “Put them there.” She picked up the knife to be ready when Reicher called it.


    Marc stepped between Thalia and the kids. “You’re not doing this.” Marc didn’t have many options with his demon gone and his body shaking, his head spinning. He did what he thought would buy time for him to recover.


    Marc leaned in and kissed her.


    Thalia had never been kissed before, but she still knew it was fake. She shoved Marc and brought her knife up to his throat. “Back off!”


    Marc’s training took over against his mental protests. He grabbed her arm and spun her around so the knife was at her chest.


    Thalia hadn’t been here so long without knowing how to defend herself. She brought up her shield and shoved it between them, forcing the knife away from her. She grabbed the gun from her belt.


    Marc caught her wrist, but he couldn’t break it. Even the thought of hurting a woman was abhorrent to him now.


    Thalia knew. Killing his lover had taken a severe toll on him. He might never be able to hurt a female again. She spun around, twisting his arm this time. Her knife went to his chest while her gun slid back into the holster.


    Marc stilled, mind finally coming to life, but he still didn’t have his gifts back. He was forced to wait.


    Thalia was furious that Marc had kissed her. She slid her knife closer to his throat. “Heir or not, you’re going to pay for that!”


    The speaker activated. “Don’t bleed him yet. We need him for the push.”


    Thalia didn’t let go of Marc. “We have the kids!”


    “That was never how it worked.” Everyone heard the reluctance in Reicher’s voice as he was forced to tell the truth. “It has to be founding family bloodlines.”


    “What?”


    “Why do you think we haven’t gone back before now?”


    “The pushers weren’t strong enough…or they were killed. Valerie was doing it.”


    Reicher snorted through the speaker. “It has to be blood from the founding families and two of them have to die. All the others can do is slow time. They can’t go back or forward. The rumor about the kids was spread as a defense against rebels doing a push.”


    Thalia was shocked. “That wasn’t in the files.”


    “That’s the point.”


    Thalia thought fast and found a problem. “We don’t have what we need. Why are we even here?!”


    “Experimenting is the only way to prove our theories and limits.”


    Thalia shoved Marc toward the teenagers. “Hold him!”


    Three teens came forward and layered him in their shields.


    Marc didn’t fight. After Joey, there was no way he could ever hurt a kid again for any reason.


    “What do I do now?” Thalia was frustrated with how things were going and the fact that Reicher hadn’t trusted her enough to tell her all this before.


    “Now you wait for the other founding family member to arrive. As soon as she does, start pushing.”


    “I can’t push time and draw their blood.”


    “That’s why you’re surrounded by heartless teens who are eager to earn my approval.”


    Marc and his team realized they would have to fight the kids in here. Every one of them mentally refused.


    In the security room, Reicher nodded tiredly. “That’s why I handled it this way. As soon as she reaches you, push with everything you have.”


     


     


    3


    Reicher flinched at a loud bang near the locked door.


    Angela walked into view. “Your son isn’t the only one who miscalculated.”


    Reicher didn’t care about her insult or the fact that she knew what had happened even though she hadn’t been in the lab then. He stared in admiration and obsession.


    Angela held still and let him have his fill as the rest of her team surrounded the security door and filled the hallway around it.


    She’s magnificent. Reicher admired her scars, her missing hair, her furious blue eyes, and the feeling of total power that surrounded her like a cloak.


    Angela lifted her chin proudly. All the hell she’d been through had brought her to this moment. “I’d like to say the same of you, but well… I expected someone stronger.”


    Reicher felt that hit. He suddenly wished he’d controlled himself with Joseph so he was pristine.


    Angela smiled coldly. “Does it matter if you’re neat and clean when you die?”


    Reicher shook his head. “No. But it won’t be my death today.”


    Angela moved closer to the door. She could feel the energy field around it without touching it. “Let the negotiations begin.”


    Reicher scanned her team now. “Surely there’s time for introductions.”


    Angela knew why he wanted that. “Hoping to round them up later?”


    Reicher chuckled. “Of course.”


    Angela didn’t give him what he wanted. “Surrender now and I’ll consider sparing you.” She scanned him easily through the force field. “Though I suspect you aren’t going to last long no matter how many lifeforces you consume.”


    Reicher’s face went blank, telling her she’d guessed correctly. He pushed, concentrating.


    Angela saw brown liquid come from his pores, his nose, and even his ears. She fought not to gag as her stomach rolled over.


    Reicher wiped his face on his damp sleeve. “Your medics have taught me some amazing tricks.”


    Angela caught flashes of the feats Harry and Shawn had accomplished. She was saddened. “Surrender. It’s your only chance.”


    Reicher’s eyes lit up. “You can’t get through the door and it won’t open for 12 hours. By that time, I’ll have regained control of the lab. Get used to the walls around you. You’re going to be here forever.” He started to activate the gas in the hallway to knock out her and her team.


    Angela and the others brought up gas masks, glaring at him.


    Reicher frowned. It wasn’t going like he needed it to. “Your team is right below us.”


    “I know.”


    “Aren’t you going to go get them?”


    Angela stared at him in contempt. “You can’t do the push without me. You think I won’t fire on your protectors.” She chuckled coldly. “You have no idea who I really am.”


    Reicher realized his plan wasn’t going to work. He tried a different tactic. “If you don’t surrender, I’ll kill them all.”


    Angela laughed this time. “I can’t be bluffed. You made a deal with my husband.” She leered. “Magical contracts can’t be broken. If you kill him, you die immediately.”


    Reicher was trapped. It only left one option. “Then I’ll have to draw your blood myself!”


    Angela brought up her shield as Reicher started to use his gifts.


    The team around her opened fire. They didn’t need an order.


    Reicher held his shield against the team effort without trouble. He’d consumed lifeforces of staff and subjects daily for the last month to gain power for this battle.


    Angela didn’t join in. Despite her strength, it wasn’t good for her to use up energy while she was pregnant. She signaled the twins. “Introduce yourselves.”


    Reicher knew he was in trouble as soon as he saw the glowing blue eyes of the child by Angela’s side. The power in that small boy was immense and it was wild.


    Cody lifted a hand.


    Power flew through the force field and slammed into Reicher’s shield like a bomb blast, jarring him against the chair.


    Reicher kept his shield up, but he already knew it wasn’t going to hold. He connected to Thalia. I need you! He had expected Angela to go straight to Marc. Bring him up here!


    I can’t! His team is blocking the exit! The kids are holding them, but it won’t be enough!


    Angela caught it all. She didn’t encourage him to surrender again. “It’s almost time for you to die.”


    Reicher feared that as much as he always had. He struggled to find a solution as Cody fired again.


    Reicher’s shield flickered.


    He brought up a new layer, breaking into a cold sweat. Splitting up from Thalia had been a huge mistake, but so had miscalculating where Angela would go first. “I didn’t see any of this! How did you trick me?!”


    Angela’s smile widened. “I lied to you in every glance, in every grin, with every breath. I lied.” She gestured.


    Her team fired again, helping Cody.


    Reicher groaned. “You never intended to nuke this lab.”


    “No.”


    “And you didn’t have to do it this way–you wanted to.”


    “Yes.”


    “But why?” Reicher strained against the dozen descendant spells trying to get through his layered shields. “Why did you do this?”


    “I looked ahead and saw a final battle where the UN pops back up and tries to claim control over my homeland.” Angela’s fury came through her voice this time. “So I stole command from you. Marc is the rightful leader of all the labs now and of the United Nations.”


    Reicher comprehended all at once. “And you control him.”


    Angela smiled. “I love him. So, yes.”


    The team rotated as heavy steps and grunts echoed.


    Kyle appeared in the hall, followed by Theo and Ray, who were pushing a gurney.


    Angela didn’t see Adrian. She lifted a brow.


    Kyle joined her. “He’s tracking a spark.”


    Angela was pleased. She turned back to Reicher. “I’d like you to meet Cody’s sister.”


    Cate wanted inside the room. She longed to feel Reicher bleed onto her hands. She stepped into view. “Open up!”


    Reicher recognized that angry face. He’d sent her to the IDC so she didn’t kill him. She was one of his few failures. “Demon spawn!”


    Cody’s eyes turned red.


    Sparks flew from the ceiling light. The door rattled.


    Angela put a hand on each child’s shoulder. “Take him down now. But don’t kill him. We need to trade him for your dad.”


    Both kids opened fire, making the rest of the team seem powerless.


    Reicher began to sweat. His shield flickered and then strengthened. He was surprised, but still strong enough to hold against the angry twins for a while longer.


    Angela looked at the woman in the rear of her group.


    Tilly stepped into view. She scanned Reicher in disgusted contempt. “Hello, Carl.”


    “Tilly?” Reicher’s shield fell.


    The team and kids cheered.


    Angela wrapped Reicher in mental chains and shut off his gifts. “You’re locked, forever.”


    Reicher stared at Tilly, unable to believe what he was seeing. “You’re a ghost.”


    Tilly glared at him with years of hatred. “No, but you will be soon.”


    “What… How?”


    Tilly refused to give him the satisfaction of an explanation about her escape. “I came here to watch you die. So do it already!”


    “I want my daddy!” Cate sent in pain, fists clenching as Reicher screamed. “Where’s my daddy?!”


    Cody stopped her before she went too far. “The alpha will handle it.”


    Cate peered up at Angela with tears in her red orbs. Crimson drops rolled over her cheeks as she fought to control herself.


    Angela forced Reicher to activate the speaker. “Bring Marc and his team up here right now!”


    Thalia had been monitoring the new situation. She answered angrily. “No! I’ll trade them for my father. If he dies, so do they!”


    Angela nodded. “You have a deal. Don’t keep me waiting. I can’t promise he won’t suffer if you make me wait.”


    Cate sent another pain wave that hit Reicher harder and sent a scream through his lips to enforce the order.


    “Get out of the lab and I’ll let them go.”


    Angela laughed at Thalia’s demand. “Try again.”


    Thalia’s options were limited because Reicher was in the time-locked room. She believed she could get through Marc’s team, but she obviously couldn’t defeat Angela if the woman had already taken down her father. She relied on the rumors about Safe Haven’s leader being honorable. “Swear you’ll spare us and leave!”


    “I swear it. Now hurry up! My patience is low.”


    Thalia didn’t answer as desperation filled her mind. She was the only one left. What she did now would determine the fate of this lab and everyone in it.


    Thalia drew her gun and stalked toward Marc.


     


    Angela was watching on Reicher’s monitor while Cate enjoyed making Reicher cry. She was squeezing his guts where the cancer was eating it away. Angela signaled Wade and a few others. “Escort duty.”


    Wade heard the unspoken order not to leave Thalia alive. “It will be my honor.”


    Adrian came down the hall with a blackened eye and a haunted expression. He was still wiping away the blood on his hands.


    Angela didn’t let him feel her sympathy. “Go with Wade and collect our missing men.”


    Adrian immediately switched directions and hurried to catch up with Wade.


    Angela observed him with a shielded mind. I have to do the right thing now. She shivered. But I don’t want to. I want to give in and let Marc end all of this.


    Cody took her hand, offering comfort.


    Angela let his calmness soothe her troubled mind. Cody was already leading them with his quiet confidence. Angela suddenly wished Marc was more like his son. But then none of this would have happened. Some things are just meant to be–this is more proof of that.


    “Do you understand what he is?” Reicher sucked in more air as Cate let go of his guts.


    Angela smiled. “He’s the future.”


    “Blue glowing eyes have only been reported in the world one other time in history.”


    Angela lifted a brow. “When?”


    Reicher tensed as Cate prepared to resume hurting him. “When the Creator walked this planet with a child named Sarah by his side.”


    “What does that mean?” Cody knew he was special, but he had assumed it was so he could lead the world into peace.


    “It means when the Creator sees you, he’ll think of Sarah and get very, very angry.” Angela held in a shudder. “We’ll need to keep you out of sight.”


    Cody frowned. “Can you bring her back?”


    “No.” Angela’s hand went to her small baby bump. “But she can be reborn. This child has to live. If she doesn’t, we’re all doomed in that final battle.”


    Cate was tired of that topic. She fired another hatred spell at Reicher while ice crawled up the walls. “I want my daddy!”


    Angela pried at Reicher’s secrets while he was in too much pain to defend his mind. She noted the location of the last lab and that it had gone dark. She was relieved to discover that. “Now I can concentrate on my camp and the future.”


    Cody also saw the information. “It’s not dark. It’s filled with ghosts.”


    Angela shrugged. “Like this place will be.” She eyed the timer and then resumed digging into Reicher while Cate had him distracted. “Slow down or he’ll never last.”


    Cate eased up, but she didn’t stop. She’d been waiting for this for years and it felt good. The only thing better would be if my mother had survived so she could feel it too.


    Angela leaned down and kissed Cate’s head. “I’m your mother now. Switch your aim to his legs or he’ll die from internal bleeding.”


    Cate obeyed instantly.


    Reicher’s screams echoed through the room and the hall, bringing a smile to Biff’s face. “Thank you, Boss.”


    Angela nodded. “This is the part I want you to remember the clearest. The rest is just a nightmare that you can wake up from anytime you want to.”


    Biff peered over his shoulder at the stone warrior no one else here was able to see so far.


    The warrior looked back comfortingly. I’ll always be here for you. All you have to do is call.
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    “We’re coming in. Don’t shoot.” Wade slowly pushed the door open and then held it so he and his crew got a clear view of the time room before entering.


    All of them were dismayed to detect kids holding shields over their missing men. Those heavily bearded men didn’t look good and they weren’t resisting, though they were blocking the exit.


    Thalia tightened her grip on the gun. “I’ll let Marc go last.”


    Wade noticed her finger was on the trigger. There was a chance that he could use a spell, but the odds of her firing the gun and killing her hostage as it landed were high.


    Thalia strengthened her shield, making it ripple.


    Wade and the others realized she also had Marc inside a shield. They had to stick to the deal to trade for Reicher.


    Thalia focused on the kids who were covering Greg, Harry, and Shawn. “Let them go.”


    The kids did it, then quickly retreated as Wade and his group came forward to help the dazed men. Their glassy eyes said the drugs were wearing off slowly.


    Wade got an arm around Greg, muttering at the man’s condition. He was disfigured, too thin, and he stank.


    Zack helped Shawn while Dace assisted Harry.


    Thalia lowered her shield and retreated. She slowly holstered. “Get out of here.”


    Marc stumbled toward the exit.


    Thalia looked up at the camera. “You have your team. Let my father go and get out.”


    Angela laughed coldly through the radio on Wade’s belt. She used Reicher’s words. “There was never a chance of that happening.”


    “But we made a deal!”


    “Yeah. I lied.” Angela sent the final order in satisfaction. “Kill her.”


    Marc’s team pulled away from their escorts and blocked the door again.


    Thalia grabbed for her gun.


    Marc spun and dove at Thalia, grabbing her arm as he let his weight fall.


    Thalia let go of the gun and punched while firing a powerful pain spell.


    Marc took the hit and absorbed it, restoring some of his energy. He tried to get arms around her to hold her in place instead of going for the kill like he knew he should.


    “We have to help her!” One of the teenagers stepped forward.


    The others weren’t sure. They hadn’t been given any orders. Reicher hated it when they thought for themselves.


    Harry covered Shawn and Greg in his shield and dared the teens to attack. His reputation was well-known. Everyone in this lab thought he was invincible.


    The teens all hesitated now.


    Wade and the others brought up shields over the kids, ending their one chance to help.


    Marc got his hand around Thalia’s throat, but he couldn’t kill her. His guilt was a constant, crushing presence that refused to allow him to follow through.


    Thalia brought up her knee and tried to wrestle her hand free. She fired spells that bounced off the shield and hit them both, but Marc didn’t let go of her. He let her wear herself out.


    Thalia felt her energy draining. Hoping for another chance later, she stopped fighting and glared at him with red orbs. “I’ll kill you for this!”


    Marc hauled her to her feet. “Not in this lifetime.”


    Thalia looked toward the camera for help, but Reicher didn’t respond to her silent plea.


    Marc began consuming her energy, making her shield flicker. “I made a deal with your brother. Where is that abusive little weasel?”


    Thalia made a face as her shield collapsed. “Dead.” She’d felt it when it happened.


    “Well, that makes my day easier.” Marc took the knife from her belt, then shoved her toward his angry team. “Someone handle that.”


    Harry came forward eagerly. “I’ve got it.” He swung once, hard.


    Thalia staggered at the hit. She tried to fire at him, but her demon fled. It knew what was coming next.


    Harry wrapped his hands around Thalia’s neck and squeezed.


    Wade and the others stayed back while keeping the shouting teens contained.


    Harry laughed at Thalia as she fought to remove his hands from her throat. Her pitiful struggles had no effect on him. “I didn’t forget who tortured us on the warehouse floor, little boss lady. You killed my rookies!”


    Thalia’s face turned red as her lungs ran out of air.


    Harry finished it with a neat spin and a vicious jerk that snapped her neck.


    Every team member who’d been her captive nodded savagely as her body dropped to the floor. She’d had that coming.


    “No!”


    “We have to help her!”


    The kids tried hard to get through the shields.


    Marc glared at them. “Stand down.”


    The kids ignored his order. They gathered energy and fired spells that weakened their captors but didn’t get through.


    Marc wasn’t upset. “I’m not the boss yet. I get it.”


    He looked up at the camera. “Goodbye, Commander Reicher. Enjoy Hell.”


     


     


    2


    Reicher was out of energy. He gasped in air, feeling the end coming swiftly for him. He’d felt Thalia’s death and watched it, but he hadn’t been able to help her. He was barely hanging on now.


    “Kill him.” Angela heard an alarm bell start ringing in her mind, but it was too late to pull back the order.


    Reicher stared at Angela as the twins by her side used their gifts to rupture his organs. “You didn’t win! He’ll always be mine!”


    Reicher’s eyes exploded. His lungs went next.


    Angela observed it, but his words dug into her brain and stuck there.


    Cate and Cody stopped as Reicher’s lifeforce faded. He slid to the floor, leaking blood from every orifice.


    Tilly shuddered. “He’s smiling. Oi. Why is he still smiling?!”


    Angela sighed. “Because I missed something and he knew it.”


    Jayda eyed the mess and then the timer. “Do we have to stay here and wait for the timer to count down?” Jayda didn’t want to. This place was full of pain. She wanted to be gone.


    Angela wanted the information on those files. She pointed toward the hallway terminal. “Not if Erin can get in through there.”


    Erin brightened as she realized this was why Angela had brought her along. She went to the terminal. “I’ll be in before he stops bleeding on the floor.”


    “This all feels a little too easy.”


    Angela nodded at Piper. She was feeling the same way. “But it’s too late now. Reicher’s dead.”


    The supercomputer registered Reicher’s death and followed its programming. “Leadership is being passed. Please standby...”


    Speakers all over the lab activated. “This complex is now under new leadership. Report to your next shift and wait for orders from the new commanding officer, Marcus Brady.”


    Angela’s team began celebrating.
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    Marc glared at the teens again. “Stand down. That’s an order.”


    He was obeyed immediately. The teenagers stopped gathering energy and throwing spells. They stared at him in confused resentment and waited for orders.


    “Get to your dorm, pack, and stay there.” Marc swept all of the cowering people in the room. “That’s for all of you.”


    Wade and the others slowly lowered the shields they’d kept around the kids.


    Teens and caretakers walked to the exit with nervous, unhappy glances at Marc and all the team members. The adults wanted to ask what would happen to them now.


    Marc’s glare discouraged it. His demon was back now, thanks to the energy he’d absorbed while struggling with Thalia. If they pushed him, he would use his gifts to knock them out. He wouldn’t hurt them, but the teens didn’t need to know that.


    The kids and caretakers now walked by Wade and the others as if they weren’t there. They didn’t care about strangers who didn’t grasp how things worked here.


    Mothers quickly collected their twins and hurried by with small smiles of gratitude that made Marc feel a little better.


    Wade moved toward Marc with a smile.


    “Stop.” Marc frowned at Wade. “You need to leave. Get the rest of them and go back to Safe Haven.”


    Wade paused with everyone else. “What?”


    “You’re not needed here. Get going.”


    Harry, Shawn, and Greg came over to flank Marc in support.


    Dace scowled. “We’re here to take you home.”


    “That’s not going to happen. Please leave before this gets any uglier.”


    Wade waved the others back and keyed his radio. “Boss, you need to come down here.”


    “Why?” Angela’s voice said she already knew.


    “We have another problem and I don’t know how to handle it.”


    “On my way.”


    Marc spotted Adrian behind Wade. His anger flared out. “Get in here!”


    Adrian approached Marc cautiously, bracing for a fight. Marc’s timbre said he wasn’t in the mood for a calm conversation.


    Marc opened fire with his mind, using his newest ability.


    Not expecting it, Adrian dropped to his knees and struggled to breathe. The lockdown spell was painful and powerful.


    Marc brought up a shield over Adrian so no one could help him. “Get out!”


    Wade went through the door, making the others follow.


    “But we have to help them!”


    Wade shook his head at Dace. “The boss will handle it.”


    Dace scanned Marc and his angry, hurting team. “What if she can’t?”


    Wade wasn’t sure about firing on his own teammates either. “Have faith. It was made for moments like this.”


     


     


    4


    Angela came into view a minute later, reading thoughts that verified her fears. This was going to be hard. Killing Reicher and taking over his lab had been easy. Convincing Marc and his team to resume their old lives was the real challenge.


    Angela entered the concrete room and scanned everyone in it.


    Adrian stared up at her in pain from his place on his knees near Marc. She detected the shield over him and felt the freeze spell. Marc had developed another skill while here.


    She glanced at Greg next, mentally wincing at the eye patch and his ragged appearance.


    Greg glared at her, but he didn’t speak.


    Biff entered behind her and went to stand by Marc. He brought out his stone defender and smiled coldly as she and the others saw it this time. It was clear whose side he was on.


    Angela saw Shawn. Her guilt grew. The man was thin and unhealthy. His sunken eyes glowered at her in silent accusation.


    Harry was brimming with good health and insanity. Angela could feel it. Despite his advances, he wasn’t doing well either. None of the men were.


    Angela finally focused on Marc.


    His mental pain slapped her harshly.


    Marc let her scan his mind to see what had happened here and what he’d gone through. Her guilt didn’t make him feel better. He doubted anything would.


    Angela hadn’t rehearsed words for this moment because she’d hoped it wouldn’t come to pass. Now that it was here and glaring at her in reproach, she felt the words come to her tongue, but she hesitated to say them. All of her reasons, her excuses, seemed small in comparison to their pain.


    Marc saw she had new scars and half her hair was gone. He connected it to the flashes he’d gotten of an explosion. He tried to be glad that she was okay and managed to, but it was hard. He wanted to hate her for sending them here.


    “It’s time to go home.”


    Marc and the others scowled deeply and shook their heads.


    “No.”


    “That’s not my home anymore.”


    “I’m not leaving.”


    Angela concentrated on Marc. “What can I do for you?”


    Marc delivered his demand with a cool tone. “Take us back.”


    Angela smiled. “That’s what we’re here for.”


    “No. Take us back in time.”


    Angela stared in fake confusion. “What?”


    Marc gestured wildly. “We can go back and none of it will ever happen.”


    Angela kept stalling. “You mean the war?”


    “I mean us! We’ll be happy this time. We’ll run together. I’ll be there for you. None of it has to happen that way.”


    Marc’s team understood what he meant, but they didn’t support it.


    Harry stepped away from Marc. “We’ll lose all the advances we’ve made, man.”


    Biff flat out refused. “I’m not giving up my defender.”


    Marc ignored them. “Let’s go back, Angie. We can do it right this time!”


    Wade frowned. “You can’t do a time push. You sent the kids away.”


    Marc scoffed. “We don’t need them. We need founding family blood.”


    Wade was surprised. “You’d kill your own kids?” He hadn’t heard Reicher’s explanation.


    Marc pointed. “We have Thalia’s body. She’s a Mitchel. We also have Adrian.”


    Wade tried to stay calm, but he didn’t know how Angela was going to fix this. “Who’s the third?”


    “My blood is enough. Only two of us have to die and one already has.” Marc held out the knife he’d taken from Thalia. “Kill him. Follow through this time and let’s go back!”


    Angela sighed unhappily. She couldn’t stall any longer. “I can’t do that, Marc. It would take away too many people and moments from the world.”


    His anger grew sharper. “It would stop the war! That would save millions of lives.”


    “It would also remove people. Everyone born after that awful day wouldn’t exist anymore. The war was awful, and our lives were awful, but we can’t go back.”


    Marc’s anger transformed his face into an evil profile that reminded them all of Reicher. “I can do it without you.”


    Adrian braced for a death spell.


    Marc gathered energy to enter the time stream.


    “You can, but you won’t.” Angela looked at the door. “Cate.”


    Marc tensed as Cate and Cody entered the room. “Why did you bring them?!”


    Cate was crying. “You’d make me go away again?”


    Cody tried not to cry. “I’ll love you anyway, Daddy.”


    “No, I…” Marc hadn’t thought about his kids. If he went back in time, Julia wouldn’t get to trick him. Cate and Cody would never exist.


    “Their pain is terrible and it’s hard for you to handle.” Angela stayed still as the kids approached him. “But they deserve the chance to live. Can you really take that away from them?”


    Marc felt the trap close in. Part of his mind wanted to keep fighting. The other half was relieved that Angela had found a way to stop him.


    “Please don’t make me go away, Daddy!” Cate hugged his waist. “I’ll be good now!”


    Marc slowly thawed under her wild sobs. He dropped the knife and hugged her back. “It’s okay. Don’t cry.”


    Cody joined them.


    Wade and those waiting in the hall were dismayed and shocked by Marc’s actions and words. Because he only cared about his own feelings, he had just lost his second chance to be a leader in Safe Haven.


    Angela knew. She wasn’t unhappy about that.


    Wade and the others assumed she’d planned it this way for that reason, but they weren’t sure. All of them were confused about what was happening.


    “What about us?” Greg didn’t want to go back in time. “But I can’t go home and act like none of this happened.”


    Harry sent his feelings clearly. “I won’t stop advancing, no matter how I have to do it.”


    Shawn sent bitterness. “If you lock me up, I’ll take my own life.”


    Biff crossed his arms. “I won’t give up my defender.”


    Angela frowned around at all of them, including Marc. “I’m not Reicher. I’m not making deals with you. If you’re not willing, I don’t want you in my camp.”


    Marc shook his head. “None of us should be allowed out of here. We’re too dangerous to be loose in the world.”


    Angela had no doubt that was true, but she refused to abandon them. “I’ll be the judge of that.”


    “We’ve done bad things here.”


    “I know.” She sent out a wave of love and compassion. “I’ll forgive you and so will everyone else. Can you forgive me for sending you here?”


    All of them were touched, but still angry about what they’d gone through. They didn’t answer.


    Angela wanted them to understand how important this run had been for everyone. “Your sacrifices have ensured peace for thousands of people, not just Safe Haven. You’re all heroes. I’m sorry we can’t go back and undo the damage. You’ll have to find a way to live with it.”


    Shawn didn’t believe that was possible. “How?”


    “I’ll help you. So will everyone who came with me.”


    Members of the rescue team entered now that things were calmer.


    Lisa ran to Greg. She ignored his tensing body and hugged him tightly. “I missed you so much!”


    Greg remembered longing for her when they’d first been captured. A bit of that emotion returned, allowing him to put an arm around her, but he glared at Angela over her shoulder.


    Charlie came in, ignoring his dad. He was furious with Marc. He went to Harry. “You’ll be able to help all of our people now. And you can teach me. Your skills are amazing.”


    Kindness and hope had been drained from the mission team for months. Charlie’s words got through to Harry. The damaged medic nodded slowly. “Maybe.”


    Charlie smiled at Shawn. “You can both train me.”


    Shawn grimaced. “I’m just a neutered nurse.”


    After Marc, he was the most bitter. Angela had no choice but to tell Shawn the truth. “You weren’t going to stay good. It was either this or let you hurt Missy and then kill you for it. In our camp, I had to wait for you to do the crime.”


    Shawn was crushed. “I’m not a bad man!”


    “No, but you are weak. You have been all along. Tara proved that, but so did your easy acceptance that Missy is right about you becoming a couple at some point.”


    “You lied!” Shawn sent her an image of her words. “You told me I’d have a life mate!”


    Angela brought up that moment in their past. “No.”


     


    Shawn snickered. “Kyle is so in over his head.”


    Angela chuckled with him. “Yes, he is.” She leaned her head back and propped her feet on the dash. “Get me to our new home by sunset and I’ll tell you which Eagle to ask for a one-night stand.”


    Shawn laughed. “What if I get you there an hour before sunset?”


    Angela blew him away. “I’ll tell you which one will sleep with you for the rest of your life if you want her to.”


     


    “We picked up Tara a few hours later and you assumed the attraction you felt meant she was the one. Then she tricked you, cost me a child, and you switched to Missy. You’ve never asked me for the real answer.” Angela spilled that secret with sadness. “It was Courtney. Her love would have held you both to the good side. Kenn’s affair wouldn’t have happened. She wouldn’t have snapped and tried to blow us all up. Everything changed because you were rash, arrogant, and weak.”


    Shawn began to cry. “You should let me die.”


    Angela shook her head. “I never considered that. Many of our citizens made awful errors in the past. They got a second chance. Now, you have that same gift.”


    Shawn was devastated that his choices had led to so much misery. “I don’t know if I can recover from this.”


    Angela didn’t blame him as much as he would blame himself from now on. “I’ll help you. All of us will. Just don’t give up on yourself and we won’t either.”


    It helped Zack to hear that. He was still worried about reverting to his old self. He stayed outside the door and willed Angela to keep dropping truth bombs that would make the mission men understand they couldn’t stay here.


    Shawn slowly gave in. “It saves Missy?”


    Angela nodded. “She’ll have a happy marriage to Cody once she accepts the change. It’ll be up to you to make sure that she understands you don’t want her that way.”


    Shawn asked the harder question. “What happens to me?”


    Angela wanted to tell him he would always be needed as a medic, but she didn’t believe that was enough.


    Charlie was reading the thoughts of all the team and storing what they’d gone through so he might be able to help them later. He assumed Shawn didn’t think he could have a normal life now. “You can still have sex. Castration just lessens the desire. It will take some work, but you can still have a mate and stuff.”


    Shawn immediately denied that hope. “I won’t try. This was done to protect an innocent child.”


    Greg stared, making a connection. “Was my eye taken for the same reason? So I couldn’t see you as well anymore and interfere with you and Marc?”


    Angela sighed. “No. When those lives we discussed are taken, look back on this and hate me instead of yourself. That goes for all of you. Hate me and give yourselves a break. That’s an order.”


    An awkward silence fell as all the men considered what that meant. She was telling them she expected them to still follow her orders.


    None of them were sure if they could do that.


    Outside, Kenn came down the hallway. He’d felt the ugliness happening here, but he didn’t agree with the team on most of it. He didn’t want to go back in time. He didn’t enter the time push room. He joined Wade near the door.


    Kenn held out one of the candy bars he’d taken from the supplies that were being gathered. The other military men were still guarding the level where he’d left them, but Kenn hadn’t been able to force himself to stay there. He needed to be around his real team.


    Wade didn’t understand what was happening with Marc. He hoped Kenn could clear things up. “You told Trent something while we were clearing the tunnels.”


    Everyone around them tensed at the reminder of clearing their island.


    Wade kept going, though he felt it too. “You said Marc wants to be Adrian, that it was never about Kendle or Angela.”


    Kenn answered in hopes that someone could use it to help Marc. “He killed a kid and a woman he loved. He can never be like Adrian now. Adrian would never have gone that far.”


    “I don’t believe that.”


    Kenn shrugged. “It’s true, though. Marc’s done things since the war that make our Marine service seem like a walk in the park. He crossed his own moral line too many times.”


    “But this doesn’t make sense. Why would he give it all up just to go back and do it all again?”


    “Nature scared him.” Kenn gave the answer without gloating. Only the truth could help Marc now. “That’s never happened to him, ever. He didn’t know how to handle the fear, so he went to full retard instead of popping off single, careful shots.”


    “I don’t get the reference.”


    “Full auto wastes ammo and is only for special circumstances. In this case, Marc did most of it to claim a nuclear sub in case the boss refused to manipulate time.”


    Wade scowled darkly. “For the final battle.”


    Kenn nodded. “Yes. He believes we can kill Nature with a nuke.”


    Greg realized Marc had lied to him. The team hadn’t been in danger from sinking the submarine.


    Wade scowled. “I still don’t get the reference.”


    Kenn shrugged. “His confidence retarded, failed. He lost his edge and responded without thinking it through. He should have chosen to fire strategic blows and force the enemy into a corner.”


    “Will a nuke work?” Zack was listening closely, as were the others in the hallway and the crushed team in the time room.


    “Maybe, but it’s a high price to pay. It won’t just remove her, you know.” Kenn didn’t remind them about fallout and the large range of such a weapon. They all knew it already.


    Wade was still considering it. “If we get her from a distance…”


    “Maybe, but we’d doom anyone living in that area.” Kenn spilled one of Angela’s secrets now. “It doesn’t matter anyway. The boss isn’t going to keep that submarine, no matter what Marc wants.”


    Angela nodded. Kenn was right. As soon as possible, she was going to sink that machine of destruction.


    “We’ll never beat her, Angie.” Marc’s fear was in his tone, as well as on his face. “We need that weapon!”


    “Let me worry about that, too.”


    “You don’t understand! You didn’t fight her!”


    “No, you did–alone. It won’t be that way next time.” Angela now understood letting that happen had been a mistake.


    “You can’t sink that sub!”


    Angela didn’t answer this time.


    “So what happens now?” Biff didn’t care about the sub. He only cared about keeping his defender.


    Angela scanned the angry, nervous, traumatized team in sympathy. “All of you have to decide where you go from here.”


    “You’re not going to drug us and drag us out of here?” That was Biff’s biggest fear at the moment.


    Angela shook her head. “No. You’ve been through enough of that during your time in this awful place.”


    Greg was relieved by that, but also terrified of it. He stepped away from Lisa. “I don’t think I can settle back into the normal routines.”


    Everyone else but Marc nodded in agreement. They were too different now, too changed, to resume their former lives.


    “We’re not going home.” Angela stayed where she was despite wanting to wrap Marc in her arms. “We’re going to a deserted location for some recovery time.”


    That got Marc’s attention. “For how long?”


    Angela shrugged. “As long as it takes for all of you to want to go home.”


    All of them doubted that time would ever come.


    Kenn moved into the doorway. “What about the work we’ve been doing here?” Kenn knew that was a deal breaker for most of them, including himself. There was no way he could stop scroll diving now.


    Harry nodded. “We’ve made amazing advances. If we can teach others how to do this, we can save patients that weren’t savable before.”


    Biff and Shawn wanted to add their support so Angela would understand how important it was to them, but their advances were different from what Harry had done. They remained silent and hoped Angela would come through for them. After all, if she had wanted them gone, they already would be.


    Angela regarded Marc. “How do you feel about it?”


    Marc wasn’t sure how he felt about anything right now. His brain was scrambled. “Do whatever you think is best.”


    “Best for you, best for the team, or best for Safe Haven?”


    Marc glared. “You’ve already stopped me from going back and changing things. What more do you want?”


    Marc’s bitterness wasn’t a surprise. Neither was his anger. Angela took a few steps forward. “I want you to find peace with the past and move on so that you can be happy with the rest of our lives together.”


    “How can we have a life together, Angie? There will always be ghosts between us and I don’t just mean that piece of shit still locked to the floor.”


    Angela didn’t look at Adrian. She also didn’t free him from Marc’s captivity spell. Marc’s gifts had clearly aged well during his captivity, but it wasn’t a fair trade. “None of us are perfect. We’ll always make mistakes and have to figure out how to live with them. None of it’s easy. It’s not supposed to be. I don’t know why it was designed this way. I just know we have to survive it.”


    She took another step toward her mate. “You’re one of the strongest people I’ve ever met in my life. If anyone can figure out how to go on from this, it’s you. I believe that with all my heart.”


    Marc was tired. He was also furious. He had no idea how to handle his emotions now that every hope he’d had was gone. “I don’t know where we go from here. I don’t know anything anymore.”


    Angela smothered her breaking heart and took another step toward him. “If you can let us help you, I believe that will work itself out.”


    “And if it doesn’t? What if I always carry this hatred and mistrust for you, for him, for everyone?”


    Angela smiled sadly. “There will always be bad guys for you to hunt.”


    She swept the anxious team. “There will always be places I can send you that will allow you relief from what you’re feeling right now. We can also try memory charms, therapy sessions, and cage matches to relieve the anger. There are a lot of options. Please don’t feel like you have to give up. That’s the only thing that any of you have to do right now–don’t give up.”


    Half of the team was willing to take their chances with her. Greg and Harry now assumed she’d done it to help camp members who would die without their advances.


    Kenn believed she’d done it so she would be in control of those advances, along with being able to claim official command over any UN troops they encountered during the final battle.


    Shawn, Biff, and Marc were different. Shawn had suffered more physically, Biff was scared of being defenseless, and Marc was broken mentally. Angela understood those men weren’t going to just give in to whatever she wanted. And I don’t need them to. In fact, I need them to keep challenging me. Otherwise, I’ll become the same dictator that Reicher was.


    Angela was under no illusions about how ruthless she had become. She often walked the line between good and evil to secure a future where these things didn’t happen anymore. She didn’t want to go bad. But if that’s what it takes to give us peace...


    All of the team was scanning her thoughts. It bothered some of them to find out how far she was willing to go. It comforted the others.


    “I found out some things about your father.”


    Angela tensed at Marc’s words.


    Marc didn’t spare her, though he also wasn’t cruel about it. “He tried to breed a family name like the others, but most of the kids didn’t survive because he dropped them on unfit or unstable teenage mothers who were easily taken advantage of. He never stuck around to raise the babies or make sure they were cared for. As far as I could find out, there are only two adult members of your bloodline alive right now–you and him. Darius hasn’t been heard from in years. He went off the grid long before the war.”


    Angela didn’t like hearing that. “I had hoped he was dead. I was born into this time for this purpose, but that doesn’t mean my line should continue. It doesn’t mean that any of our three bloodlines should continue, honestly. Once we settle the rest of the future, it might be best for all of us to collect our kids and go away.”


    The rescue team she had brought along didn’t like that.


    The team she had come here to rescue agreed completely.


    Angela swept the mission team. “I’d like you all to stay here while we get the lab cleared and I sort through the people. Obviously, we’re not taking all of them. We can’t. I hope you understand.”


    Most of the men nodded. The staff members here had helped Reicher torture people, and the subjects were severely damaged. Taking them back to Safe Haven was a bad idea.


    “I’ll come back in a while to see what you’ve all decided. If you’re not coming with me, I would ask that you not join Tilly’s group either. You’re all too powerful. You’ll wind up taking over her group and creating another rivalry. The last thing I want is for us to become enemies.” Angela was only a few steps away from Marc now. She slowly closed that gap.


    Marc froze as she gently wrapped her arms around him. Sweaty vanilla invaded his nose and then his brain. He wanted to hug her back. He also wanted to hurt her. The only thing he could do was not move, not make a choice.


    Angela kissed his cheek softly. “I’ve always loved you. That didn’t change for me because of anything you’ve done since the war or even before the war. We were meant to be together. I still believe that and I always will.”


    Angela retreated and wiped away a tear. Then she turned away and walked out. Marc would make his choice and so would everyone else.


    Wade made Lisa and the twins come along too. Angela was right to give the mission team time to talk. He hoped it would be enough to convince them. Wade couldn’t imagine leaving them here.


    Angela sighed. Neither can I, but I won’t go back in time for them or anyone else. This is the life I’m playing to the end.
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    Angela stopped in the hallway to get control of her emotions. She didn’t need anyone to see her weak right now, but it was a struggle to control herself. I may have lost him.


    She had known that was a possibility when she sent him here. She had bluffed Reicher with her plan to use a nuclear weapon on this lab, but he might have won in the end. None of them were going to stop experimenting. If they were set loose on the world, they would only continue what Reicher had started. That was why he was smiling. He knew I wouldn’t be able to eliminate them.


    Tilly could feel Angela struggling with a hard decision. Tilly didn’t envy her leadership at that moment.


    Neither did Adrian. Despite how badly he wanted to be in control of Safe Haven, moments like this were convincing him that he was no longer strong enough to do the job. If Angela was smart, she would lock them all in here and blow it up like she had fake planned.


    Tilly moved them on to another topic. “What are you going to do about everyone else in here?”


    “I haven’t decided yet.”


    Tilly followed Angela to the elevator. “I’ll take them in. The staff here weren’t responsible for most of what Reicher was doing.”


    “Why do you want them?”


    “They’re my citizens. Just like with you and your team, I hope I can help them, fix them.”


    Angela didn’t think that was possible, but she respected Tilly’s loyalty to her countrymen. “Let’s get them all assembled and we’ll sort through each dorm.” Angela didn’t agree to let Tilly take them in.


    Tilly felt that and shrugged. “I can’t read their minds the way you can. If you believe they’re too far gone for anyone to save, then I’ll respect that decision.”


    Angela studied the woman. “You don’t have to take any of them. Just because you escaped this hell, that doesn’t make you guilty.”


    Tilly winced. “But it does, a little. I ran away and hid. I organized a resistance force that couldn’t do much. I left them all in here. I share some of the blame.”


    Angela felt that blow even though it was unintentional. She had gathered up a group of people from America and fled. Though she’d managed to save most of those she’d brought along, she’d left the rest of her countrymen to fend for themselves. She knew it hadn’t gone well for them. “I understand. I really do, but there’s only so much we’re capable of handling at one time. If you had stayed in this lab, or if I had stayed in America, we would both be dead now and none of the people we have saved would be better off. Leaders have to make hard choices.”


    Tilly nodded. “And then we have to live with them.”


    Angela sighed. “That’s what I have to drive into my men now. We’re all still alive for a reason.”


    Tilly brought up something she hadn’t felt comfortable discussing last night. “We’ve heard rumors that there’s another battle coming.”


    “Yes. We’re calling it the final battle, though that never seems to be the case with us.” Angela shrugged. “I would imagine all of the battles after that one will seem like tiny skirmishes in comparison.”


    Tilly stayed next to her as Angela began filling her in on that battle and who the participants were supposed to be.


    Behind them, the rest of Angela’s crew left the time hall with sympathetic glances at the mission team. Lisa was the last one out, other than Adrian, who was still stuck in place. Lisa didn’t care if Marc executed Adrian. She only cared that Greg was coming with them, but she didn’t beg or badger. Greg had been through enough. He deserved to make his own choices.


    Silence fell as the rescue team left and the mission team stared at each other. None of them knew which way to go.


    Adrian stayed quiet. Marc’s freeze spell was strong. Adrian was certain he could get through it, but it would take a lot of power and drawing attention to himself wasn’t wise right now. Marc was deciding his fate. Adrian could feel the Marine stewing on everything that had happened between them.


    Adrian did consider speaking up in defense of his actions, but he chose to let Marc make the decision. Marc was an intelligent man. He wouldn’t just run through the bad things.


    Marc hated Adrian’s confidence. He hated Adrian and everything the man stood for. He wanted him gone forever.


    He also wanted to leave Angela with Adrian and walk away so that he never had to face these feelings again. I can pretend none of this ever happened. Adrian will love her and the kids and I can go do what I do best–kill.


    The tension thickened as people caught that and began to agree. If Marc went rogue, most of this team was going with him. It wasn’t because he was their mission leader or a friend, because that was no longer true in either case. They were attracted to running and not having to face everything. Trying to recover would be hard.


    Marc realized all of them were waiting for him to make the choice. “We can just roam the wastelands, killing and not caring.”


    “What’s the alternative?” Biff wanted to be clear on that.


    Marc glared at Adrian. “The alternative is accepting this pain and misery in every day of our lives. The alternative is constantly facing our mistakes and never being able to change them. The alternative is looking in the mirror every day and loathing who we see there. The alternative is being hated by the people that we love and never being able to change their opinion of us. The alternative sucks.”


    Adrian was unable to stay out of it this time. He forced out words through the lockdown spell. “Life isn’t meant to be easy. It comes with ups and downs that are awful and wonderful. If you run, that’s not really living. You might as well take your lives now because you won’t find any peace out in the wastelands. The absolution and forgiveness that you’re searching for can only be found in your own hearts.”


    Marc barely stopped himself from firing a death spell. A tiny part of his mind wanted to listen to Adrian.


    Adrian knew he was on the edge of death once again, but he had already spent most of his life that way. He pushed on, hoping he could help them. “She didn’t send you here to die. She sent you here to secure a future for everyone and that includes all of the men in this room. You’re strong enough to get past this and learn how to be happy again. You are Eagles in her army and while that is not an easy job, it’s the most important job in the world. Everyone in Safe Haven needs you.” Adrian smiled at his former rival. “I need you. You’re the only one keeping me on the good side. If you leave, I might as well give in and do whatever I want, too.”


    Marc’s anger flared up. “Don’t put that on me! You’ve always been a terrible person. I haven’t!”


    Adrian was able to shake his head. “Not true. I was raised in these labs. I was forced to be someone I didn’t like, someone I couldn’t stand every time I looked in the mirror. I know exactly what you’re feeling right now. I still managed to find moments of greatness through all the hell and so can you. Don’t give up on yourself, Marc. Don’t give up on her, on Safe Haven, on the dream. Without you there to remind us of the moral line, we’ll cross it too often and collapse the entire system that we’re trying to rebuild.”


    The rest of the team listened, agreeing with some of it and disagreeing with the rest. Adrian had been raised in the labs, but that didn’t mean he understood what they had gone through.


    “But it’s not just about the last eight weeks, is it?” Adrian fought against the lockdown spell and stood up. “Everyone here hates themselves for things they did before they came here. You can’t blame it all on Reicher or me. You made those choices on your own. Now you don’t want to live with it and try to make things right because it’s too hard.”


    Adrian broke the rest of the spell holding him in place, but he didn’t move. He studied each one of the men in understanding and sympathy. “This is what life is about. We may not like it. We may wish that we could make it all go away, but this is how it works. This is the way it was designed. We have to be tough enough to come through the ugly parts and make changes, so we don’t repeat our mistakes. Without that step in the process, we would just be a pack of animals screwing and killing and never being able to affect changes. This mental pain is what separates us from the animals. It’s not thumbs or the ability to build or destroy–it’s our minds.”


    Adrian’s words were reaching Marc. He wanted to keep trying because to do anything less would make him feel like a coward and he would never be able to tolerate surviving if he felt that way. “Keep going.”


    Adrian was encouraged that Marc was allowing him to speak at all. He chose his next words carefully. “There are a lot of kids in this lab, and they’re just as confused as all of you. I assume the boss will take most of them back to Safe Haven because she loves children. But will she be able to help any of them?”


    Greg immediately shook his head. “She won’t know how to reach them.”


    Harry agreed with that. “She won’t know how to heal any of their defects or injuries. Their mental cracks will turn them bad.”


    “It will drive them crazy that she can’t get what they’ve been through.” Shawn was positive of that. “They’ll need firm reinforcements from people who are not like Reicher.”


    It didn’t bother the rest of the team to hear that, but it did bother Adrian and Marc. Neither of them liked how much Angela was similar to the evil man who had run this lab.


    Adrian pushed that line of thought. “She’s been on the edge for a long time now, Marc. If you walk away, I don’t think I’m strong enough to keep her good on my own. She doesn’t trust me the way she does you.”


    “What happens if she comes with us?”


    Adrian knew Marc wasn’t including him in that. He shrugged. “Jennifer and the others might be able to hold it together for a while. Angela has trained them much like Reicher has the inhabitants in this lab. Will it be enough?” He shrugged again. “That’s impossible for me to say. What I do know is if she has to give up leadership to follow you, she’ll never be the same. The woman we both love will be gone and the evil bitch we hate will take her place. You won’t be happy with that and neither will she.”


    Marc knew that to be the truth. Angela was better off in Safe Haven than she had been during her childhood and certainly better than during her time with Kenn. Needing to follow the rules and be a stronger person for that camp had improved her quality of life. Marc wasn’t sure if it had improved her mental state, but he was positive that his constant fighting with her had interfered. If he had been a supportive mate during their time in Safe Haven, Angela would have been happier. If we leave together, she’ll never forgive me for that.


    Adrian didn’t tell him he was right. He didn’t need to.


    The speaker activated in the corner. “We’re going to send in some food and hot coffee for you guys. I hope that’s okay.” Piper’s voice was calm and reassuring.


    Marc nodded quickly, hoping the woman didn’t say anything else. They were in the middle of working out what was going to happen to them now. They didn’t need the distraction, though the food was welcome. Stomachs were growling all through the room.


    Adrian understood Marc was ready for him to be gone too. He moved toward the exit. “I’ll bring in the food and then keep everyone else out. When you’re ready to let us know what you’ve decided, knock on the door or just shoot me through the glass.”


    Some of the team chuckled at Adrian’s bravado as the man left.


    Marc didn’t laugh. Adrian had already sensed what was going to happen if they decided to go rogue. If Angela wasn’t going to be happy either way, then Marc wasn’t going to let Adrian live after everything he’d done.


    Kenn came over to Marc with a somber expression. “Me too, right?”


    “Yes.” Marc had let go of some of his anger toward Kenn, but like with Adrian, he couldn’t just walk away and let it go. Kenn had also committed atrocities that needed to be paid for.


    Kenn was tired of constantly feeling bad for the mistakes he’d made in the past and not just those with Angela. He had been a difficult team member while in the Marines, and he’d committed more than one murder during that time. He looked Marc in the eye. “If you don’t believe I’m worthy of another chance after the way I’ve changed, I’ll let you end it. I’m tired of being hated by everyone for things that I can’t change now. You make the choice and I’ll live or die with it.”


    The rest of the team nodded in agreement. Marc would have the final say on their lives now. It was all up to him.


     


     


    3


    Angela stopped at the terminal in the hallway near the gory security room.


    Erin had easily gotten into the computer. She glanced up. “I think I figured it out.”


    “Figured what out?”


    “Why Reicher let this all happen.” Erin pointed at the monitor. “Read his log.”


     


    This will be my last entry.


    Every time I’ve looked ahead, I’ve seen only death. I can feel it catching up to us. I’ve done everything I could to ensure the work being done here will continue. As long as there’s a single survivor from this lab, the progress we’ve made won’t stop. The new leader will continue my work, even if it’s without the harsh methods I’ve used. I didn’t die in vain. I provided a future where these labs will still exist, even if it’s only in the minds of my subjects.


     


    Angela stopped reading. “Copy it all to a thumb drive.” She would read through it while they were on the sub.


    She scanned the security room, then motioned toward Ray and Dace. “Clear this facility–take everything we can transport in the RIBs. Pile it topside and we’ll get it moved. When you reach the kennels, put them all down. We’re not taking any of the hounds back to Safe Haven.”


    The men hurried off to grab a few people and organize it. They had all expected her to strip the lab and no one wanted to share space with the flesh-hungry dogs.


    Angela sighed. “It’s time for the walk-through.”


    This was the part Angela had been dreading almost as much as dealing with Marc. She now had to decide who got to live and who had to die.


    “We have them all waiting for you, Boss.” Wade stayed on her heels as she went toward the staff area first. Marc had told them to go pack, and many of them had, but the rest were pacing nervously, waiting to hear what fate had been chosen for them.


    More of the rescue team joined Angela, not trusting the strangers around her.


    Angela entered the staff dorm and stopped to scan.


    Everyone in there froze, expecting the worst.


    Angela made her choices quickly, being as fair as she could be. She pointed at three of the women in the rear. “Go to the top level right now.”


    The nervous caretakers hurried by her and the team.


    Angela signaled three others. “Top level. Make it quick.”


    Her glares and ugly tone convinced them they were about to be removed. All of them hurried by her while hoping the top exit was open. Maybe they could escape while she was down here and distracted.


    Team members escorted them to keep that from happening.


    Angela glanced around at the other three dozen staff members. She did a second scan to verify her choices. Then she smiled politely. “Wait here until we leave. We’ll send in food.”


    The staff members relaxed.


    Angela went to the lounge next and repeated the same process. She chose several of the subjects and sent them to the top levels with the others. She also sent an escort with them to make sure they got there.


    Tilly stayed by Angela, but she didn’t understand why the woman was only picking a few of them to go along. She assumed Angela saw something in the few she was sending to the top level that said they could be saved or retrained.


    Angela went to the resident hall next, where mothers and breeders were waiting with the babies. More caretakers were also there. One of the battered women refused to meet her eyes. Angela was instantly furious over her condition.


    Tilly scanned the mothers and breeders and spotted Marion. Tilly hurried forward. “It’s great to see you, mate!” She reached out to hug the woman.


    Marion slapped Tilly hard enough to take her to her knees. “How dare you!”


    Marion slapped her again. “You are the reason my son is dead. You and the other traitors caused his death!”


    Behind the women, Isabel stayed next to the crib that held her babies. Marion’s reaction was a shock.


    “It’s all your fault!” Marion slapped Tilly a third time.


    Angela started to step forward and stop the abuse.


    Marion didn’t pay her any attention. “I let you go! Why did you come back?! We don’t want you here. You were a traitor to this lab and everything we stand for! I should have killed you instead of letting you go.”


    Isabel began to understand all of Marion’s help had been hiding how she really felt. Then why did she save me from Joseph? Isabel ran a hand over her swollen face in confusion.


    “It’s all ending now! I hate you!” Slap!


    The anger Isabel had been hiding hit her all at once. That’s Reicher’s mother. She saved me because she’s like him.


    Isabel looked at the other cribs. If they leave her alive, she’ll restart it all.


    Before anyone could interfere, Isabel drew the knife from her pocket that she had hidden there when the computer began warning them of a breach. She rushed forward and stabbed Marion in the back.


    Marion slid to her knees, now face-to-face with Tilly. Blood trickled out of her mouth. “Traitor!”


    Angela pointed at Isabel. “Now we’ll take you.”


    Tilly got to her feet, stunned by the woman’s reaction. She rubbed her stinging cheek. “I thought she cared for me and that’s why she let me go.”


    Angela had already read Marion’s mind. “She believed in everything Reicher was doing here. She just didn’t want him to bond with any other female. In time, she would have killed Reicher’s daughter, too.”


    Isabel limped to the crib to get her children.


    One of the other mothers spoke up angrily. “Isabel’s been pushing out kids for them to kill for years!”


    “People can change.” Isabel gently lifted her babies. “I lost my sister. That’s enough punishment.”


    During the chaos, Isabel had found Sasha’s body in the security room. She died trying to find a way out because I asked her to. I’ll carry that guilt forever.


    Angela scanned all the mothers, seeing the good and the bad in them. She signaled toward the door. “If you want to stay with your kids, collect them and go to the top level. Wait for me there.”


    Only a few of the mothers took their kids and headed for the exit.


    Angela gestured at the others. “Do the rest of you want to keep your kids and stay here?”


    All of the remaining women appeared horrified. Many of them shook their heads or made faces.


    Angela pointed at Trent. “Put them in the dorm with the others who’ve decided to stay here.”


    The women were relieved that they weren’t being forced to take care of the kids. They left quickly.


    As soon as they were gone, Angela and the rest of the team began swaddling the babies and preparing them to be relocated. They also provided healing spells.


    It didn’t take long. Some of the infants were weak, but it was obvious that they were well cared for. That was more than Angela could say for anyone else in this haunted bubble.


    Isabel carried a baby in each arm as she limped toward the lift. She didn’t know if she would be killed later, but as long as it came after she was out of here, she didn’t care as much now. I heard Safe Haven loves all kids, even those of their enemies. I want to see the sun before I die. That, and knowing my kids will live, is enough.


    Angela caught that as the woman left. She knew Isabel wasn’t all good, but her love for her children had convinced Angela that she was worthy of a second chance. And once she’s healed up and reformed, she’ll join my army.


    Angela swept Marion’s body in approval. Isabel’s aim had been perfect. With the right training, she would be a good protector for any of their pregnant women. We’ll just need to keep her away from the men for a while. She hates them for what Reicher did to her sister.


    Angela sighed miserably. Her next stop would be the worst. “Get them to the top level and keep stripping this lab. I’ll catch up to you when I’m done.”


    Angela left.


    Tilly followed her, not sure where the woman was going in such a depressed state.


    “The kids’ dorm is left, but I’m not taking all of them. If Marc doesn’t come home with us, I’ll find a way to survive it. This is the choice that might destroy me.”
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    “I can do it for you, Boss.” Wade didn’t want her to get upset.


    “No. This is part of my job.” Angela knew Reicher had children here. She also knew the kids were all scarred so badly that it was unlikely they would ever recover. Cate and Cody were exceptions to that rule. She now believed that was because their bloodlines were from a founding family. If not for that, they would have gone bad.


    Not all of the kids were here. The older, more corrupt teens were with the adults who were staying. Angela had scanned them quickly as she went by their dorm and then sent them in with the others. None of them were coming with her.


    All the young kids stood up as Angela entered. They recognized her as the alpha.


    But she was aware that they weren’t regarding her as their leader. Marc now held that position in their minds.


    Angela forced herself to get busy, hating her job at this moment. She was devastated at the chaotic, ruthless thoughts and images she immediately picked up. The few adults she had picked out were either honestly here against their will or they still remembered their previous lives and longed for that. Some of them were also in the process of changing, like Isabel. The two dozen children in front of her ranged from 5 to 13 and all of them were completely trained for this lab. If they were let loose on the world, they would be as bad as Marc and the mission team, if not worse. The mission team would at least stop at hurting children. These kids would kill each other without a regret. It was the way they had been trained.


    I don’t know if I can do this. Angela struggled to make the choice that was best for the future of her camp and everyone else who had survived the war.


    The door opened behind her.


    Angela felt Marc’s presence before he reached her. She didn’t acknowledge him right away. She also didn’t try to read his mind. She was terrified of the answer that he had come to give her.


    “We’re not leaving these kids here.”


    Angela wanted to agree, but she couldn’t. “They’re evil, Marc. I can’t take them to our island.”


    “We’ll cover the kids. They just need time.”


    Everyone was surprised when the mission team went toward the children and told them to start gathering their gear. They didn’t handle the kids with warmth. They used firm tones and glares where it was needed.


    It got through. The kids responded to the men, connecting to them.


    Marc waited for a minute to make sure that his team had it covered. Then he faced his wife. “There’s something I need to say to you.”


    Angela braced for a threat or another attempt to get her to kill Adrian. She could feel that man out in the hallway, waiting for orders.


    “We’ve decided to try. I’m not promising anything, but…” Marc sighed. “We want to recover. We believe you and the traitor can help us.”


    “We can.” Angela waited for more, braced to take whatever ugliness he wanted to deliver.


    Marc reached out and ran a gentle hand along her jaw. “I love you. I also hate you. It’s hard for me to separate the two, but I’ll try harder to give you the respect you’ve more than earned.”


    Tears ran over Angela’s cheeks. “Thank you for picking me over yourself this time.”


    “It’s my honor.” Marc went to help with the kids.


    Angela cried openly, not caring who saw it this time. Marc had repeatedly hurt her in the past by not picking her when it mattered. The fact that he had made the right choice this time was an emotional blow that she had no resistance to. It might allow her to recover as well. The mission team weren’t the only ones who were scarred from this run, though they had dealt with the worst of it. Knowing she might lose the man she loved in order to secure the future for everyone else had been a horrible burden to carry.


    The rescue team went to help Marc and his men with the kids, now welcoming them back. That hadn’t been possible until they made their choice. Now that they had, it was okay to let them know how much they had been missed.


    Angela wiped her face and then keyed the radio on her belt. “It’s almost time to leave. Meet me on the top level in one hour. I repeat, in one hour, we’re out of here.”


     


     


    2


    “Let’s go.”


    They had been gathering supplies and gear for most of the time they’d been here. It had all been taken topside and was being guarded by Tilly’s people, who were relieved that Tilly was okay and Reicher was dead. Angela wanted to take more of the bigger items, but they didn’t have the space or a boat nearby that could handle it.


    Adrian shrugged. “We’ll get by without it.”


    “We always do.” Angela headed for the exit.


    It was a good moment for the Australian Resistance Force when Angela and Tilly emerged through the beachside tunnel together without serious injuries. If either of them had been hurt on this run, it would have interfered with the societal connection that had to be reestablished now. They needed to be able to visit and trade with each other. It was almost impossible for any society to exist alone in this new world.


    Everyone who had been sent to the top level was escorted out next. Many of them were handcuffed until they could be trusted.


    No one protested. They were just relieved that they weren’t being abused, though many of them were still worried that would happen later.


    Many of the lab members had never been outside of Reicher’s domain. Stepping into the sand, feeling the warm sun on their faces, listening to the gulls and the roar of the nearby ocean was all new to them. They stared and moved awkwardly, trying to adjust.


    Marc was the last one through the steel door. He paused in the egress and looked back. It had only been two months, but it felt like everything had changed for him. He didn’t know how he was going to be able to handle everything that came after this, but he did know he had to try. Angela and his kids deserved that, but so did he. I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, but I’m not a coward anymore. I’m not going to run this time. “Computer, lock down this lab. No one in and no one out.”


    Marc stepped through the exit as it began to shut. He knew those inside would find a way out, but not for a while. He would be long gone before that happened.


    Inside the lab, the computer began warning the residents that a lockdown was in process.


    Those who’d been left behind shared relief that the strangers were gone.


    The steel door shut. A heavy lock clicked over.


    That noise signaled an end to the run for the rescue team. All of them let out cheers of success and triumph.


    The mission team also celebrated, but they did it silently. Surviving this run was the hardest thing they’d ever done.


    Goldie noticed Isabel. He gawked at her swollen, beaten face and the gray starting to come through her hair. She looked her real age. Then he saw she was carrying her kids.


    Isabel was also shocked by his appearance. The healing bite marks were all over his body. She pointed.


    Goldie limped over to collect his kids from Ray, crying. “Thank you! Thank you!”


    The sound of his relief drew attention. Marc watched the injured man love on his children. He hadn’t forgotten his promise, but it was hard to keep hating him. Goldie had been telling the truth the entire time, and he’d opened the door so Angela and the rescue team could enter.


    Goldie looked over at him. “As long as you take care of my kids, it’s okay if you kill me. I understand.”


    Marc nodded. “And I’m going to take you up on that, but not until your kids are older.”


    Marc rotated toward his team. “Be a good father and I may forgive you in time.”


    Marc spotted Gus on the gurney. He went over to check on him.


    Adrian fell in step with Marc. “Gus got the cure for the rage illness, but it will take a while for it to have an effect.”


    Adrian had caught many of the flashes in Marc’s mind about what they’d gone through, including Gus torturing them on the warehouse floor. He hoped Marc would be able to forgive Gus for snapping.


    Marc spoke to Angela. “Gus will need extra care. He was made to believe you sent him here to die so that Brittani and Daryl could have a life together without him around. Not all of his anger is from the rage illness.”


    Everyone was relieved that Marc didn’t seem to be holding a grudge against Gus.


    The rest of the team had already forgiven Gus for his actions. They knew he hadn’t been in control of his mind even before they’d been captured.


    Goldie moved closer to Isabel with a baby in each arm. “What happened to Cerise?”


    Isabel had overheard that one. “They found her body in a lift. She was stabbed.”


    Goldie was sorry about that. “But maybe it’s a good thing. She had a memory gift that was unique. No one should have that type of power over someone else’s mind.”


    Standing nearby, Angela heard that comment but she didn’t tell them she had already copied Cerise’s gift during her short stay in Safe Haven. She agreed it was dangerous. She didn’t want anyone else to be able to do that. Taking away someone’s memories needed to be a very rare occurrence.


    Angela glanced around and found everyone waiting for instructions. She keyed her mic. “Start sending the RIBs, Saul. We’re ready to go.”


    “Whatever you say.” Saul’s voice indicated he was unhappy.


    Angela didn’t have time to dig into that right now. There were still things to be handled before they could leave. She turned to face Tilly.


    Tilly could tell Angela had made another hard choice. “You’re not going to take us with you.”


    “No.”


    Tilly stiffened. “Why? Because you blame us for what Reicher did to your men, eh?”


    Angela sighed. “No. Honestly, there comes a time when any nation has to stop taking in refugees and just care for their own citizens. We don’t have enough supplies, food, or room for all of you, but there is a beautiful country here that needs to be reclaimed and who better to do that than the inhabitants who have survived here all along?”


    Tilly was disappointed, but she understood that answer.


    Angela delivered some sound advice. “Find a military base, secure it, and take the next two and a half years to strengthen yourselves.”


    Trevor joined them, frowning at the bruises on Tilly’s cheek. “What happens then?”


    “The final battle between good and evil. We’ll need you on our side. Go dark for now and grow. I’ll contact you when it’s time.” Angela moved toward the shoreline, where the tide was coming in. “We have company coming and not the good kind. Tilly and her people will handle it. We’ll provide support if needed.”


    Tilly and Trevor drew their guns and turned around to defend the large group.


    The gunfire scared a lot of the staff and mothers from the lab, but they followed Angela toward the ocean anyway. They had figured out they were being taken in as refugees even though Tilly and her group were not.


    The small beach gang was quickly handled. Many of them were insane. They had chosen to rush a large, armed group with no hope of winning. Gordon was in the front line as they handled the problem.


    As soon as it was over, Tilly put Gordon in charge. “Keep our people together. Send someone to find transportation. There’s a city five minutes from here and we’re going to reclaim it right now.”


    They’d ridden here in and on old farm equipment that had used up all the fuel Angela had brought along.


    Angela was proud of Tilly for making that decision. It would have been easier to go hide in an underground base like she had suggested. “I’d like to transport some of your cattle to our island. Can I send a ship for them?”


    “Of course, but it may take us a while to find any.”


    Marc spoke up. “Two miles north, Reicher had a dairy farm. You’ll find everything you need there to feed your people until you can start farming again.”


    Tilly and her people were thrilled to hear that.


    Angela held out her hand. “We’ll bring items to pay for the cattle in a few months.”


    Tilly shook. “No, you can have the livestock. We’ll round up enough to get you a small farm started. It’s the least we can do for what you’ve done here. We never would have been able to defeat Reicher on our own.”


    “I’m not sure that’s the case, but I accept your offer. We already gave you our radio channels so you can make contact, but give us a little while to recover. This has been a long, hard run.”


    Tilly tugged Angela in for a fast hug. “Thank you for everything.”


    Angela hugged her back, but she didn’t say it was her honor. This had been a costly run and the total price had yet to be determined. “Good luck.”


    Angela turned and walked toward the shoreline to oversee getting her crew back to the sub.


    Tilly and her group watched them go while also observing for more unwanted arrivals.


    Wade smiled as he walked by Tilly. “We split the lab supplies with you.”


    It was another blessing as far as Tilly was concerned. They were low on everything that a society needed to survive. Not having to take in the inhabitants of the lab was also a blessing, but Tilly still felt bad for it. Maybe we’ll come back and offer them shelter after Safe Haven leaves.


    Wade hurried to catch up with Angela and then brought his shield up over her so the wind would stop blowing sand into her face and hair.


    All across the beach, descendants began doing the same for the normals in their group, protecting them like their kind was meant to do.


    Adrian fell in near Angela, but he studied Marc.


    Angela asked the question that mattered the most to her right now. “Can you put him back together?”


    Adrian fingered his swollen eye. “I believe so, yes.”


    “All of him?”


    Adrian frowned. “No. He’ll never be the same man.”


    “Good.”


    Adrian realized she had let it all happen so Marc would have to change. It was more proof of what he’d said about her walking the line. Maybe it’s the pregnancy causing it. Is her baby evil?


    Angela frowned. “It’s not the baby. It’s me. I no longer care about fragile emotions or stubborn values. People will do things my way from now on and we’ll have peace.”


    “And the final battle?”


    She hesitated.


    Adrian saw she wanted to abandon the other normals and descendants to their fates. He waited for her answer with a deep scowl.


    “Safe Haven can exist on our island for a long time. Why should I waste our precious lives to keep helping others?”


    “Because it’s the right thing to do.”


    “Maybe. You’ll have years to convince me they’re worth it. Until then, let the rest of the world rot. We don’t need them.”


    Wade spoke up. “You’ve grown bitter and you’re tired of death. But you can’t give up, Boss. We have a destiny, a duty, and you can’t forsake it now after all we’ve been through.”


    “Can’t I?” Angela scanned Tilly’s group to see where they were and then keyed her mic. “Now, Saul.”


    People rotated her way to see what she was doing.


    “Keep those shields up.” Angela didn’t look toward the lab.


    A few seconds later, a loud whistle echoed. A fiery projectile flew through the air and then dove toward the steel door.


    People shouted and ran toward Angela as the torpedo slammed into the lab entrance and exploded. Flames shot out. Thick smoke rose into the beautiful blue sky.


    Huge sprays of sand and water flew up and then came back down.


    Another torpedo hit the lab below the water line. More ocean and sand flew into the air, along with hard debris that smacked into their shields.


    Marc realized she had just killed everyone left in the lab. “No! No!”


    Angela lifted her chin against the shock of her crew and the dismay of Tilly’s group. She didn’t offer a reason or an excuse.


    Adrian stopped by Marc, but he stared at Angela. He was stunned that she could kill so many souls without showing any emotion. We’re too late. She already went bad.


    Marc held his head, crushed. “There were kids in there! Why did she do that?!”


    “They were corrupt, I assume.” It was still brutal. Adrian was shocked. She’d even fed them a last meal before killing them. And none of us knew what she was doing.


    Next to Adrian, Zack snorted. “Don’t lie to yourself. You knew she wasn’t going to let them live.”


    Marc tried not to cry. “But she blew them up!”


    “Would it have been better if she slit their throats or poisoned them like she did at the mountain?”


    Neither man answered Zack.


    Angela kept moving toward the RIBs that the sub crew was now sailing toward the shore. “When I said no more loose ends, I meant it. All runs will now operate the same way. If they aren’t with us, then we’ll eliminate them.”


    Marc couldn’t stop the tears now. “It’s not right!”


    “Neither is constantly being in fear of an attack from people we’ve spared.” Angela glanced around with glowing red orbs. “We’re going to rule this world.”


    Wade frowned. “To what end?”


    “Peace. Or death. Those are the only two options now. I won’t settle for anything less.”


    Some of them thought she had flipped. A few of them understood she was corrupt. None of the others spoke against it. They all wanted peace and Angela was determined to give that to them.


    Marc staggered. His mind started to shut down. It was too much.


    People began moving toward the RIBs again.


    Angela waited to see what Marc and Adrian picked. The Eagles would follow their lead.


    Adrian caved first. He’d had months to contemplate how it could go if they did it right.


    Marc’s team stopped by him, hating it but also wanting it. All of them had considered what it would be like if descendants were in control of the world.


    Marc tried to fight it and do the right thing. “We can’t…”


    “We can.” Biff was eager. “We’ll use the skills we’ve gained here. And it won’t even be that hard. All we have to do is follow her lead.”


    Marc knew what they wanted to hear. He knew what Angela wanted to hear. Until this run, he couldn’t have given it to them. Now, he was too tired to keep fighting that destiny. He stepped over his moral line. “Okay.” He looked up at his men sadly. “We’ll do it her way.”


    Biff and Greg helped him toward the coming RIBs.


    Angela let out a sigh of relief. The only person who could have stopped her had just caved. Thank you, Reicher. You did what I couldn’t. I owe you a debt that I’ll pay by raising your sons to be good men who will support the new world I’m building.


    Angela glanced over her shoulder at the only descendant among Tilly’s group.


    Gordon nodded to her while his parents were staring at the burning lab entrance. Charlie had filled him in while they hung out together. Gordon agreed completely. Be safe, Alpha.


    And you, Gordon Mitchel.


    Adrian also looked back at the boy.


    Gordon flashed a familiar grin and then turned back to guard duty. He had a lot of citizens to keep alive.


    Adrian was horrified by how fast Gordon had fallen in with Angela’s plan. I hope you know what you’re doing.


    Angela sighed. “That has not been revealed.”


    “Then why are you doing it?”


    “Because I refuse to go backward. This is the next step in humanity’s future, and we’ll take it together.”


    “What happens to those who won’t fall in line?”


    She shrugged coldly. “We’ll walk over their bodies. Negotiating is no longer an option.”


    Behind her, Marc and his team heard that and were oddly comforted. She sounded just like Reicher.
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    Marc watched in apprehension as Joseph picked up a scalpel. He longed for his gifts so he could read the man’s mind. Without them, he was forced to use his old-world training. “You just took a shower. I can smell it.”


    “It’s a daily control method.” Joseph faced Marc. “It keeps me sane.”


    Marc snorted weakly. “It’s not working.”


    Joseph paused. “How do you know that?”


    “I’m very good at reading people.”


    “Not even Reicher knows that!”


    Marc snorted. “Trust me, he knows it. If he didn’t, I wouldn’t be here. I’d already be dead and you would be set to inherit this abomination.” Marc yawned.


    Joseph’s grip tightened on the scalpel. “He’ll have to give it to me when you’re gone.”


    “Yes,” Marc blinked to clear the moisture from the yawn. “but only if you kill everyone in line in front of you.”


    “There is no one in…” Joseph rotated toward the door. He’d slipped by Thalia on the way in. She was handling loose ends right now.


    “He’d give it to a woman before you.” Marc chuckled. “Hell, he’d give it to the hounds before you.”


    Rage flared through Joseph’s body, but his mind stayed cool and calm. He stepped toward the man on the table, smiling. “I’m going to enjoy this.”


    Marc tensed. I won’t. He ran through his options and found one that would amuse him no matter how it ended. “Once he gives it to me, can I just give it to you?”


    Hope spread across Joseph’s freshly shaven profile. “You’d do that?”


    “I would.” Marc kept going as Joseph reached him. “But I can’t if he breaks me. I’ll need your help.”


    “Be specific on that.”


    “Keep me drugged up so he can’t work his magic on me. Convince him that handling my team first is the way to convert me.”


    Joseph stared at Marc, clutching the blade that could change his future in a brief second. His mind shuddered through outcomes faster than he could view them. But he saw the ending. “You’re going to kill me.”


    Marc realized Joseph was able to see ahead; he didn’t lie. “I’m going to kill everyone in here. Why would I give you a pass?”


    Joseph kept viewing the future, fingers turning white from his tight grip… Then he began to laugh. “He thinks he won!” Joseph grinned at Marc. “You’re smarter than he is. He knows that already, but he can’t accept it and it costs him the future.”


    “I hope it works out that way.” Marc fought another yawn. “We both know fate doesn’t like it when we assume a conclusion.”


    Joseph did know that. “But we can make it happen. Fate loves ambition and determination.”


    Marc was encouraged. He waited patiently, letting Joseph believe he was deciding his fate and the fate of his boss and this lab.


    “Okay. I’ll do it.”


    “You’ll do what?”


    “I’ll help you. After you gain control, you’ll give me leadership.”


    “Deal.”


    Joseph grabbed Marc’s ankle. “Hold your foot up so I can dig out that debris.”


    Marc didn’t move. He really couldn’t. The drugs had control now. But his mind said this was what Joseph had come for–an agreement, not death. I just made a deal with a devil.


    Joseph began rooting in Marc’s foot, enjoying the blood while wishing the man could feel it and scream. “I’m not the devil, Mr. Ghost, but with a little love, I could be.”


    Marc grunted. “I’ll give you a little love, Joseph. You’ll give me Reicher.”


    “You have a deal.”


    



    Deleted Scene #2


     


     


    “We’re getting another distress message from the Australian lab, sir.”


    Corbin gestured for the underling to play it.


    “The Australian lab has been breached. Leadership has changed. All other labs must go to high alert.”


    Corbin scanned the camera showing the topside of this lab. Nothing was moving. It looked as desolate as ever. “We’re staying dark.”


    The underling nodded. “Yes, sir.”


    Corbin was still tempted to observe that sector through the satellite images, but it would give them away to anyone monitoring those space objects. I knew there was trouble coming. As soon as we captured that last batch of subjects, I had us go dark. It was the right choice.


    Corbin scanned the screens that showed the lower levels of this underground complex. He narrowed in on a small room with a narrow bed holding his most valuable captive.


    “We’ve finished with the conversions on batch one. Would you like to start batch two?”


    Corbin nodded absently. The large group of kids were being put through the standard process that would make them into loyal little minions. Corbin fingered the eye patch he’d been wearing since that capture. The woman protecting those kids had taken his eye and almost gotten his life as well. “Get set up for a session.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Corbin heard the disapproval. “Problem, Rabbit?”


    Paul ducked his head. He hated that nickname. “No, sir.”


    Corbin smirked in contempt. Then he went back to studying the monitor. It had been a year and a half since the war. He doubted it was time for the quest to start, but he couldn’t help longing for it. “Wake Alexa Mitchel. Let’s see if she’s ready to travel.”


    


  


  
    What Did You Think of BK18?


     


    I’d love to hear how you feel about this book!


     


    You’ll see this request at the end of every title I write because it matters so much to me and to the other readers out there. Please take this link to the book’s page on my website, so you can pick the store of your choice for a review. It doesn’t have to be long, though it certainly can be if you like. Just tell me, and the world, how you feel about it.


    Feedback helps me in many ways, but the biggest is that it drives me to keep producing. I have self-doubt moments just like everyone else. Your review might be what pops me out of a bad place and allows me to keep rolling! And if you ever need some kind words, I’d be happy to do the same for you. The world is often an ugly place, but we can help each other through those hard times with small acts of kindness.


     


    “I have found that it is the small everyday deed of ordinary folks that keep the darkness at bay. Small acts of kindness and love.” -Peter Jackson
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    My website has a page dedicated to all of the places that Safe Haven has been during this story. It includes the dates they were there and other little tidbits about some of the special moments these survivors have gone through.


     


    Spoiler Warning!


    It goes beyond where you are right now in this series, so if you don’t want spoilers, you may want to skip this until you get to the newest release.
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    “We’ve spent time on life and liberty. We mostly agree, and we’ll come to compromises on the few areas where we don’t. Tonight, I’d like to work on the pursuit of happiness.” Angela looked around the table. “Life and Liberty are definite declarations that we can define. The pursuit of happiness is vague and dependent on the individual, not the collective.”


    She took a sip of her tea and continued. “When one of those pursuits slap against the first two, we’ll see where the line is and make only the laws that pertain to it and are necessary. We’re not anarchists who feel there shouldn’t be any laws. We know society needs some basic rules to keep the peace. It’s not giving up liberty. It’s being smart. With no law against murder or kidnapping, you can’t have the right to life and liberty.”


    Lisa wrote it in their ledger. “So the pursuit of happiness should be absolute, except when it hits the first two.”


    Angela shrugged. “Maybe. I’ve been working hard on this one for months. I’d like to get us started by covering everything that doesn’t work or can’t be covered. It’ll go faster if you toss items at me and I shoot them down. But it can’t be absolute. There are always exceptions.”


    Wade frowned. “Like what?”


    “A society where there are no laws about working, or jobs that people know how to do, will never grow. Trash will gather on the streets. People will defecate wherever they want.” Angela gestured. “Outbreaks will become common. Medical care won’t recover, and so on.”


    Jayda tried to be the voice of reason. “But we’ve done that one and it doesn’t work. People weren’t so much lazy before as they were unwilling to give up the healthiest, best years of their life to a job they hated.”


    “Agreed. So how do we handle that?”


    Gus didn’t want to force citizens to do anything. “We let them volunteer.”


    “Okay. But what if no one shows up?” Angela waited for his answer.


    Gus didn’t want to follow that any further. “They will.”


    Angela’s voice hardened. “But what if they don’t? The founding fathers didn’t cover enough of the what-ifs and look what happened.”


    Silence went around the table.


    Angela held in her displeasure. “One possible choice is to ask for volunteers and hope. Clearly, I won’t agree with that. What else?”


    Wade tapped the notepad with his pen. “I need to know if we’re going back to money or a barter system before I can give an idea.”


    Jayda frowned. “I think money sucks. Some people could eat well and some couldn’t? Some people could buy a car while others took two buses every day? Not every poor person deserved to be.”


    Lisa nodded. “None of them did if we consider the old saying that money is the root of all evil.”


    Angela understood their point. “It’s not, but it did screw up our freedom. We went from being ruled by a king to being ruled by how much money we could earn. We just traded masters.”


    Wade shook his head. “Capitalism still gave us more advancements and periods of peace than any other system. But I agree we need something better.”


    “It’s always been just that, right?” Lisa wasn’t sure.


    Angela nodded. “Yes. We took what we wanted when we were cavemen. We eventually figured out trading was better. Trading then turned into actual coins. There were a lot of stages along that ride, but that’s the basics.” Angela sipped her tea again.


    “So we want to be able to let people walk into a shop and get what they need without money. The requirement is they have to work a shift or two a week, or a month.” Wade thought that was a fair trade.


    Gus scowled. “But that takes away their freedom. They’re once again dependent on a job to survive.”


    Jayda sighed. “I guess we can’t just let them volunteer. It might work for the fun chores, but it won’t give us the best person for the job.”


    Lisa had an idea. “If no one has to work, then magic can get things done.”


    Gus smiled at her. “That gives magic a purpose and settles the normals. They’ll love us because they won’t have to work.”


    Angela had to wait for the other protests before she could speak. “We want one set of laws for everyone. We can’t make half our population work and not the rest, even if it is just with magic. Who else has something we can pick apart?” She waited patiently, hoping one of them would find something she’d missed.


    Wade said what the others didn’t want to hear. “It has to be a mandatory time they put in toward the community or we might as well keep the system we had. We can’t give them complete freedom from working.”


    Angela also hated that choice, but there wasn’t a better option right now. “But we can give them choices that past governments took away. Let’s guarantee a small piece of land that they can farm and have livestock on, so if they refuse to do it this way, they have another choice. I won’t tolerate homelessness anymore.”


    Lisa led them into another issue they needed to resolve. “Which brings up yet another layer of government control. When we allot them that land, we can do lotteries for locations and such, but how do we oversee those eventual millions of homesteads? There will be laws they still have to follow. One example would be they can’t dump waste just anywhere or use explosives without knowing what they’re doing.”


    Gus scowled again. “Why not? It’s their life to give.”


    “An explosion might catch a neighbor’s land on fire and kill them.” Lisa pointed at the ledger. “The landowners have to have rules that protect the first two rights of everyone else.”


    Gus leaned back in his chair. “So there’s really no possible way to have true freedom and a thriving society.”


    Angela sighed. “I’m searching for a way to make that happen, but they’re at odds. Society works best when citizens participate. If they don’t, society stagnates.”


    Jayda swallowed the last of her tea. “What’s the result of that?”


    “Stagnation? Within a couple of generations, we’re back to only living until about 50. After that, it will drop by about 5 years every decade until society eventually collapses. Our need for each other is tied to how we build and fix when we come together with common goals and common sense. We were designed for this right here.” Angela smiled. “But it’s break time now. Let’s stretch, walk, maybe snack, and then keep bending our minds. The future of humanity depends on what we’re doing. I don’t want a numb ass to interfere. Get up and move around.”


    As the others went into the hallway of the sub, Wade and Gus lingered. The two men had become friends since leaving Australia.


    Wade waited until they were alone. “I’ve been thinking about Kendle and the Garden of Eden.”


    Gus frowned. “How are those two connected?”


    “What if she was there?”


    Gus knew Wade didn’t mean that literally. “There were only two people, according to the Bible.”


    Wade countered that. “There were three, according to our history text.” They’d all read the descendant history book now.


    Gus leaned against the wall. “Okay. So?”


    “What if the translation isn’t literal? Fiction writers added, twisted, and embellished real life stories all the time. If we hadn’t been told the Bible was literal, could we view it as a work of literature that was recording laws as they were made, with a twist?”


    “I don’t believe so, but say that’s true. What does it change?”


    Wade waved a hand. “Everything. We read about Nature infiltrating the garden with animals. At the end, she used one that could speak. But what if it wasn’t an animal?”


    Gus ran through the possible new characters, but didn’t find the answer. “Who?”


    “Marc’s twin.”


    Gus stared in shock. He’d forgotten about that. “But if Marc had a twin in this life, wouldn’t he have had a twin in every life?”


    “Yes. It makes sense in a couple of ways. The design rarely puts threes together. It’s pairs or herds, or a single couple trying to go it alone.”


    “There are a lot of those alternate relationships in our camp.”


    “Peacefully?” His own relationship might be an exception to that rule, but it was too soon for Wade to be sure.


    Gus snapped his mouth shut. No, most threesomes were not peaceful. Safe Haven had several of those going and most of them were happy. It was rare, but they were also young relationships. The test of time would tell on those. “Some species might be designed for that setup.”


    “True, but if you were creating humanity, would you really only give them one female and two males in each garden?”


    Gus finally got it. “I might do the opposite, but it makes more sense to do two pairs and have the mothers work and breed together and the men work and fight together to feed and protect everyone.”


    “Exactly. On trips out of the garden. We were meant to explore. The garden was a nursery for the women.”


    “Like the island will be for Safe Haven.”


    Wade laughed. “Not if the fairer sex has their way.”


    Gus focused on the main topic so he didn’t get confused. “You think Marc’s twin was meant for Adrian.”


    “I believe it was supposed to be willing for all of them. And when the other woman figured out neither man wanted her, she became bitter…”


    “And helped Nature corrupt Eve.”


    “Yes. I’ve been watching the female interactions in camp, as everyone knows. When one does something, the others follow. It’s exactly like the men. So the snake told Eve she’d had an apple.”


    Gus snorted. “There wasn’t really a snake.” He’d never believed that.


    “Maybe the other woman was the snake, but I don’t think it was an apple now either.”


    “I’ve heard about the bestiality theory.”


    “And?”


    “And I don’t buy it.” Gus’s eyes blazed for a brief second. “I wouldn’t take an ape over Angela and no one else would either.”


    “Same. I believe the apple was murder.”


    “What?”


    “We were told Adam and Eve were banished from the garden because of something Eve did.”


    “And we found out it was really Adam’s anger that got them banished.”


    “Right. We assumed he murdered Elliot. Why else was he never mentioned?”


    “So where does the other woman come in?”


    “She convinced Adam to do it. And then Eve got rid of her.”


    Both men thought about how ruthless Angela was. Kendle was gone now. Marc had done it, but Angela had planned it. Both men were sure of that.


    Gus slowly nodded. “Maybe. What does it mean?”


    Angela had been listening. She stepped back into the doorway. “It means all the members of the garden were corrupted. That’s why humanity can’t be peaceful. All our lines are flawed.”


    Wade had been contemplating Reicher’s words. “Is Cody the exception to that rule?”


    Angela shook her head. “Sadly, no.”


    Gus glanced at her small belly bump. “What about that one?”


    Angela walked away without answering. She was once again impressed by their intelligence, but she didn’t want to say her unborn child might be the most evil girl to ever walk the earth. There was no way to know yet.


    Angela rubbed her stomach and headed for the small mess on the sub. “Let’s get you something to eat, huh?”


    Her stomach flipped. A cold chill went through her chest.


    Angela rubbed her stomach again. “I’ll love you no matter what.”


    Her guts settled.


    Adrian rose from his seat on the stool by the mess entrance. He’d caught it all. “Something’s not right with you.”


    Angela snorted. “You’ll have to be more specific.”


    “Your emotions are changing too rapidly.” He forced out the words. “That baby is a problem.”


    Angela smiled sweetly. Her eyes lit up bright red. “You didn’t see that. You don’t remember this conversation. Go back to work.”


    Adrian blinked, dazed. He struggled to remember what they were talking about.


    Angela watched him return to his place on guard duty. Then she went into the mess for a bite to eat.


    Wade had followed her. He’d seen it all. Should I tell someone?


    Cody came from a nearby compartment. He took Wade’s hand and tugged the man down. “Listen.”


    Wade blinked, dazed.


    Cody whispered again, then let go.


    Wade moved on, trying to remember what he’d been doing.


    Cody joined Angela in the mess.


    Angela held out a cup of powdered milk. “Nice copy.”


    Cody beamed. He drank the milk and enjoyed her warmth.


    Cate was already at the small table in the corner. She reached down to pet the wolf who was curled up by her feet.


    Dog whined when she stopped. Get the ear!


    Cate laughed and resumed rubbing his soft fur.


    Angela and Cody joined her at the table.


    None of them spoke. They didn’t need to. Protecting the pregnancy was a common goal for all four of them now. Nothing would be allowed to interfere with the new baby, not even Marc.


    The radio on Angela’s belt crackled with Ray’s concerned voice. “Boss, we’ve got a storm on the radar.”


    Angela knew it wasn’t just any storm by his worried call. “Be there in three.”


    “Copy.”


    Angela finished eating before going to the bridge.


    Cate and Cody stayed behind with Dog. They weren’t allowed to touch anything in the bridge. It was a boring room for them.


    Angela smiled at people as she went by, trying to send out calmness to counteract the tension Ray’s call had caused. There’s another one who can’t take Mitch’s place on the radio.


    Angela entered the bridge.


    Ray leaned aside so she could view the radar.


    Angela tensed. “What the fuck is that?!”


    Ray nodded. “Exactly.”


    The green and red mass didn’t have a shape, but it was enormous. It covered the entire bottom half of the screen.


    “It started coming in about an hour ago. I kept waiting for the end to appear.”


    Angela understood what he meant. In an hour, it was now covering hundreds of miles and it was coming straight for them. She keyed her radio. “I want everyone back onboard right now. Move your asses!”


    “That’s why I made an open call.”


    Angela patted Ray’s shoulder. “Sorry.”


    He shrugged off her apology. “I know I’m not as good as Mitch. I’m not trying to be.”


    “Let me know if you want that training.”


    Ray did, but he knew his limitations. “No, you’re right. I can’t take his place, but I’ll let you know if I find someone who can.”


    “Perfect.” Angela loved working with Ray. His calm, reasonable attitude was the exact opposite of most of her crew.


    Ray scanned the radar again. “Are we going to outrun it?”


    “No. Prepare for a dive.”


    Ray swallowed his fear. It would be his first time diving.


    “You’ll do fine.” Angela went toward the meeting room, keying her mic again. “All activities are cancelled for this evening. Adrian, I want everyone accounted for within the next half hour.”


    “I’m already on it, Boss.”


    Angela went to the ladder and climbed it to stand on top of the sub. In the distance, a greenish gray mass was coming their way at terrifying speed. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”


    Zack was already standing on the sub and scanning the coming storm. His voice deepened into fear and dread. “I have–once.”


    “What was it?”


    “A level 5 hurricane named Katrina that killed thousands and sent 30-foot tidal waves across every landmass it hit.” He looked over, unable to control the fear. “Get them back onboard quicker, Boss. Or we’ll lose them. It’s moving faster every second.”


    Angela immediately headed for the RIB. “Come on. Let’s go get our people.”


    Zack stayed on her heels as she jumped into the wet RIB and fired up the engine. All around them, troubled waters bumped against the sub in warning.
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    Troubled Waters


    Book ​19


     


     


    Dear Reader,


    There are no more box sets available for this series, due to pricing constraints on the big stores. I’m sorry for that. I hope you’ll continue on with the individual books. If not, I understand and I wish you nothing but the best. Safe Haven will miss you!


    For those who are moving forward with me, just follow the links at the end of each title like you’ve been doing all along and it will take you to the next book. I look forward to shocking you, to horrifying you, to making you laugh, and cry, to entertaining you, and to reminding you of how much I adore you.


    Safe Haven awaits.


    Let’s click that link together.


    Angie
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