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  The Life We Chose

 

 

Safe Haven’s ship has sailed.

It was a chilly day in November.

Half full of survivors and hope,

It became a time to not remember.

 

Dramas played out.

Tensions drew to a close.

Adapting began,

To the life we chose.

 

Surrounded by waves,

On an unforgiving tide.

The winds blew in,

Disturbing our ride.

 

Danger rose up.

Eagles put them down.

Bodies once again fell,

But there was no ground.

 

Liquid roads underneath,

A betting sky overhead.

We sailed away from home,

Trying to prove we too were dead.

 

But fate cannot be outrun.

Problems are never left behind.

Nature hasn’t forgiven us,

And love will always be blind.





  
    
​Chapter One



    Aftermath


    November 27th


     


     


     


    1


    “Is anyone down here?”


    Marc walked the last bloody corridor on the bottom deck of the UN ship, gun holstered. The bright paint couldn’t hide what the boat really was. He hoped it sank after they sailed away, then broke into a million pieces on the ocean floor. There were cages and torture rooms, and a holding pen with bodies being kept for identification purposes. Blood splatters and sprays decorated the walls, floors, and windows. Marc tried not to leave tracks, but some of the rooms were impossible to get through without stepping in a puddle. It was gruesome.


    The inside of the ship was a mirror of the outer shell–blue and white with tiled floors and offices that held scenes from Marc’s nightmares. The UN troops hadn’t stood a chance. Most of the killing blows he identified had come from the rear. More than a few men had been using bathrooms or showering when attacked. He was impressed and horrified.


    Marc cleared the final room on the bottom deck, but he knew he wasn’t alone. He used his grid to narrow down a dot less than two feet from his position, then sent out an alpha command. He needed to get back on their ship. He’d already been gone too long. He could feel Angela and others worrying.


    “Don’t hurt me...”


    Marc scooped up the pristine boy, automatically holding his little hands. Marc didn’t know how the kid wasn’t dirty, but it was more disconcerting that he wasn’t knocked out. Angela’s spell had covered both ships.


    “Angela?” The boy opened a powerful mental line. He dug into Marc’s thoughts with ruthless glee.


    Marc wanted to be kind, but there wasn’t time. He sent a minor zap. “Never without permission, Dion.”


    Dion nodded, retreating. “I’m sorry.”


    Marc released the boy’s hands and hugged him as he trotted up the steps. “You’ll be okay now. We’ll help you.”


    Magic pressed in on Marc. By the time they reached the top deck, he was healed.


    Marc traversed the ramp and jumped onto their boat, long coat flowing out. “Unhook us. Let’s float!”


    People snickered, hurrying to do as ordered.


    Grant, waiting nearby with his security, came over to supervise.


    Marc took the child to Angela.


    Dion slid into her arms and wrapped himself around her like he’d always been there. “Forever?”


    Angela kissed his cheek and hugged him. “Even longer if I can.” She put him on his feet. “Go below and let them make you sleep. I’ll be here when you wake up.”


    “Yes, Alpha.” The child strode through the surprised camp members who retreated to clear a path.


    Marc scanned the deck. Only half of the bodies had been removed. He went to help.


    “I need time with these people.” Angela handed a paper to Kenn as he joined her. “In the next three hours.”


    Kenn read it, holding tight so the morning draft didn’t rip it from his fingers. “Together or apart?”


    Angela refused to think about everything she’d just gone through. There was work waiting. “Both. You’ll see to it for me?”


    Kenn knew what she needed. “First meeting is in the command cabin with Jennifer. Ten minutes.” He departed without waiting for an answer. He needed time to organize the rest of it.


    Angela motioned Grant back toward the bridge. “We’ll disconnect the ramp. You sail us south.”


    Grant knew the crew needed the experience, but he couldn’t help several glances over his shoulder as he went up the metal steps with Ray on his heels. If they made a mistake, it could damage both ships.


    Angela wasn’t worried. The crew she’d chosen for moments like this was solid. It was their nerve out on the open ocean that she doubted.


    “Where do you want me?” Ivan finished reloading his gun and holstered. He’d wiped off most of the blood from his hands, but they were all leaving ugly footprints across the deck and stairs.


    “Point man for this shift, with a rookie.” Angela motioned toward the man coming up the stairs from the infirmary. Jeff had helped get the western UN kids sedated while Marc cleared the UN ship. “Settle him back in.”


    Jeff fell in with the soldier he’d briefly met at the mountain camp. They’d clashed then, making this moment important. Jeff didn’t intend to hold a grudge. If Ivan had been given point, he deserved it.


    Ivan held out a hand. “Bygones?”


    Jeff shook, heart lightening. “Absolutely.”


    Ivan took his notebook out and handed it to his new trainee. “We’ll walk the ship and handle issues that come up. Read as we go but remember to pause and...” Ivan stopped as Jeff rotated to view Angela and what was going on around her. He handed the scruffy man a pen. “That’s perfect. Once a minute, you do that for me, and I’ll make sure you get the coldest beer I can find.”


    Jeff was already annoyed with the new need to verify her safety. He was picking up Angela’s excitement and grief. It sucked. “I’d rather have a decent cup of coffee and a hot shower.”


    “Deal.” Ivan led the way through the crowd that was now observing the shoreline. A few refugees were swimming toward the ships, not caring that their fellow men and women were being claimed by the ocean. Sharks were all through the rough waves now, but the furious refugees refused to give up.


    The camp leaned on the rails and each other as America faded. The two tugs laboring to get them out into open water shot streams of purple, blue, red, and clear liquid in large rainbows to mark the beginning of their journey. The water came from the same nozzles they would use to fight any fires. The Water Salute was a ceremonial custom to celebrate the arrival or leaving of certain ships. The camp clapped at the display, but no one’s heart was in the response. They were leaving their homeland. It was almost gone already.


    Angela watched too. Thick depression settled onto her shoulders. Welcome back.


    Her depression smiled warmly and began causing pain. We’ve missed you!


    She had been so torn up over never seeing Adrian again that she’d been able to block the other emotions. Now, her worst enemy had returned–her brain.


    Angela sniffed, standing straighter. I have work to do. I’ll catch up with you later.


    The depression bowed out in favor of adrenaline. The terror squeezed harder as she began the next stage of her plans, of Adrian’s plans that she’d added to and expanded. Here we go. “I want the team leaders for a few minutes–now.”


    Wade and Greg, both frowning, marched through the crowd to pass her instructions. They’d been warned to watch Angela for signs of mental cracks; they’d just found one.
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    “Mom wants you two topside with the team leaders. I’ve got things covered down here.” Charlie waited for the duty crew to react, expecting trouble.


    Harry and Courtney left without a protest. They were eager to go up and make sure things were okay. It helped that everyone down here was out cold except for Kendle and they knew she wasn’t a threat to Charlie. The island woman wasn’t dangerous to anyone but herself now, and maybe Angela. Harry believed Angela was in the clear on that too, though he wasn’t sure what would happen to Kendle. The alpha bond was strong. As it strengthened, the darkness would be replaced with light. Harry didn’t know how the boss planned to bond with Kendle against both their wills, but he looked forward to watching it happen.


    Charlie took a folding chair from the wall and opened it next to Kendle’s cot. “They’re gone. Don’t know how they missed you being awake.”


    Kendle stared at the ceiling. “They didn’t. They just don’t want to speak to me.” The sound of her own voice being so weak scared Kendle. I’m dying again. She was touched Charlie had come to say goodbye. No one else had yet, not even Tommy.


    “They just don’t know what to say. They’re waiting for instructions.” Charlie sat, scanning her bloody clothes and wrinkled skin. “Are you injured?”


    Kendle snorted and then groaned at the pain. She’d never felt this weak. “Mortally wounded, boy. She nailed me with one shot.”


    Charlie couldn’t help the pride. “I’m awake enough now to see how she does things like that. She learned to use people against themselves.”


    “Adrian taught her. Marc abandoned her. Kenn abused her. Adrian took what was left and rebuilt her.”


    Charlie didn’t argue. “Why can’t you let them do that for you?”


    Kendle’s eyes shut.


    He sighed. “I already know. Just say it.”


    Kendle held in tears. “I don’t want to change. I like the blood, the killing. I don’t want to stop.”


    Charlie put a hand on her wrist and began pushing energy into her. He was glad she was cooperating in these first steps of reform. He couldn’t stand the sight of her withered body. It would have hurt him to leave her like this. He knew what it felt like, thanks to his manhood test. He wouldn’t wish it on anyone.


    Kendle groaned at the new pain. “Why?”


    “For my dad.” Charlie increased the strength, sensing a guard coming down the hall to relieve him on his mom’s orders.


    “Won’t matter… That stings!”


    “True, he hates you now. He might vote to let you die, but it would damage him inside. We don’t want that.”


    Kendle stiffened. “Angela sent you.”


    Charlie let go of the magic, stopping before he was drained. He stood and put the chair away.


    “Everything okay in here?” Ian scanned, missing Kendle’s returning health in favor of a long stare at the bloody UN kids in the cots.


    “It’s getting better.” Charlie controlled his breathing and the urge to yawn in front of the blabbermouth.


    Ian pointed at the door. “Monica wants you in the gymnasium. Use the stairs to the left.” Ian grinned. “And Tracy is waiting for you in the lobby to the right. Pick carefully.”


    Charlie grunted. “Suck a dick.”


    Ian gaped.


    Kendle chuckled.


    When he got to the intersection, Charlie jogged up the stairs to the left.
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    “Sign the logbook!”


    Kenn’s voice carried through the noises and chatter, bringing calm. Despite his flaws, people trusted the beefy man to care for the camp. It was good to have him back.


    “Get your name in the logbook or I’ll be on your ass tonight while you’re trying to sleep!”


    People hurried to sign the book in Kenn’s hand.


    Ivan signaled his crew to join him, certain he would need them as he did rounds. There was a lot to cover on a ship this size and they weren’t using radios until land was out of sight in all directions.


    Jeff stayed by Ivan, trying to reabsorb the routines. Once a minute he checked on the boss. Now that he was back with Safe Haven, Jeff wanted to readjust as quickly as possible. He had a lot riding on the future.


    “We all feel that way.” Ivan was skimming as many thoughts as he could. This was a bad time for things to go wrong. “Welcome home.”


    “Yep.” Jeff didn’t distract the man with conversation. He could almost feel the heat from Ivan’s mind as he ran through routines and possible problems while keeping track of thoughts and behaviors of the camp, as well as his team. Jeff was impressed. When he’d first met Ivan, he hadn’t thought the younger man could handle team lead, let alone point. It was more proof that Angela was right in her choices. Jeff was finally able to let go of his anger at her. It was a relief. Now, if I can just get rid of this bitterness and heartache.


    Ivan pointed at a cluster of camp kids hanging over the nearby rail. “James.”


    James trotted over to collect the fascinated children who had probably never been on a boat.


    “We’re clear to go!”


    Marc’s loud call echoed to the bridge, where Grant was pacing, eager to be under way. His adventures with Safe Haven were finally beginning.


    Grant pushed buttons and flipped switches while he went over the steps in his mind, wanting to be positive he didn’t miss anything. They couldn’t just stop at a store if something went wrong.


    Ray patrolled the bridge, rotating among the three entrances. They had one captain. Grant was the most valuable member of the camp. When Angela had told him that, Ray had been shocked she’d given him protection duty. It was an honor to be trusted with such a huge responsibility. He would kill or die to keep their captain safe.


    Grant liked the protection, but he was too tense to thank the cute man as they began to slide by the bloody UN ship. The blue bottomed vessel appeared to be four stories, but Grant wasn’t sure if his estimate was accurate. There could be another level under the water. The rest of the ship’s deck was lined in cargo areas and windows, all dotted with cameras. Dozens of portholes glared at him.


    The camp fell silent as they got a clear view of the carnage the kids had wreaked upon the enemy. Somber deliberations and concerns became the focus. Many people glanced toward the steps to the infirmary and then toward Angela, who had decided to bring the kids with them to the island. They trusted her, but with all the bodies in sight, they couldn’t help worrying.


    Angela headed for the stairs. I made the right choice. They’ll see it in time.


    Angela went down to the quarantine area first. She was glad to find heavy security, but she still gathered energy to bring up a strong barrier if it was needed. The vibes coming from this area weren’t good and she’d already died once today. She didn’t want to do it again so soon.


    Kyle spotted Angela coming and slid into the entrance to provide front cover protection. “We’re doing the debriefing. It’ll still be a few before we can call them clear.”


    Angela saw Jennifer sitting with the strangers and ignored Kyle’s silent request that she not enter. She went to Jennifer, aware of the growing tension. The strangers didn’t like her or want to meet her. That’s new. Angela took the chair on Jennifer’s right and crossed her arms over her chest.


    Kyle had chosen a security office on the bottom deck, near the loading center. There were three cluttered desks and three office chairs along one wall. Across from them was a leather couch and a bathroom. Two tiny windows provided enough light to see this room hadn’t been cleaned yet. Angela made a mental note on it. The folders on the wall shelf might help them with running the ship, though she wasn’t sure if this small office would have important details.


    “Hiya, boss. Having a good day?”


    Angela grunted, refusing to think about how it had felt to be dead. “You tell me.”


    Jennifer shrugged, consulting her clipboard. “Just getting started, but I doubt there’s an issue here. Leftover resentment for us not taking them in before now, for not stopping as the convoy passed, for not being strong enough to stop the war. You know–the usual crap broken folks hang onto when their world has been destroyed by the government we took out.”


    Angela swept the starving man and woman, then the dirty child. “She still looks ill. Did you give her the medicine?”


    Rachel’s lip came out in a pout. “Most of it.”


    Jennifer wrote that on her clipboard. “What happened to the rest?”


    “Traded for food so she didn’t starve!” The mother glared at Angela. “I won’t thank you for taking us. You didn’t stop!”


    “The medic will be down shortly. Give her all the medication this time.” Angela stared back, expecting a continuation of the rant.


    Jennifer cleared her throat to break the thick awkwardness. “Food is on the way. After you eat, you’ll get showers and clean clothes. Over the next few days, we’ll find jobs for you.”


    The mother didn’t glance away from Angela. Hatred shined through her blue eyes.


    Jennifer waved her pen in the air. “Hey!”


    The woman’s attention snapped back to Jennifer.


    “I like you so far. Don’t screw that up. Right now, I’m the only friend you have here.”


    Hatred flashed brighter, then faded into bitter resignation. “She should have stopped for us.”


    Angela studied the man and child, digging in for problems. The mother was trouble. Her hatred might never fade.


    Leeroy tried to give Angela a smile, but his nervousness turned it into a sneer.


    Angela understood. “I’m sorry for everything you’ve gone through.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Why are you being nice to her?!”


    “Hush now, Rachel.” Leeroy took her hand to prevent the coming shout. “You have to let it go.”


    Rachel slammed her body back against the chair, avoiding his comfort.


    Leeroy sighed. “She’s upset.”


    Angela and Jennifer waited for him to say more.


    “We’re from Alabama. We’ve been run out of every home we tried to build. Damn draft got us the first time. Then the looters and scavengers, then soldiers again. After that, we had to hide from…”


    “People like me.” Angela didn’t want them to know Jennifer was a descendant yet. It might shut off the teenager’s connection with them and prevent the family from settling in.


    “Yes. They wanted to make us slaves.”


    “There’s a lot of that going around.” Angela inspected the girl, hating the shudders hitting her small body. She motioned to Kyle. “Check on the medic.”


    “Why don’t you just heal her?” Rachel couldn’t stop her rage.


    Angela leaned forward. “Will it get rid of your hatred?”


    Rachel opened her mouth to lie… “No. I loathe you.”


    Angela sighed. “Also a lot of that going around.” She held out a hand to the woman instead of her daughter. “Trust goes both ways, Rachel Norton. Show me yours and I’ll show you mine.”


    Rachel paled. “I don’t want to touch you!”


    “I don’t like you much either, but if you’re staying on this ship, you have to be cleared.”


    Rachel slowly extended her hand.


    Angela opened the door to her mental crypt.


    Rachel stiffened as they made contact.


    Angela blasted the woman with her pain. She clamped a hand around Rachel’s wrist when she tried to pull away. “Feel it for a minute, then tell me how angry you are.”


    Rachel gasped, jerking to get her hand back.


    Jennifer shook her head at Leeroy when he would have tried to help. “She’s showing her why we didn’t stop. Your wife is getting the answer she demanded.”


    “Don’t hurt my mommy!”


    Angela slammed the barriers shut and let go, on the edge of crying from reliving so much pain. “She’s just pissed, like the rest of us.” Angela stared at the little girl.


    “What’s she doing now?!”


    “Relax, Rachel. If she wanted you all dead, she would have left you on the beach.” Jennifer caught Angela’s thoughts. “Getting worse, yes. She needs the medication.”


    “Morgan’s got his hands full with beach injuries.” Angela sighed. “Will you let me treat her? Before the war, I was a doctor.”


    Rachel gave a short nod, heart still breaking. Her hatred wasn’t gone, but it was weighed down by Angela’s pain. “Don’t hurt her because of me.”


    “She loves kids. She wouldn’t do that.” Jennifer studied the pale, blond parents while Angela held out a hand to the brunette child. She found adoption memories in Leeroy’s mind and let the discrepancy go.


    The thin girl shivered. “I don’t feel good.”


    “I’ll make that go away.”


    “Will it hurt?”


    Angela smiled. “Not even a little, Sally.”


    The girl responded to the wave of peace, smiling back. She took Angela’s hand…then crawled into her lap.


    Angela hugged her, eyes shutting. She shot currents of energy into the girl, unable to stop the tears. The love of a child was the only thing she truly enjoyed now.


    Angela rubbed the girl’s arm and gently slid her back into the chair. “Better?”


    Sally yawned. “I’m hungry!”


    The Eagles chuckled.


    The girl’s family gawked in surprise despite knowing it would happen. They’d never witnessed magic, though they’d been around descendants since the war. Those people hadn’t been willing to waste magic on normals unless they were getting paid for it.


    “Thank you.” Leeroy clasped Rachel’s hand. “She’ll be okay now.”


    Rachel tried to force an apology, but Angela stood up and staggered from the room before she could get it out through the remaining anger.


    Jennifer motioned Kyle to escort the boss, then turned back to the family. “Now that we’re done with this, we’ll get you settled in a cabin near the deck. You can rest and eat while we wait for your blood work to come back. Sound good?”


    Rachel was still staring at the doorway. “She’s a hard one. Why did she cry?”


    Jennifer sighed, brushing dark hair off her shoulder so she could see the clipboard. She hadn’t had a chance to pin it up yet. “She regrets not stopping, but don’t mistake that for a weakness you can use. Her choices are always based on what’s best for our camp.”


    “Meaning, if I become a problem, she’ll remove me?”


    Jennifer turned cold, pinning the woman in place with glowing red orbs. “She won’t have to. That’s my job and I’m very good at it.”​


    


  


  
    Chapter Two


    Extinction


    9am
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    “Boss.” Kyle retreated to allow Angela into the command room where Jennifer had been directed to wait. Two other Special Forces men were here with her. Angela had Jennifer under heavy protection. It was making Kyle nervous.


    Angela smiled at Autumn, who was dozing in a pumpkin seat at Jennifer’s feet, then joined the teenager at the long table. It stretched the length of the business room and was lined in gray plush chairs with ergonomic designs and high arm rests. Angela enjoyed the comfort as she sat, admiring the cherry walls and neat white ceiling. A television in a wooden cabinet sat at the far end of the room, next to a small wet bar. The door in the rear led to a two-stall bathroom she hadn’t explored yet beyond verifying it was empty through the open door. This was a very nice room.


    Jennifer got right to the problem. “You’re not taking me with you to the meeting.”


    Angela began putting books and papers onto the table. “No. I need you to take my place if I don’t return.”


    Jennifer was thrilled, honored, scared. “Who are you taking?”


    “My dream team.” Angela didn’t elaborate. She’d chosen her companions as soon as she’d come up with this crazy plan, but she’d had to narrow it to the four allowed instead of the six she wanted. Now that the moment was only hours away, she was suddenly glad to be leaving the others here to help keep things together. “My notebooks will be delivered to you if something goes wrong. Read them from cover to cover before you make any decisions.”


    “Why do you want me to hide?” Jennifer couldn’t take Kyle’s tension. She was picking up his bad vibes through the door. “What did you see?”


    “Darkness and anger.” Angela handed her the slip of paper she’d shown to Marc on the way here from Ciemus. “Check it against the logbook after Kenn gets all the signatures.”


    “I will.” Jennifer slid that to the top of her mental priority list. “What else?”


    Angela waited for Jennifer to get her pen out, then began rattling off things she didn’t have covered yet.


    Outside the door, Kyle’s concern changed to fury. They had another assassin in camp and this one had been sly enough to get on board with them even though they had a dozen descendants scanning thoughts. Kyle was sick of it. What do we have to do to verify people?!


    Kyle’s anger was on his face. Camp members and Eagles who came by his post kept going. That expression did not encourage conversation.


    Marc also kept walking, aware of Kyle’s problem. He didn’t remind the man how important it was to keep cool until the moments came. Kyle knew his job better than almost anyone here. Marc had faith in him–so much that he hoped Angela had chosen to take the mobster along tonight. Kyle wouldn’t hesitate to protect her from whatever came.


    Marc shifted the sleeping child to his other shoulder as he walked, noted who was working and who seemed lost or upset. All the unconscious passengers needed to be secured before the sleep spell wore off. According to Adrian, there was a charm for removing memory, but Angela had made a deal with a higher power to cure the rage illness instead. Marc approved, but he liked knowing they may have a second option if things didn’t go well tonight. He refused to consider more about that moment. He assumed Angela had it covered. She’d been ready with her responses to the Messenger. The only thing he didn’t understand was how she was hiding her plans from the other player in this awful game. The Messenger could read minds.


    “Yes, but never without permission still means something to them.” Adrian fell in behind Marc, also carrying an unconscious child to the infirmary. “When they find a mental crypt, they avoid it unless invited.”


    Marc winced. Angela was hiding in her crypt of horrors when she made plans because she wasn’t safe anywhere else. “I hate that.”


    Adrian grunted. “Yeah.” He put the bloody girl in one of the few remaining bunks, aware of sentries showing up to take places in the shadows. “Will you let me help you now?”


    “With what?”


    Adrian entered Marc’s mind and waited by the black door.


    Marc went back up the nearest stairwell, already working on familiarizing himself with every entrance and exit on the huge ship. He was also stalling. He didn’t want Adrian to view his shames, his regrets.


    Adrian waited. He refused to contemplate why he was offering, needing it to happen because of the trust they’d been building and not for either of them to gain something from it.


    Marc opened the mental barrier, wincing at the immediate screams and shouts. His mother’s tones barreled out.


    Ungrateful son! Devil’s spawn!


    Marc paused in the hall as other voices joined in. He couldn’t help the shame and guilt as mental gunshots rang out and females fell. He’d always followed orders, no matter how bad they were.


    Adrian stepped inside the drafty, bloody room, able to view the scenes playing out in each glass box. It was ugly. Some of it, he never would have suspected of the man standing stiffly in front of him.


    “That one first.” Adrian pointed to the largest box, where a young girl stared at them in hatred. The ghost had grown bitter while waiting for Marc to release her. “Tell me her name.”


    Camp members walking by understood the guys were working on something and didn’t interfere, but they did try to read it.


    Marc would have shut the door, but Adrian put a hand on it, wincing when Marc shoved, pinching the mental grip he’d taken. “Tell me her name.”


    The Marine shuddered. “I don’t want to.”


    “Because you loved her.”


    Marc’s nod was curt. “It’s all I have left.”


    “She grows angrier by the day. It bleeds into your life.” Adrian stepped further into the crypt. “She’s the ugly voice in your mind telling you it’s never going to be enough, that you’ll never be good enough to make up for whatever you’ve done.” Adrian put a hand on Marc’s shoulder. “Let her go. We’ll do it together.”


     


     


    2


    A deck below them, Angela paused, drawn by the moment. This was something she couldn’t do for Marc. She’d never discussed it with him because she hadn’t thought he would ever allow anyone in that deep. Letting go of a ghost was hard; a deep bond had to be severed. She was grateful Adrian wasn’t making Marc do it alone.


    You asked me to help him in any way I can, Adrian sent. And I like Marc. I always have.


    Angela knew that to be true. Marc’s respect meant a lot to Adrian, though Marc didn’t believe it.


    Angela withdrew, letting them work while she switched to the next item on her list. “I don’t want you to view every situation like I have or like I would.” Angela placed her hand on Jennifer’s wrist. “I chose you for the differences between us, not the similarities. Don’t ask yourself what I would do, or what Adrian would do. Handle it as if you’d never met either of us.”


    “Why?” Jennifer was confused. “You’ve gotten us this far. Your methods clearly work.”


    “They work in the short term. I chose to do things that way because we’ve only had a short-term future since the war. I’ve cleared that hurdle for you. You can consider the future and long-term plans. I sacrificed a lot so you don’t have to be held back like I’ve been.”


    Jennifer didn’t think Angela had held back at all. It added more respect, and a little fear, that Angela could have done worse in their challenges to get here, though Jennifer didn’t know what those choices might have been.


    Angela sent an image of being in the bunker with Donner. “I could have joined them, gathered them all together and wiped them out.” She sent her memory of planning the poisoning deaths of Sonja’s train of fighters. “I could have destroyed their town and hunted the survivors.”


    Jennifer observed as Angela chose a few other moments in their fast, brutal history. In every case, she could have done more or worse, but she’d refused to eliminate as many lives as she needed to in order to ensure total peace for their camp.


    “Do you get why?” Angela rubbed her boots against the carpet, then forced herself to stop. She didn’t want to get it dirty. Her filthy clothes and worn gear were out of place in here.


    Jennifer ran through it again, searching for a common thread. When she grasped the end, the rest of it lit up in her mind. “Extinction.”


    Angela leaned back, satisfied. “Yes. Our population has been decimated over the 11 months we’ve been nomads in our own homeland. I’m not sure that two million citizens still exist in America.” Angela’s depression flared. “Over the next few years, 90% of those will die. I’ve seen it. I couldn’t keep killing them.”


    “You’re letting nature do it.”


    Angela was glad the girl was catching on quickly, but it wasn’t quick enough. “Survival of the fittest, Jenny. The true survivors who should pass on their genes will be there when we return.”


    Jennifer brooded. “I don’t like that.”


    “I don’t either, but the world is based on it. If we help the weaker people, we take away from our limited resources, and we may all die together. I chose to follow the natural order of the planet.”


    “That’s why Safe Haven stopped taking in refugees!”


    “Yes, along with smaller reasons. Most of them have reverted to doing anything to stay alive another day. We don’t have the ability to change them back into civilized souls. We’ve stayed good because we’ve had leaders who made better choices, but also because we already had a strong moral ethic. That isn’t something you can give to people once they reach a certain age or stage in life. That’s why prison never reformed criminals. It just gave them other criminals to socialize with. Some things can’t be fixed. I accepted that. You’ll have to do the same as you sail, or you’ll stop at every town and village on the way and get wiped out on supplies and lives.”


    Jennifer grasped the lesson now and hated it. “I’m not sure I want this job anymore.”


    “Tell me about it.” Angela lit one of the few remaining smokes and inhaled deeply. She was very sore and low on energy. Dying had drained her. “While I’m gone, you’ll be sequestered. Spend the time working. Pick a council, a support structure, security, and a method of governing.”


    “When you return, you’ll go over it for things I missed?”


    “And things I’ve missed. Then I’ll merge it.” Angela exhaled. “Or you’ll do that with my notebooks and lead our camp to a place where they can sit and stand in safety.”


    Jennifer stiffened, heat flowing out. “There won’t be any sitters in my Safe Haven.”


    Angela let out a sound of relief. “That’s exactly why I chose you.”


     


     


    3


    “Tell me her name!”


    Marc shuddered. Adrian was using his alpha command now. It was strong. “Brady. She’s a Brady.”


    Adrian stared at the girl in shock. He’d been expecting Angela’s name. “What?”


    Marc didn’t stop the tears. “My sister’s name was Melanie.”


    The girl in the crypt began screaming awful accusations.


    Adrian winced. He wanted it to stop and there was only one way to do that. “Tell me what happened to her.”


    Marc ran a loving finger over the glass box. “My mother drowned her when we were five. That’s when I locked up my demon. I was scared.”


    “Finish it now. Let her out.”


    Marc’s voice broke. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell anyone, Melanie. I love you. I’m sorry.”


    The box exploded. Invisible glass shattered into a puff of blue dust that took the form of a young girl. No longer screaming, she stared at Marc. I love you too, brother.


    Adrian felt Marc’s pain deeply. The girl had been more than a sister. “She was your twin. That’s why you’re a hardass loner. Your mother killed your twin and made you hide it.”


    “Yes.” Marc stared, heart lightening. “I’ve carried that my entire life.”


    Adrian felt only sympathy. “You were a kid. It wasn’t your fault. You held onto her memory out of grief, not guilt. It’s okay to let her go.”


    Marc tried to smile at the girl, aware of the dust breaking up, of her leaving him. “I’ll see you again, some day.”


    The girl laughed, sending fresh pain through Marc’s heart, but only from her loss, not from anger or bitterness. She vanished, leaving the two men alone in Marc’s crypt.


    Adrian was tempted to smash the rest of the boxes. He wanted Marc’s soul freed.


    Marc almost told him to go ahead. It was easier to do these things when he wasn’t alone.


    “We’ll have a beer after the meeting, if there’s time.” Adrian left the mental hall of horrors. “If you want to do another one then, we will.”


    Marc closed the black door. One hell at a time.


    Adrian snorted, walking in the opposite direction. “If only it worked that way.”


     


     


    4


    “It’s chow time, Safe Haven.”


    The radio jerked passengers from their activities, reminding them breakfast had been missed. The refugees had arrived before most of the camp was even awake.


    “The cook informed me they have fresh biscuits and gravy, eggs, and bacon. Anyone want to steer while I go eat?”


    People who had been reluctant to go below now pushed toward the stairs to the lower decks at Grant’s cheerful announcement. Fresh biscuits and bacon were magic words to Americans.


    The stairs from the top deck and activity levels filled with passengers chatting about everything that had happened. The returning members were quickly surrounded.


    Doug and his boys were greeted with curiosity about the adventure. Roy and Romeo hadn’t been infected by the refugee children, but Angela had insisted they be taken to the infirmary anyway. Doug was escorting them there now. When Kimmie told Romeo he was almost angry enough on his own and didn’t need the UN drugs, she’d been right. Many of Safe Haven’s orphans had gone through too much since the war. There would be repercussions for that. Human brains didn’t do well with trauma.


    Seth was shunned and walked alone even in the crowd. Most of the Eagles felt the way Jeff did. Seth had abandoned the camp. He would have to earn his way back in.


    “Shift change in one hour.” Kyle and a few Eagles moved through the crowd, passing messages. The smell of perfume was cloying after so much time outside. It reminded Kyle of being closed up in the mountain. By the time the quake had hit, many women had stopped wearing it to avoid offending everyone. “We need volunteers to go to the bottom deck and help Samantha with the garden. Have lunch and then go below.”


    Kyle made note of camp members who pointed in recognition of the busywork. People wanted to be occupied to avoid contemplating what they were leaving behind. Neil had just taken Samantha below. A few people had gone with them then instead of watching America fade from sight. Theo and Debra were already down there.


    The ship bobbed lightly in the water considering how large and heavy it was, but the slight sways and creaks caught many of them off guard and even sent some people into the walls as they gravitated toward the galley. It would take a bit before they became accustomed to this method of transportation.


    Kyle nodded to Doug, who was carrying his insulin kit and a bag of items for his boys. He was certain the big man had stories to tell, but Kyle had a nagging sense of doom in the rear of his mind that he hoped was just tension about the meeting tonight.


    As far as he knew, he would be here with Jennifer while the others went to determine the future. He expected problems while they were gone. He was trying to memorize all the main doorways on the ship in anticipation of a surprise attack. Unlike the halls on the lower decks, the employee areas weren’t lavish or decorated with more than signs reminding them to be polite to the passengers. White walls and floors showed a multitude of tracks and debris that would need to be swept once their cleaning crew was rolling. The survivors on this ship were half dressed, sandy, soaked, sooty, and wounded. The injuries were mostly minor, but everyone knew they’d just had another moment like at the hangar. They were lucky to be here at all.


    The Ciemus women were the same as the rest of the camp–disheveled, slightly wounded, and grateful to be breathing. They were also in mourning over their dead. Safe Haven hadn’t counted those losses yet, but Kyle expected it to be ugly. It always was.


    Kyle didn’t acknowledge Seth as the redhead walked by. Seth had protested Becky’s sedation, but he’d concurred that she was dangerous. He hadn’t given them details yet, other than to tell them Allan had died during the rescue of the UN children. Kyle wanted time alone with Seth to verify the former Eagle wasn’t hiding anything. Everyone who had returned would be evaluated for problems.


    Kyle spotted Jennifer coming through the next intersection, still under double guard, and couldn’t help a quick stare. That’s my wife. The special moments with her had been amazing. They would live in his brain forever, but knowing she loved him enough to marry him was more valuable.


    Jennifer smiled, reading his thoughts and everyone else’s in the corridor. She didn’t want to be distracted, but his happiness was impossible to resist. He was nothing like her former abuser. Kyle was her soulmate. She never wanted to be without him.


    “I don’t know why you care. You threw him away!”


    Heads swiveled toward the loud voice.


    Brittani put her hand on her hip, stopping. “You’re just some skank he took up with because I hurt him. He won’t stay with you.”


    People in the hall retreated.


    Trinity didn’t back down. “Like I said, I don’t know why you care. He isn’t yours.” Trinity strode away without worrying about being hit in the back. Brittani wouldn’t be in the Eagles if she didn’t have honor, but more than that, Trinity wasn’t afraid of taking a hit for what she wanted. If the woman attacked, she would be sorry.


    Brittani thought about it, but in the end, the Ciemus blonde was right. She had no claim on Gus anymore.


    Brittani went the other way at the intersection, deciding the garden needed an extra set of hands.


    Jennifer, Kyle, and the Eagles around them made mental notes to put the brief confrontation in their nightly report, then continued toward the galley. They were all glad it hadn’t been worse.


    Neil appeared in the hallway ahead of the crowd.


    Seth felt the glare and looked up, pausing.


    Eagles stopped again, expecting this situation to come to blows. Unlike Brittani and Trinity, these two were likely to get violent.


    Neil waited for Seth to react, looking forward to putting the redhead on the ground. He knew there would be a punishment, but he didn’t care. Seth had abandoned the camp. If it had been up to Neil, all the people who left them would have been refused reentry. Angela’s too softhearted. I’m not.


    Seth glowered back. He still felt Neil was responsible in ways for what happened to Becky. Because of the choices the former state trooper had made, her life had changed forever. Seth hadn’t forgiven him.


    Charlie appeared behind Neil. He knew better than to touch the furious man. “You have a meeting. The boss said to hurry up.”


    It took every bit of willpower Neil possessed to follow the order. Seth’s challenge was in his tense body and rebellious eyes, but Neil was also able to scan his thoughts. Neil was now able to read the mind of anyone he concentrated on, providing he’d had a recent physical moment with Samantha. Ever since Angela had told them power rubs off, Neil had been keeping track of it. He now knew how to use that advantage without compromising the choice he’d made a long time ago. It was the only way he and Samantha were comfortable with him accessing magic.


    Everyone except Seth breathed a sigh of relief as Neil vanished down the hallway.


    Charlie followed him, hand on his gun belt. He was Neil’s escort to the command center where Angela was holding meetings. The teenager hadn’t been called in yet himself, but he expected to be. Charlie didn’t know how well that meeting would go, but he was determined to try saying and thinking the right things. He needed to be allowed to continue his relationship and also some parts of training. The time with Kenn, Adrian, and Kendle had revealed he had a lot to learn about human nature and how to be a man. Now that he had a baby on the way, he needed to fast track that education. He could only do it if he was allowed to stay close to the fighters who were mentoring the younger generation.


    Dog padded swiftly down the hall with the passengers who were once again gravitating toward the galley. He looked over his shoulder, moving quicker.


    Behind him, the cats hurried to catch up.


    Dog increased speed, huge paws weaving in and out of the camp with expert movements meant to evade the tabbies.


    Not to be outsmarted, the agile felines both leapt onto the side rails of the hallway and launched themselves into the air.


    Dog yelped as both cats landed. They dug in to keep their precarious positions.


    Dog took off running, yelping.


    People hurried to get out of the way, but the wolf was impossible to avoid as he reached a small crowd waiting to get down the stairs to the next level. The wolf slammed into Doug’s leg, knocking the big man forward.


    Doug smacked into the three Eagles he had been chatting with. People fell over like bowling pins.


    The cats were dislodged. The big male from the bunker landed on Doug’s arm and ripped into his skin as it tried to hold on through his flailing movements.


    “I’m hit! It’s got me!”


    The other cat thumped into the wall above the stairs and crouched against it, hissing.


    Dog took off down the stairs. You humans can handle that.


    Jennifer laughed as she went to help untangle the body pile.


    Doug tried to shake the cat from his arm, causing it to dig in deeper. Blood dripped onto the floor.


    Tonya came up the stairs, travel bag around her neck. She glared at Doug from under her hoodie. “Hold still!” Tonya grabbed the cat by the scruff of the neck and ripped it off his arm.


    Doug cringed. “Ow!”


    Tonya snatched up the second cat and cradled them both on her shoulders. “Did the big man scare my sweet little babies?”


    She hurried down the steps as Eagles snickered.


    Jennifer patted Doug on his uninjured arm, laughing with everyone else. “Welcome home.”


    While Jennifer was distracted, Kyle tried to scan her. Much like Neil, he had figured out a pattern, but the only thing she was contemplating was how good it was to have more Eagles here to do the jobs. Jennifer didn’t like training rookies.


    Kyle assumed her meeting with the boss had gone well. He wasn’t eager to know the details, however. Jennifer knew Angela’s full plans now. Kyle had already guessed what duty his wife would be given if Angela didn’t return, but he couldn’t protest because Angela was right. Jennifer was the only one who might be able to lead Safe Haven to the island in that situation. An enforcer was invaluable.


    Jennifer descended the stairs and entered the galley, trying to remember the route for next time. It was the quickest way here. Her meeting with Angela had been over for half an hour, but she had decided to do a quick round of the infirmary before tackling her next chore, which was rounds over breakfast and then the bridge. She’d convinced Angela that hiding would be a mistake, at least until the team left. Jennifer assumed Angela had given in because it was also bait for any would-be assassin to see her walking the halls with only two guards.


    Everyone in the infirmary was unconscious and the security there was light. Jennifer didn’t know if that was a good idea considering how violent some of the passengers were, but the guards needed to be rotated. They’d been on duty since before dawn. She was freeing one of them by doing this sweep of their most important areas.


    Jennifer took a post in the far corner of the galley. She wanted to be able to see around the lines forming at the counters. Orange chairs and white tables designed to hold 10 people each lined one entire side of the long, wide room. The other was filled with orange stools in front of a wide stainless-steel counter. Pull shutters between the counter and cooking area were up, letting the camp watch Brittani and her family prepare the meal. Narrow windows with dusty blue curtains gave dim light and a view of endless water surrounding the ship. Many camp members were sipping drinks and watching the waves with pensive expressions. Dark blue doors at either end kept a steady stream of people coming through the linoleum galley. The drink center by each door was already creating two minor traffic jams and blocking the view of the guards. Jennifer made a note in her book to have it repositioned.


    Jennifer nodded to a few people but tried to appear standoffish. She didn’t want to be distracted by conversations. A lot of people wanted to speak to her about how it felt to be married because they were considering doing it too. Jennifer didn’t want to tell them Angela wasn’t going to approve their impulsive unions. They had too many other things to worry about.


    Jennifer swept the wide galley, noting Shawn being invited to sit with Ivan’s team. Little Missy was by his side and appeared happy. Shawn was also thrilled to get the invitation, telling Jennifer that Eagle had been accepted back into the fold. Jennifer guessed it was because his excellent marksmanship had saved lives today, but she hoped it was more than that. Shawn wasn’t a threat to Missy. He was a threat to anyone who would try to hurt or use her gifts for their gain. All Safe Haven’s orphans needed that type of support. When she was older, the story might change, but that was at least a decade away. Shawn had redeemed himself for the Tara mess, though people were curious about his relationship with Pam and Morgan. However, the threesome had only had one walk on the beach together and then one meal at the same table. It was too soon to ask how it was going. It was obvious they hadn’t had time to judge yet.


    Jennifer, along with the rest of the Eagles, watched the people who were either known for rocking the boat or suspected of it. All of them centered on Conner as he left the counter with a full tray and walked to where Candy was sitting alone in a small booth. Jennifer expected him to set the tray down and leave. She knew he had duty in the animal area shortly.


    Conner did set the tray in front of Candy and try to leave. After their moment together and his giving himself away by being able to go through Angela’s shield, Conner had decided to slow things down. He didn’t want to ruin the progress he was making with her or the camp.


    Candy was hooked. She grabbed his wrist, forcing him to look at her. “You can’t be banished right now. Join me?”


    Conner knew he should deny her request, but he wanted nothing more than to spend a few quiet minutes with her. “It’s not a good idea.”


    Candy released him and pointed at the seat. “Sit.”


    Conner did.


    Candy beamed, making his heart pound. Conner couldn’t resist smiling back, blue eyes gleaming. He loved it that she was making their relationship public. The Eagles would be forced to accept it and so would Angela.


    Becoming aware of the glowers and mutters, Candy got nervous. She reached for her cup and knocked her spoon to the floor.


    Conner retrieved it in a flash, then took it to the dirty bin. He retrieved a clean set of silverware and brought it to her without acknowledging the surprise of their witnesses. He resumed his seat, putting it next to her hand.


    Candy gave him a grateful smile as she opened it.


    Conner took the cream and sugar packets and began to doctor her coffee. He already knew how she liked it.


    Candy worked on slathering gravy over top the biscuits, groaning. “I can’t wait to eat this. I’ve almost forgotten how fresh biscuits and gravy taste.”


    Conner nudged the mug toward her and then began to open the fruit cup. “Try to force a little bit of this too, if you can.”


    The couple went about their business, trying to ignore everyone around them. Distracted by her good thoughts, Conner missed the responses to him caring for her needs. Most of the men here had doubted Conner had the maturity to please Lee’s pink-haired widow, but Candy appeared happier and healthier than she had in months. It was hard to hold a grudge against the boy in the face of that. A few of them decided to stop trying and marked him off their list of suspects to be observed or removed.


    Jennifer fingered her wedding ring absently, comforted by the feel of it as she swept to see who was here and who wasn’t. The list of names not here shouldn’t have been troubling, but it was. She didn’t see Adrian, Gus, Seth, and several others the Eagles were worrying over.


    The camp, on the other hand, wasn’t discussing anything except the story of Angela dying and being brought back. Jennifer was suddenly sure her bait theory was wrong. She’d been allowed out to keep the fragile peace if people started to freak out. So far, the camp was only curious and grateful.


    Jeff joined Jennifer in the corner, now wearing rookie Eagle gear that was too big for him. He’d lost weight while roaming the wastelands.


    Jennifer frowned. “Why aren’t you taking a break with your team? I know Ivan invited you.”


    Jeff didn’t want to explain it to the teenager. Jennifer was more like the boss than the others here were. “Too many memories at one time. Needed to breathe.”


    Jennifer snickered. “And you’re avoiding Kevin, right?”


    Jeff nodded. “I expect him along at any point. I don’t want any part of that.”


    “Sounds like you didn’t like him.”


    “I don’t.”


    “Well, then I have good news.”


    Jeff read her thoughts and grunted. “Doesn’t surprise me that he’s dead. I am surprised Brandon left, though.”


    “I was too.” Jennifer brushed lint from her Eagle jacket. “Angela said he’s hoping for a fresh start where his name won’t be held against him.”


    “Good luck on that. Mitchels are trouble.”


    Jennifer concurred as Conner gave Jeff a dark glare. “Even the ones who seem okay turn out to be a problem.”


    “What about that one?” Jeff went along with what Jennifer wanted, but he didn’t think the boy deserved a chance to fail on his own. His father’s choices were enough for Jeff.


    “We’re watching him. He thinks we don’t know he can move through our shields undetected. The next time he does it behind Angela’s back, he’ll be out of the Eagles and maybe tossed overboard. Kyle has no patience left for that family either.”


    “Good man.” Jeff glanced over, noting her hair was down. The long brown waves were pretty. She’d always kept her hair up before. “Right? He’s treating you okay and all that?”


    Jennifer laughed at the gruff tone. “And then some. No worries.”


    Jeff was glad. It would suck to lose another man he’d admired before Adrian’s betrayals.


    “If he hadn’t gone after Angela, would you still feel the same?” Jennifer was curious how deep Jeff’s bias went.


    “She’s the reason he didn’t turn us over to the government. If he hadn’t gone for her, we’d all be dead.”


    “Do you believe that or is it your anger talking?”


    Jeff sighed. He did want peace, but anger was hard to let go. “I’m not sure.”


    “Fair enough.” Jennifer didn’t push or dig into his thoughts. The other descendants were doing that while she had him distracted.


    Jeff glowered. “Why?”


    Jennifer scowled back, aware of Eagles edging closer to them in case she needed backup. “You left us. We don’t care why. You won’t just be accepted back in after that. All of you have to earn it.”


    “I will. I want to be here now. That makes a difference.”


    “Not to me. At least Adrian never abandoned us. Excuse me.” Jennifer marched away. She took a post in the opposite corner to observe people.


    Jeff knew he’d failed a test, but he refused to lie about how he felt. Kimmie would be safe here. That was why he’d returned. Even the survival of humanity wouldn’t have been able to bring him back.


    Descendants who’d needed to know his loyalties marked him off the list and switched to the others who had joined just before they sailed.


    Jeff was confused. That gives me a pass? Man, I’m confused.


    “Me too.” Neil appeared by Jeff’s elbow, making the man jump. He hadn’t heard Neil’s arrival.


    “Why did you bring Seth and Becky back? We need you, not them.”


    Jeff snickered. “Still got a thing for her, huh?”


    Neil spun away, going to the booth with Doug and Ivan’s team.


    Jeff grinned. It was easy to get under Neil’s skin now. That hadn’t been the case in the past.


    Jennifer glanced through the porthole window, seeing only water. Jeff had Neil pegged right. Neil was worried his attraction to Becky would ruin his relationship with Samantha.


    Neil caught her attention. Will it?


    Jennifer had already peered into that future, but it was dark. She sent the image to Neil, shrugging sympathetically. It won’t clear until you make a choice. Jennifer took pity. I’m doing a round of the bridge next. Escort me and we’ll talk?


    Neil immediately followed Jennifer from the galley, eager for the advice. He hadn’t had a chance to discuss it with Angela yet and he was afraid to bring it up to Samantha. The last thing he needed was for her to suspect he was considering cheating. I won’t ever do that.


    Jennifer didn’t call him on that. Instead, she tried to figure out what he needed from her that she was able to give.


    “I need to know if I owe her, like Seth says. Is it my fault she got hurt?”


    The pair climbed the stairs, followed by her shadows, while the rest of the camp ate, settled down somewhere to sleep, or stood guard. The relocation from land to sea was being accepted by everyone, but it was still daylight. When darkness fell, that might change.
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    “Permission only down here.”


    Adrian glanced up from his map. “I’m late. What’s the penalty?”


    “No idea. Leave your weapons out here.” Greg pointed to a table, and then to the metal detector next to this post. “Sign the board and smile for the camera.”


    Adrian began to remove his gun belt. “Marc’s security is tighter now. That’s great.”


    Greg responded with zipped lips. The top-level Eagle was a little offended his former idol had assumed the increased security was Marc’s idea.


    Footsteps echoed down the creaking hall.


    Adrian and Greg both rotated, hands ready to react.


    Marc ignored them, already removing his gun belt. He pushed by Adrian to place it on the table.


    Adrian understood Marc was required to submit to the same security procedures as everyone else and revised his opinion. That couldn’t have come from anyone except the Eagles. Angela would never force Marc to go through it and Marc wouldn’t have considered it on his own. Adrian gave Greg an approving nod as he joined Marc at the table.


    Practicing his observational skills, Greg watched the two men. Neither of them was a threat to the woman waiting impatiently behind the door, but a long sea voyage could make them all rusty. Moments like this would help him stay alert. It was also an opportune time to observe the two rivals for Angela’s heart while no one else was around. Because there was only a single witness, the men might reveal things in front of him. Greg continued his scans and kept his mouth shut.


    Both men placed their gun and tool belts on the desk. With as many metal objects as they had in those belts, it was easier to unsnap them than it was to remove each item. Two people had already tried to do that, annoying Greg.


    Both men removed a secondary weapon from their boot, and then a third gun from a holster on their backs. Both men also kept a knife inside their shirt, and another in their boot.


    Marc pulled a small pouch from the rear of his shirt. It tore off with a loud rip. He placed it on the table, then lifted a brow at Adrian.


    The blond man shrugged. “I couldn’t find Velcro.”


    Marc pointed at his. “I have more. Take that poison pill when we come out.”


    Adrian assumed Marc wanted him to have all equipment necessary to help protect the camp and Angela.


    “It’s also to keep you alive. This trip will be a lot easier if we cooperate.” Marc regarded the camera over the door, then Greg. “She said 30 minutes for this, but I’d like to be interrupted with a meal in 20. She needs to recharge.”


    “I’ll take care of it.” Greg had no problem with Marc helping her. When Angela had staggered in a few hours ago, Greg had almost called for a medic. She looks rough.


    Marc and Adrian both frowned.


    Greg was also glad Adrian wasn’t going in alone. Marc accompanying him would keep the camp from gossiping. They didn’t need more drama.


    Marc shook his head. “They’re going to be spending regular time together. No retaliation is allowed. We’re working things out, but we can’t do that if you’re all in our way. Stay clear or get shoved.”


    “I’ll make sure everyone knows.” Greg pushed a button on his watch.


    The barrier creaked, then swung open.


    Angela opened her mouth to apologize for the hassle they’d been put through. Waves of healing energy slammed into her chest.


    Marc and Adrian, bothered by Greg’s thought and her appearance, hit her with another blast. Their hits were fueled by annoyance. Angela hardly ever asked for energy and only took it when they were in the middle of a crisis. Even then, she was quiet about it and never took as much as she needed. This time, she’d died, and she still wouldn’t.


    Angela groaned at the mismatched levels, secretly savoring the feel of both men loving her at the same time. She immediately hated herself for it and brought up her shield.


    Energy bounced back, missing both men and hitting Greg, who had come over to fasten the door. Kenn hadn’t rigged that part of the system yet. There hadn’t been time.


    Greg sucked in air, stiffening.


    Adrian and Marc watched to see what would happen to the stocky Eagle. Most descendant hits either landed or missed. Much like sniper fire, ricochets were rare.


    Greg hissed, hands clenching. His skin turned red and his eyes shut, but nothing else happened.


    Marc and Adrian were disappointed. They had both suspected Greg was an Invisible and wondered if the energy blast would unlock it.


    “He’s not.” Angela waved a hand, slamming the door in Greg’s face. “Sit.”


    Marc took her right.


    Adrian took the chair in the far corner.


    Both men swept the luxurious office and approved Kyle’s choice for their command center. They had privacy and comfort–two things that had been lacking in the past months.


    Angela pointed to a map she’d hung on the wall. “Show me where the international detention center is located.”


    Marc immediately got up and went to the map.


    Angela pointed at a hand drawn schematic near Adrian. “Those are plans for the island. I left room for your notes on the paper taped to it. I’ll add the ones I want to use.”


    Adrian got busy, thrilled he was getting this time, but also glad Marc was here. There was a lot to be done and Marc was a brilliant tactician.


    Angela stepped to Marc’s hip, studying the area he was marking with a dry erase pencil. “There’s nothing there.”


    Marc nodded. “It’s not on the map, apparently. All the governments of the world have places like that, though ours seems to have had more than the others.”


    Angela pointed at a blank piece of paper taped on the wall. “I need an idea of how they’ll have it set up. I realize there’s no way for you to know for sure...” Angela fell silent as Marc began to draw the outline of what she assumed was a floating detention center onto the map itself. His movements were detailed and careful, allowing her to relax. She only had one other map of the area and she was carefully protecting this one.


    “I’ll try to find you another while we travel.” Marc shrunk the size of his model and the text to save space. “Do you have a pen?”


    Angela gave him one from her shirt pocket.


    Using his left hand, Marc continued to make small marks on the map in pencil. With his right hand, he made notes on the taped paper in ink.


    Satisfied he would give what she needed, Angela sank into the office chair without the groan that had accompanied the movement all day. She’d only allowed a little of their energy to make it through, but the double hit had been potent. She had no doubt her hair was glossy again and her skin was glowing. She felt like she could go for another 12 hours.


    Adrian snickered.


    Marc didn’t. He kept working. Moments like this had always entranced him. Making plans was in his blood. It’s also in my demon. Marc wondered vaguely where that spirit was now, but he didn’t let it distract him. He loved this part of his job.


    Adrian and Angela left him to work even when they finished. Adrian settled at the table across from her and took the folder she handed him without speaking. He went through the pages quickly, then started over to fill in the blank spots.


    Angela slid a pencil in his direction, then resumed her notes on the things that needed to be accomplished over the next hours. Everyone had finally been collected and relocated to the infirmary. Many of those had been sedated until she was ready to perform the memory charm. Everyone had been accounted for, mostly thanks to Kenn and Tonya, and their serious injuries had been treated. She hadn’t read the list of their dead yet, but she had it in her folder. The camp was settling down. Only half a dozen passengers were still on the top deck, according to the update Kenn had delivered half an hour ago. Security was up, but unfortunately, it was light. The people who had been on duty when the refugees breached the beach had needed to be switched. They were now sleeping, leaving only half the Eagles to occupy posts.


    Angela skimmed the list of dead from the beach, heart breaking. They’d lost good people, again. She was tired of that. When we get to the island, I’ll surround us with so much protection even the wind will barely be able to get through.


    When there was time, they would hold a memorial service for all their fallen men and women.


    The ship groaned, shuddering lightly as it pushed through debris. Captain Grant had sent an update through Kenn, telling her the garbage would cause a lot of noise, but he didn’t expect to have problems because the water was moving quickly. He had informed them still water meant there was a blockage somewhere.


    Kenn had also given her an update on the tugs and the boat they were towing, the mood of the camp, and duty station coverage. Things were good. In a few hours, she would have to go up top because that’s where the camp would be. Everyone wanted to view the first sunset from the deck, though most people knew it was likely to freak them out a bit. From there, she had the big meeting. The small amount of time she was spending below handling business was all the peace she was likely to get.


    She skimmed her list again, trying to verify she had everything covered. If there was time, she also wanted to make rounds of the ship. She hoped to take Marc and Adrian along for that. They could offer suggestions on the way she had things set up.


    Marc stepped back. “I think this is done, but give me a few more minutes.”


    “Same here.” Adrian flipped to the beginning of the folder to reread and be positive he had filled in all the details.


    Angela gazed at the man who had been forbidden to her for the last few weeks. She kept a firm lock on her thoughts, not wanting to disrespect Marc. He meant more to her than almost anyone and that emotion was growing again. She didn’t want to do anything to stop it.


    Adrian basked in the knowledge that she cared. Everyone knew it now and he didn’t have to hide his enjoyment, though he did keep a tight rein on his thoughts, like she was. Marc had earned that respect.


    Marc let out a sigh. “I don’t want it to be like that.”


    Adrian immediately tested the water. He glanced over at Angela. I missed you.


    Angela refused to give in. She shut the notebook. “I’m the one who needs time now.”


    Marc grunted.


    Adrian reached across the table and took her hand, forcing her to accept the situation she had set up. “I missed you.”


    Angela was unable to deny the emotions bubbling up. Once again hating herself, she clasped his fingers. “I’ve never felt such pain. You could have taught me how to block that.”


    Adrian tightened his grip and sent a small jolt of energy. “I never will.”


    Angela sighed at the pleasure and the pain.


    Marc stared at them, aware of his jealousy being drowned out by curiosity and the attention to detail he was known for. Even though Angela was higher in descendant status, Adrian had a bigger effect on people than she did. Marc wasn’t certain if that was because Angela held part of herself back or if it was because Adrian was different than the rest of them. Their former leader’s magnetism had brought people from across the country and the world. Many of those souls were still part of Safe Haven’s light. What is it about him? What does he have that Angie doesn’t? It was the first time Marc had ever asked that.


    Adrian silently rooted for Marc to keep going with that line of thought while enjoying the skin-to-skin contact with the woman he loved. He wasn’t pulling anything shady. He wasn’t even rubbing her fingers. He was just enjoying the moment, with no schemes in mind.


    That’s why I’m allowing it. Angela did rub his fingers, marveling at the difference in the textures. His fingers were soft, while hers were rough. It was an odd paradigm for their situation. She guessed he had taken energy recently that had healed his wounds and scars, but she wasn’t positive. Marc was right. Adrian was different than the rest of them.


    Adrian was now rooting for both of them to figure it out.


    Marc’s eyes narrowed. He immediately suspected Adrian of keeping secrets again.


    Adrian opened every barrier in his mind to allow the man to explore freely. “I’m not. It’s been in front of you the entire time.”


    Marc thought of their beginnings, the betrayals in the garden. “Someone told Jennifer I’m cursed because of that moment, but you weren’t.” Marc dug in. “You betrayed the job. You seduced someone else’s mate, but you weren’t cursed. How is that possible?”


    Angela felt a terrible revelation coming and braced for it, but she didn’t hurry to beat Marc to the punch. This was their moment. She was just sharing it.


    “You were protected!” Marc glared. “You’ve always been protected. That’s why I couldn’t kill you! You son of a bitch.”


    Adrian held up both hands. “I didn’t ask to be the favorite in the garden. I just was.”


    Angela stared at him. “You were bathed in the light. That’s why you draw people. You’re more like the Creator than the rest of us.”


    Adrian shrugged, hands coming up. “I have no proof of that, you understand? It’s just what I assume. It’s what you two will also now assume, but that doesn’t make it true.”


    “It’s true.” Marc had no doubt. “It explains everything about you. It also makes me wish I had tried harder to kill you.”


    Angela hated the new tension between the men. She wanted the fighting to be over.


    “It’s not all against him.” Marc tried not to sound angry as he explained. “This jealousy has nothing to do with you. Favoritism is wrong, and the entire world suffered for it. If Adrian had been punished properly, he probably wouldn’t have been reborn. The war may not have happened.”


    Angela got the big picture, but it was impossible for her to agree. She didn’t like favoritism either, but the world had been destined to end at some point. She no longer blamed the entire Mitchel family for the mistake of a couple bad apples. In fact, she was incredibly grateful to Adrian’s mother. If she hadn’t trained Adrian to prepare for this future, none of them would have survived. Angela didn’t believe the war had been preventable. It was destiny.


    Marc didn’t want to argue about it. He was able to accept that she could be right and he could be wrong, but he knew he wasn’t. He didn’t need to belabor the point because he was positive.


    So was Adrian. He had survived too many close calls and mortal injuries in his lifetimes to believe it was just luck or coincidence. He had been protected, given gifts no other descendant on the planet, so far as he knew, possessed. That was why the government would never stop trying to capture and control him. I’m unique.


    Angela felt time running down. “I need to know how this is supposed to work.”


    Neither man spoke, not sure how to explain the agreements they had reached in Ciemus. The few hours they’d spent talking had seen all their issues worked out except for the actual practice. Doing it was a lot harder than discussing it, but both Marines were positive they could handle whatever she might want. Angela had never been unreasonable. They were able to trust her not to use them against each other while they were all adjusting to the situation.


    Angela decided to lay out her own rules to trump whatever they’d decided. “I’ll never sleep with both of you. I don’t want to be alone with him.” She pointed at Adrian. “And I don’t want you to try anything that will make me uncomfortable.”


    “I can do that.” Adrian was willing to agree to anything.


    “You will be sleeping with us.” Marc’s tone hardened. “Or we will return to fighting, right now.”


    Angela’s mouth dropped open in shock.


    Adrian laughed. He couldn’t help it. He already knew what Marc meant.


    Angela pulled the thoughts from them and chuckled along. “Okay. That’s better.” Adrian would have a cot in the cabin as security and he wouldn’t always be there. It was perfect.


    I wouldn’t go that far, Marc thought. But it’s tolerable.


    Tension crept in again. Angela stared at the small window, not seeing the gauzy curtains or the afternoon sky. “I don’t want to do this anymore.” She stood and headed for the exit. “I want him moved to the other ship as soon as we return from the meeting.”


    “No, Angie.” Marc slid in front of her. “I haven’t caught the assassin yet. I need him to help me watch over you.”


    Angela knew that was the truth, but she didn’t want to go through more drama. There was no way she could lay there at night and look at Adrian while Marc snored behind her. She’d woken in Ciemus that way and she didn’t want to do it again.


    “Then only one of us will be there when you go to sleep and only one of us will be there when you wake up.” Marc ran a thumb across her cheek and slid a curl behind her ear. “I have to insist on this. Don’t make me speak to the Eagles for help.”


    Angela already didn’t like it that the camp was aware they were in here working out personal issues. “I want him relocated to the other ship or I’ll move there, and you can explain it to the camp!” She left, slamming the door.


    Greg fell in on her heels when neither man followed.


    Marc and Adrian shared a look. They had known it would be hard to get Angela to accept the set up, but Marc had expected her to give in.


    Adrian hadn’t.


    It was another hard moment for Marc to accept that Adrian knew her better than he did.


    “We’ve discussed this. She has more honor than you give her credit for.” Adrian shut the folder and slid it on top of Angela’s notebook. “She never broke, man. Not even once and I tried hard.”


    “I know she has honor. I can’t help being jealous.”


    “I get that.”


    “It’s easier for you. You’ll settle for anything she gives.”


    “And I don’t understand why you won’t do the same! Neither does anyone else in this damn camp.” Adrian had used all of his patience on doing, saying, and thinking the right thing while they were in the room with Angela. Now that she was gone, he could speak freely. “You have to stop thinking of her as the girl you grew up with. That chick died a long time ago. The woman you have is above you in every way. Rage at fate if you want, but do it quick and hard, and then let it go. She needs you to fall in line and accept your place–a step behind her and next to me.”


    “You already know I’m trying. It’s not easy.”


    “Maybe she should use the memory charm on you.” Adrian was joking.


    Marc immediately began to consider it.


    Adrian backpedaled. “You can’t do that. She would never do that to you.”


    Because Adrian didn’t like the idea, Marc considered it further, but Adrian was right. Even if Angela would remove his memory of their love, it wasn’t something he would permanently forget. He would always have flashes. Eventually it would all come back. Love couldn’t be erased.


    “Tell me about it.” Adrian pulled a small flask from inside his jacket and held it out. “Let’s have a drink and figure out how we can get her to accept this.”


    Marc took the flask.
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    Angela strode down the hall, throwing off the impression she was angry, but nothing was further from the truth. Marc’s willingness to cooperate implied she may get what she wanted out of their future at some point. The joy had been about to spill from her mouth. It would have caused another layer of awkwardness that might have made him change his mind.


    Right now, Angela wanted two things. One of those might be settled after the meeting tonight. The other one was up to Marc. She didn’t have to have Adrian in her life to survive, but if he wanted her to be happy, he would allow his rival to resume the place he had claimed when she first joined Safe Haven. The love she had for both men was opposite. Marc was her heart, her future and her mate. Adrian was her mentor and protector. They were different roles, but both were vital. Adrian still had a lot to teach and Angela wanted to learn it all.


    The carpeted hallway under her boots swayed gently with the ship. The expensive prints on the walls didn’t slide, though she was sure they would have if they hadn’t been secured in place. She hadn’t realized it would be a rough ride down here, but it was. On the top decks, she hardly felt the turbulence of the ship shoving through the water. Below decks, it was impossible to miss.


    Greg drew his gun. The safety was on, but after everything they’d been through, he refused to be down even the seconds it would take for him to pull the gun from the holster and lift it. This way, as soon as the threat presented itself, all he had to do was flip and the 9mm would be ready to kill for her.


    Angela went by the infirmary first, glad she’d had them put it on the bottom level. The sound of moaning and groaning from their injured hit her ears before she reached the entryway. The camp didn’t need to hear that while they were trying to adjust to life on the water. Angela hoped to get the wounded healed within the next few days, but if she didn’t return tonight, Jennifer would have to handle it.


    Jennifer was now aware of that massive duty, as were the top three levels of Eagles. A few others suspected she’d suggested tossing problems overboard, including Marc and Adrian, but that couldn’t be helped. Those two Marines were the sharpest guys on the ship. It would be hard to hide almost anything from them. If not for how respectful she had always been about the situation, both of them might have seen through her ploy already. I’m bringing you both around to where I need you to be, for me to be happy. It may not be right, but I’ve earned happiness and I’ve decided to chase it. At some point, I’ll have exactly what I want, and Safe Haven will be better off for it.


    Angela was always considering the future. The population of their country was now so low if they had been an endangered animal, the penalty for killing one of them would have been a lifetime in jail or fines that took a lifetime to pay off. Americans were going extinct. The women needed to breed, but Angela refused to allow the world to return to the way it had been for females in history. For centuries, they had been owned, sold off to gain more wealth and power. That wasn’t going to happen in this future. Once the hurdles of the past were cleared, women would no longer be needy, clingy, and greedy. Men would no longer be abusive, controlling, and possessive. She wasn’t trying to encourage promiscuous lifestyles that would lead to unplanned pregnancies or sexually transmitted diseases to further endanger their population. She just wanted both genders to finally be able to live in peace together without the animosity and acts of retribution that had haunted all societies.


    The children who grew up in Safe Haven would see relationships without hatred and violence. They would spread it to everyone they loved during their lifetimes. At some point in the future, monogamous relationships would no longer be how people were judged. Men would no longer be able to call women sluts for chasing their desires and men would no longer sneak around on their mates. The natural cycle of life had always told humans that monogamy was an unnatural state. In her heart, Angela didn’t concur, but mentally and logically, she knew it to be the truth. Humans were the only creatures on the planet that killed out of jealousy. All the lives she’d been responsible for taking had been in vain if that didn’t end.


    Solving the world’s problems were easier now, but also harder. If she pushed too far into anarchy, the future would crumble. If she kept them in too many layers of puritanism, it would revert to what it had been or worse. She was searching for middle ground and she firmly believed those paths were under their feet.


    She and Samantha would lead the way on this one, while Ray and Grant would keep tramping down a solution to biases and violence against someone based on their sexual orientation. Beating on spouses would end with Kenn and Zack. Jealousy and controlling a partner would end with Marc. Lusting after a much younger partner would end with Kyle.


    Everyone in Adrian’s chain of command had serious flaws. Angela had noticed a pattern. She hadn’t verified the suspicion with Adrian yet because she was afraid to be disappointed if it turned out that he had done it by accident. Each person in the chain of command had a serious problem representing something from the old world that had contributed to not only the war, but to every bit of violence that had ever happened. From murder and rape, to obsession, their leaders each represented a challenge to be fixed. Once they reformed and began to spread it, peace would find them and then the long, futile journey the world had made before wouldn’t have to be repeated. An actual utopia might stand a chance then, but the strict laws to get them there were dangerous. The balancing act could fall at any time.


    Meows and growls, accompanied by short trills, echoed down the hall. Tonya’s cats were begging for food from everyone they passed. The only thing the animals seem to care about was sleeping and eating. Angela assumed another topic would be added when the female went into heat, but she wasn’t concerned over it yet. They needed more mousers for the island. When the population got larger, operations would be performed to limit the number of breeding pairs–much like the human population would have to be watched and controlled at some point in the future.


    Right now, it appeared as though there couldn’t be large populations. She hated to set things that way in their new society, but once a population became too big, it was impossible to prevent bad behaviors and old mindsets from returning. The small town set up, while not liked by everyone, had worked out best in terms of keeping the peace among citizens who didn’t like each other. That was a problem she would never be able to solve. There was always going to be something about someone else that caused them to be shunned. She was going to remove as many of those biases as she could, but it wasn’t totally solvable.


    Marc and Adrian were perfect examples. They were going to cooperate and tolerate for the greater good, but she would never be able to make them become friends and she didn’t plan to try. If they were alone with no buffer, violence would be the only thing that ever happened between them. Unfortunately, there would be situations like that in the future. The only way to prevent those things from bleeding onto the new generations and ruining them was to limit the number of citizens and make sure no one was ever alone.


    That didn’t mean privacy of course, only their surroundings. Big city living was a no-no, but isolating out in the country wasn’t good either. They needed a happy medium where everyone knew their neighbor, and at the least, tolerated them. When the population in one area became so large that people no longer remembered who lived on their street or what mail carrier always came through, it would be time to establish a new town. It was the only way humans were going to be able to teach their children a new way of life. They had to watch each other.


    Angela hadn’t made up her mind on all those items, but she had to have a new constitution before they reached the island. Rules like that had to be part of it. America’s founding fathers had been brilliant in how they set things up, but it had also been shortsighted. She doubted the forefathers, in that time period, had considered things like the internet, mass abortion, gay marriage, or many other issues the world had been fighting over before it imploded. If they had been able to search that far ahead, she was certain they would have put in provisions to prevent the violence. America’s constitution was supposed to guarantee the right to life, liberty, and a pursuit of happiness.


    New America’s constitution would guarantee those were never denied to any citizen, no matter how rich or poor, no matter their gender, or race. Then she was going to make sure the old corruption couldn’t find a way in to destroy it. She was going to create the future the founding fathers had hoped America would become. Hindsight was going to make that possible, but she had little doubt there would be issues she hadn’t foreseen that future rulers would need to revamp. “I’ll have to keep Article V in there.”


    Greg kept track of the cats and Angela. He’d known she was stewing over something important, but her mutter had narrowed it. He put a hand on her elbow so he could push her out of the way if there was a problem. She was deep in the zone.


    Daryl came around the corner and fell in next to Greg.


    Greg didn’t move his hand, but he did glance over with a lifted brow. His stomach was boiling.


    Daryl flashed Eagle code, not wanting to interrupt Angela’s thoughts. You were stressing. I heard it.


    Greg was happy to have help, especially someone who could read thoughts. Knowing there was at least one assassin on the ship made all the Eagles nervous. Anything could happen in the bowels of the boat and the people on the upper decks wouldn’t know until it was too late to help.


    Angela slowed, attention snagged by the concern of the guys behind her. She was barely aware of Greg touching her, but she didn’t like his unease. She also didn’t ignore his instinct. He was top level for a reason. “I’m the bait.”


    Both men felt the shift in mood. Something was about to happen. Greg was right.


    “Marc won’t like that.”


    “Neither will Adrian,” Greg added, unable to help himself. It was no secret Adrian would die for her.


    Angela flipped her braid over her shoulder in annoyance. “Then maybe we shouldn’t tell either of them until after it’s over. Say it happened fast, there wasn’t time.”


    Given a reasonable excuse, neither man protested.


    Angela stopped and leaned against the damp feeling wall of the empty hall. She took her notebook out, then sank to a sitting position on the plush carpet. “I’m going to hang out here. Find a spot.”


    Daryl saw how she wanted it and motioned to Greg. “Let’s go get some chow. The boss needs time to herself.”


    Greg reluctantly left her alone, accompanying Daryl up the next hall and then out of sight.


    As soon as they reached the next intersection, Daryl took them into an employee stairwell most of the camp hadn’t been shown yet.


    The two men hurried back toward where they’d left Angela, both happy with her choice of location. The employee stairs came out almost directly across from where she was sitting, and the door had a small window for them to see through.


    Using Eagle code, Greg told Daryl he was going to circle around to the other employee exit at the far end of the corridor and observe who went by. I’ll think their name as they come through, unless it’s a descendant. If it’s one of you guys, I’ll flash the color blue.


    Daryl nodded. The two men split up.


    Angela immediately fell back into the plans she’d been stewing over, trusting the guys to protect her. She wasn’t positive something was going to happen. She hadn’t seen anything, and neither had any of the other descendants, but the Eagles were sharp. One of Adrian’s biggest rules was to listen to the Eagles, to study the things they paid attention to. He had told her the Eagles were more in tune with the camp than any descendant because members would speak openly in front of them. He had insisted a person’s words could be more important than thoughts. Angela now agreed. There had been signs all along from their assassin’s mouths, but descendants had been busy scanning minds. She didn’t want to keep making the same mistakes.


    The ship shuddered and groaned again, causing Angela to look up.


    She wasn’t surprised by the person standing a few feet away from her, though she was dismayed as the danger was revealed. She didn’t think her security could help with this. She stiffened her nerve and glared. “Come on, then!”


    Gus lunged for her.
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    Descendants across the ship looked up in horror. Many of them took off running without explaining. There wasn’t time.


    Blue! Blue!


    Daryl was aware of Greg mentally shouting the alert, but he wasn’t to the door yet. He broke into a run.


    Daryl jerked the door open, but he only saw Gus laying where Angela had been. Daryl assumed she was under the big black man, but he couldn’t see her.


    Daryl spotted the charred wall above Gus and the flames dying on the carpet by his body. He’s protecting her.


    “Duck!” Angela shouted in a muffled tone of pain.


    Daryl hit the ground instead of shooting Gus.


    Fiery magic flew through the hallway and barely missed Daryl. It slammed into the wall and broke apart in vicious sparks.


    “Don’t make me shoot you!”


    Greg’s shout from the end of the hall was panicked, confirming Gus wasn’t the threat. Daryl shoved to his feet.


    Magic blasted into his arm, sending his weapon spinning down the corridor.


    A gunshot rang out.


    Footsteps and shouts echoed through the lower deck. Greg’s was the loudest.


    “Last chance! I will shoot you again!”


    “Do it already!” Gus felt Angela’s pain. “Kill that crazy bitch!”


    Fire came again, then a scream. Greg was hurt.


    Daryl sank back to his knees to avoid the next blast of heat.


    Gus took the hit in full, screaming, but he didn’t move off Angela. His clothes flamed up. The smell of burning cloth filled his nose as he slapped at it.


    Another blast hit his legs.


    Daryl scrambled for his gun. “I need a location!”


    “Right here!” Becky threw a blast of fire that encompassed the entire hall.


    Daryl fired.


    The flames swarmed over all of them, bringing fresh screams and the sizzle of cooking flesh.


    Becky shouted as Daryl’s bullet plunged into her leg, knocking her backward into the intersection.


    Greg, recovering from her flames, fired a second bullet into her shoulder. He wanted to aim for the heart, but Angela was denying him mentally.


    Becky fell to the ground, but it didn’t stop her from firing a last blast of rage. “You have to die!”


    Greg fired again.


    Becky screamed, clutching her stomach as she fell. Blood pooled around her shoulder, arm and legs.


    Flames came down the corridor in a huge fireball. It hit everyone.


    Greg recoiled, screaming as the fire ran over his back and neck.


    Daryl spun around and took the flames up and down his legs.


    Gus shuddered as the fire engulfed him.


    Angela passed out from lack of oxygen. Gus’s weight was smothering her, and Becky’s flames had pulled the air from the hallway.


    Water sprinklers flipped on, drenching everyone and the weak flames trying to grow along the walls and carpet.


    “Becky!”


    Seth’s shout was followed by his angry grunts as he fought against the guards refusing to let him reach his fallen mate.


    “She’s pregnant! She’s pregnant!” Seth went into panic mode. “Save the baby!” He dropped to his knees. “I’ll give you anything you want! Adrian! Help her!”


    Ivan clubbed Seth on the head to shut him up, furious. He didn’t know if Seth had been part of the attack and he wasn’t taking the chance.


    Adrian and Marc arrived at the same time. Adrian knelt by Becky as Marc hurried into the smoky hall. Angela’s last order had been to save the angry girl.


    Marc waved his hand through the smoke, ears straining to hear something beyond groans and coughs. He pulled his shirt over his nose to muffle the smell of burnt flesh and cloth. He also held his breath. He didn’t care about inhaling the smoke. He was terrified because he wasn’t getting anything from Angela.


    “She’s under Gus!” Greg choked out, hands groping for a landmark.


    Marc flinched from Greg’s charred form. “Medic! Medic!”


    Greg let Marc steer him in the right direction and pulled away. “Get the boss!” He staggered off and was grabbed by Morgan.


    Daryl grabbed Marc’s leg as he went by. “Under Gus!”


    “Fuck!” Marc’s startled shout echoed down the smoky hallway. “Medic! Medic!”


    “More medics are coming!” Morgan shoved Greg toward the first set of arms they reached through the smoke. He was desperate to get back and help the others. Marc’s panic was raw pain in his brain.


    Conner ran by Morgan, faster than the older man as he too answered the calls for a healer.


    Morgan went to Daryl, almost able to see through the smoke. Portholes were being opened to let in the salty breeze. He immediately began sending healing orbs, grateful he had the new gift. His evolution had come as soon as he’d taken the first lifeforce on the beach.


    “Over here!” Marc directed Conner to help with Gus. Other than being singed and probably bruised, Angela was unharmed. He’d verified she wasn’t hurt and was breathing, then began to help Gus, but Marc’s gift wasn’t able to do much more than offer pain relief. There was a big difference between this and what he could do for his mate.


    Conner didn’t have that disadvantage. He shoved healing orbs into Gus’s big body in huge blasts, eager to do his share and earn his place in camp despite his last name.


    More footsteps and shouts came.


    Marc stood, directing Brittani toward Gus. Then he addressed the rookies who didn’t know what to do. “We need stretchers and people to carry them. Get bunks ready in the infirmary. We have three casualties here. I want a complete search for more.”


    Men and women hurried off as ordered, leaving Marc alone with the victims and healers. He stood watch over them, wishing he could do more.


    Brittani held Gus’s hand while Conner healed him, lending strength to both of them.


    Harry came over to sedate Gus.


    Brittani stared into his painfilled eyes until they closed. She didn’t speak to him. She didn’t need to. Being here was enough for both of them.


    Adrian came through the smoky hallway, arms covered in blood. “She might live. Hard to say with her being so underweight.”


    “The baby?”


    Adrian shrugged in response to Marc’s question. “I did the best I could. Jennifer’s working on her now. It has a 50/50 chance.”


    Eagles rolled Gus onto a stretcher and hefted him into the air.


    Brittani kept pace as they took him toward the infirmary. Gus was unconscious, but only partly healed.


    “Gus?!” Trinity appeared ahead of them. She ran toward the stretcher, ignoring everyone else.


    Brittani sighed, pausing to let the procession go down the stinking hallway. She saw the stretcher with Daryl and paled. Both my men were hurt.


    Adrian joined Marc in the corner. “Can you tell what happened?”


    “I think so.” Marc had been working it out in his head. “Becky came around the corner behind Angie just as Gus reached this intersection. Becky fired. Gus jumped on Angie to cover her. He didn’t have time to pick a spell.”


    “We’ll work on that.”


    “We need to. If he’d brought up a shield, half the fire might not have gotten through.”


    “Would you have thought to do it?”


    Marc grunted. “Doubtful. None of us are used to fighting that way yet.”


    Adrian stepped aside for the Eagles to carry Daryl by them. All three injured men had now been given help. Morgan wasn’t strong enough to do all of them on his own and Conner’s banks were still low from not taking energy from camp members or Candy. Once they rested, their injured would receive another session of healing from someone.


    At the other end of the intersection, Jennifer labored over Becky, trying to save the baby. Marc wasn’t encouraged by the waves of desperation coming from the scene. Jennifer was losing that fight. Marc thought it was for the best, but he would never say so. He agreed the babies weren’t responsible for what their parents did, but Becky would be hung for this. Doing it while she was pregnant would put a stain on Safe Haven that wouldn’t come off.


    Morgan put his hand on Angela’s arm and used the last of his energy to heal her bruised rib.


    Marc waved at Adrian. “Get her moved to the infirmary. I’ll be on your heels.” Marc went to the employee exit and took a post there. It gave him a good vantage point now that the smoke had cleared.


    Adrian didn’t try to wake Angela as he lifted her. He sensed Marc didn’t want that. Adrian preferred her up and spitting fire too, but at this moment, he agreed. Let her rest while she could. This attack would bring new tension for her to handle before the meeting tonight.


    “That’s not it.”


    Adrian frowned at Marc’s tone. He’s hiding something from Angela.


    Marc grunted, turning to scan the hall as footsteps came again. Yes, I am and you’re going to help me.


    What is it?


    I’ll tell you while we have that beer.
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    Angela opened her eyes.


    Marc and Adrian leaned over the cot. Hands came to her arm, her shoulder.


    Angela snickered despite the uncomfortable bed and her sore body. “Wow. It’s like a dream I had…but you were both zombies.”


    Adrian sniggered, letting go of her. He veered to a sentry position to give them a moment of privacy.


    Marc helped her sit up. “How do you feel?”


    “Like I was hit by a truck.” Angela swept the infirmary, seeing no one else was awake. “Did she survive?”


    Marc nodded toward a rear area.


    Angela spotted three guards, then Seth’s shadow on the floor by Becky’s cot.


    “He dropped out a little while ago. We didn’t have to sedate him.”


    “The baby?”


    Marc shook his head, but he didn’t feel the sadness he tried to convey.


    Angela shut her lids, shuddering. “I didn’t think she’d do it. I didn’t realize how bad off she was.”


    “There wasn’t time to scan the new people.” Adrian felt that way about everyone who had come in last minute during the chaos on the beach.


    “Agreed.” Marc didn’t want her feeling guilty, but there was no way they could have kept it from her.


    Angela let a single tear roll over her cheek, then stopped the flow. She was tired of crying, tired of caring.


    Adrian frowned.


    So did Marc. Her depression was clear. “I thought time with you was supposed to help that.”


    Adrian shrugged. “There’s only so much I could do in one night. You know?”


    Marc grunted. He was still jealous of that one night. He couldn’t help it. The need to have her all to himself would never fade. The best he could do was fight it.


    Angela’s fast glance at Kendle confirmed Adrian’s suspicions about who had ordered someone to heal her. The guards were unhappy over it and vaguely accusing a few in their own ranks, but Angela wasn’t surprised. He flashed a fast code to Wade. It was her order. He nodded to Kendle.


    Wade shifted sideways, blocking the view to everyone except Adrian. How do you know?


    Watch the boss.


    Wade kept his attention on Angela, willing to trust Adrian, who definitely knew her better.


    Angela swept the infirmary to cover her glance at Kendle, but she couldn’t help coming back to the island woman. Instead of hatred, there was relief. She’d sent Charlie alone while he was still weak from the side trip. It had been a risk, and a new trust in her son that she planned to encourage.


    Wade let the worry go, convinced. Kendle still had value, he assumed. If not, she would have been finished off instead of healed.


    Angela stood, wobbling, then put her hand on her gun. She glanced at the sedated men who had defended her without a thought to their own lives. “I want to know when they wake.”


    So did Marc. “It won’t be until morning. Morgan shot them up heavily. He said they shouldn’t move too much.”


    “I’ll try to heal them the rest of the way when we return.”


    Morgan entered the infirmary and went to his desk. “Conner did well. He just ran out of energy.” Morgan was stewing on ways to increase his energy banks. He’d had the same problem.


    “What happened, Angie?” Marc wasn’t convinced it had been random, but the guards involved weren’t available for questioning yet.


    She didn’t look at him. “You know what happened.”


    “Why didn’t you call for either of us?” Adrian was on Marc’s side in this moment. She deserved a scold if she’d used herself as bait.


    The guards in the room agreed.


    Angela’s lips thinned. “I couldn’t see ahead. I wasn’t sure something was coming.” She grunted, head dropping. “It won’t happen again.”


    Adrian looked at Marc. “Did she just apologize?”


    Marc nodded, frowning. “Yes. Be worried.”


    Angela chuckled. “I’ll be on the top deck for a bit and then on rounds.”


    Adrian lifted a brow. “You’re not removing their memories.”


    “No.” Angela limped toward the door to the stairs. “Memory charms wear off, but if they’re cured of the illness, we may not need it. We’ll help them adjust.”


    “Is that possible?” Marc had witnessed the destruction the kids had caused on the UN ship. He doubted they could all be reformed.


    “I have to try.” She pointed at the guards over Becky’s bound body. “Add another one. When she wakes and finds out she lost the baby, it might get ugly again.”


    Adrian did while Marc escorted Angela topside.


     


    The deck of the cruise ship was too big to be considered packed by only 200 people, but it was full. A cheer broke out as Angela joined them.


    Angela waved at people to let them know she was okay, heart warmed. They really did love her.


    Marc kissed her cheek. “Yes, we do.”


    Angela blushed, smiling.


    The crowd around them thinned, sensing the couple wanted a private moment.


    Angela held onto the rail and enjoyed the fresh air. She inhaled deeply, hoping it stayed this clean. The water was beautiful. The lack of land in view warred with the calming sensation. I miss you already. No matter where we land, America, you’re my home. Everywhere else is just a rest stop.


    Marc felt tension growing. “Is something wrong?”


    Angela regarded him sideways, brows up and that V in her chin standing out. “What are you hiding from me?”


    Marc winced. “Not even three hours. Damn, you’re fast now.”


    Angela didn’t let him distract her. She stared, waiting for an answer.


    “What gave me away?”


    “You and Adrian were touching me at the same time. You know I like that. I know you hate it. You only do it when I’m very low or you’re guilty.”


    Marc sighed. “Yeah. I’m sorry.”


    “Why are you guilty?”


    “It’s nothing to worry over. It’s a personal matter.”


    Angela caught the image of her and Adrian discussing the baby charm. Her cheeks turned scarlet. “What about it?!”


    Marc understood she hadn’t intended to follow through, but he did. “I want you, us, to have that. We’ll always lead the fights against evil, but there’s no reason we can’t be happy while doing it.”


    “I have the kids on this ship and I’m a busy girl. I don’t need that.” Angela tried to do the right thing. “We don’t–”


    “I already told him we’re doing it at some point on this trip.” Marc kissed the corner of her open mouth. “Just accept it. Adrian and I are going to get you pregnant.”


    Marc couldn’t help the laughter as he walked toward the bridge for a check in. After that, he had duty over the infirmary. Adrian would stay with Angela.


    Adrian joined Angela, able to feel her shock and her excitement. “Easy… Careful…”


    Angela locked it down, glaring at him. “You shouldn’t have done that.”


    “It was his idea. I’m not crazy enough to say no.”


    “Moral enough, you mean.”


    Adrian grinned. “That too.” His amusement faded. “You know he lied, right?”


    Angela snorted. “Yes. But not about this.”


    “No. He’s got the words now. We’ll work on the actual spell a bit when we return from the higher power meeting.”


    “That’s what we’re calling it?” Angela snorted.


    “Yep, though a few people have a more derogatory title.”


    Angela tried to pull it from his mind and found a wall. She bristled, hand coming to her hip. “Really?”


    Adrian nodded. “You need to work off some of those building nerves.”


    Angela swept the ship and found passengers observing them. “Some other time maybe.”


    “Angie, they know what we are, what you are, and they came anyway.”


    “There’s no need to hide it...”


    “No.” Adrian strengthened his mental wall. “Come on. Find the name.”


    Angela began digging at the corner of his mental wall, sensing an opening.


    “Very good. What about now?”


    Angela dug under the front for the weak spot.


    “Nice. How about now?”


    She yanked the wall down from the top, grinning.


    Adrian threw up a barrier and blocked her.


    Angela snickered as she ripped it away from him and used it to strengthen her own gifts.


    “Wow.” Adrian tried to do the same to her and failed.


    Angela smirked. “Guess I get to teach you a few things.”


    Adrian grew serious. “I’d be honored.”


    Angela paused as a thought occurred. “Why don’t you know this stuff? You were a government tracker. You fought our kind for years.”


    “All my life.” Adrian sighed. “I didn’t have gifts like this until you came to Safe Haven. You triggered my evolution. And everyone else’s.”


    “The war did that.”


    Adrian didn’t flinch from his duty to tell her the truth. “No, Angie. They would have remained Invisible without you.”


    Angela wasn’t certain how to take that.


    “It’s fate.”


    She slowly lowered the shield. “Yeah. What a fickle bitch.”


    Adrian shrugged. “Some days she’s amazing.”


    “I’ll agree with that.” She ripped down his last shield as she walked away. “Tell the camp not to call it Dizzyland until after the meeting. It might be considered offensive.”


    Adrian’s laughter echoed across the deck.
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