
  
    [image: ]


  


  
    Box Set Copyright


    Life After War Box Set


    Books 13-15


    by


    Angela White


     


     


    Title: LAW Box Set


    Books 13-15 of Life After War


    Edition: 2025


    Length: 2295 pages.


    Author: Angela White


    Copyright: © Angela White.


    All rights reserved worldwide. No part of this publication may be replicated, redistributed, or given away in any form without prior written consent.


    


  


  
    
Box Set Table of Contents



     


     


     


    Book Thirteen


    Book Thirteen TOC


     


    Book Fourteen


    Book Fourteen TOC


     


    Book Fifteen


    Book Fifteen TOC


     


    



     

  


  
    
​Book Thirteen



    [image: A person in a white shirt

Description automatically generated]


    


  


  
    Copyright


    For The Future


    by


    Angela White


     


     


     


    Title: For The Future


    Life After War Book 13


    Edition: 2025


    Author: Angela White


    Copyright © Angela White. All rights reserved worldwide. No part of this publication may be replicated, redistributed, or given away in any form without the prior written consent.


     


    Thank you, Wendy, Charles, Elizabeth, Angie H, Crystal, John M, Jeff, Holly, Marleen, Kristi, Harry, Jim, Jacqueline, Diane, Clara, Carol, Drew, Kim, Jeanne M, Allison, and Stacey for all your hard work!


     


    


  


  
    
​Table of Contents BK13



     


     


    Recharging


    Round One


    Twice the Fun


    You’re the Leader Here


    The Good One


    Make Room


    I Should Have Known


    I Might Kill Them


    That Loose End


    Don’t Throw That Away


    I’m Not Broken Yet


    Not the Daddy


    You’re Conflicted


    I Always Knew


    Hard Head


    You First


    Eagles Don’t Hide


    No More Babying


    We Never Miss


    Personal Issues


    Mind Games


    It’s Not Safe


    I Was Assigned


    I Already Do


    I’ll Provoke You


    No Other Choice


    You’re Weak Now


    Intervention


    Banished


    It’s Our Destiny


    Something Else


    Beg for Mercy


    We Are Not Friends


    Submit Or Die


    More Power


    Loose Ends


    Close




    ​

  


  
    Our Life After War


     


     


    The future isn’t carved in stone.


    The survivors have secret schemes.


    Nuclear ashes have made them bitter,


    And left them with shattered dreams


     


    Setting sail was hard.


    The apocalypse winds had no rival.


    Adrian’s Eagles guarded them,


    During a constant fight for survival.


     


    They mourned their dearly departed,


    Barely avoiding fate.


    Preparing for the future,


    While riding the waves of hate.


     


    Now on their way to a dystopian stand,


    No longer open to one and all.


    Under siege by old enemies,


    This might be humanity’s last call.
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    “I’ll meet you in the mess.” Marc kissed Angela’s chilly cheek, then stepped back, waiting for her to go below. The stiff wind blew gray streaked curls over her shoulder.


    Angela knew why Marc was arranging to be alone on the breezy deck. She went below, guard on her heels. Even with the thick sweater over a long sleeve shirt and jeans, she was still cold. She’d just needed to view the sky, and Adrian, for a brief moment.


    Neil unzipped his Eagle jacket as they descended into the warmth of the ship. He was glad Angela didn’t want to stay topside where his shield couldn’t penetrate the decks of their boat.


    Guards stared at Neil’s injuries as they went by. His bruises were ugly right now, but his heart was healing. He nodded to them and kept his chin up.


    Marc waited until Neil and Angela disappeared down the stairs, listening to the soft lap of the ocean and the faint call of a seabird. He turned, letting Adrian’s mental profanities slow while he scanned. All Marc found was beautiful blue water and the gritty apocalypse sky. He rubbed his rough fingers together, scratching at a hard spot. He didn’t like to hurt Angela’s soft skin with rough patches.


    Marc snickered at himself. I’ll give her time to recover, then I’ll light her up until she glows.


    “That son of a bitch!” Adrian swung around to scream at Marc directly... He finally realized the man had turned and was staring at him with a bored expression. “What?!”


    Marc linked their minds. Record what happens next. It’s vital to the future of every species on the planet.


    Adrian was helpless to fight the job or the alpha order. He pulled out his notebook, nodding to Sadie. “Grab my damn pen, then go below.” He didn’t want Marc targeting the girl. She needed to get out of sight.


    Sadie hurried, also hoping Marc didn’t pay attention to her. He scares me.


    Marc glared at the mercenary girl to keep that edge, wondering why Angela had let Sadie live. The UN fighter wore their ragged, faded uniform and a blue Mohawk over wild eyes that said the minute her gifts were restored, she would start causing trouble. Marc narrowed in on her shaking form, reading her fears and very little hope for the future beyond survival. Adrian will help her with that... Marc clicked it in place. She doesn’t care about his feelings. Angela wants the girl when he finishes training her.


    Satisfied with that discovery, Marc rotated, gesturing to Theo through the flapping plastic and dirty glass of the bridge. Turn on your radio.


    Theo held up the mike to indicate he already had. His watch glinted off the window and the calm water. The ship was docked, but the bridge was never allowed to be empty. Too many lives depended on that station to leave it unmonitored, but this was a mandatory moment for everyone else–even those on duty and their kids. Radios would carry Angela’s words to the few areas that couldn’t go unguarded.


    In the bridge with Theo, Grant and Ray slowly moved into the elevator. Neither of them had been cleared for stairs. They were in sweatpants and long robes, and still chilled by the wind. They’d come up for a check in with their temporary captain. Grant hadn’t been cleared for that duty either, but he insisted on helping. Ray respected that.


    Adrian stayed linked to Marc as the man went down dim stairs and joined a crowd in the hall. They all took the corridor to the mess. None of them chatted or smiled.


    Adrian settled onto a stool, enjoying the breeze while he waited for things to start. He swept the crowd for friends and enemies, detecting the new bonds that had been forged. Many of those were strong. He’s winning over my army!


    Sadie didn’t go below when Adrian started working. She lingered, observing and yearning for what she’d had. I miss my gifts. If I had them, I could at least see what he’s seeing.


    Adrian was aware of her unhappiness. Even distracted, female moods always registered on his male radar. “You can read it while I write. Just give me a couple minutes to get flowing first. If I don’t record this, our new alpha asshole will come back up here blowing fire over both of us.”


    “It’s cool.” Sadie leaned against the wooden rail to wait. She didn’t want Marc glaring at her again.


    Adrian soaked in the sights and sounds of Safe Haven through Marc’s mind. He hadn’t been away for very long yet, but he still missed them. It was foolish of you to get rid of me when Angela needs every hand she can get for shifts.


    It’s all covered by the people you overlooked. Marc didn’t say who. Adrian would find out on his own.


    Adrian scanned the packed galley, refusing to stare at Angela while he was linked to Marc. He didn’t need to make the situation worse. He also didn’t think about Conner. If he did that, he’d start screaming again, or begging Marc to spare the boy. There was no point in either. Marc wouldn’t change Angela’s plans.


    Marc moved to the center of the wide room. Most of the noise faded. “This is an historic moment.”


    Magic invaded Adrian. His hand began to move across the paper, getting it word for word.


    Marc waved. “The Boss.”


    The camp clapped as Angela stood from the corner table where she’d been waiting and resting. It took a minute to fade.


    Adrian forgot his promise not to stare. Her curls were loose, wild. Her lean, hard body filled out the jeans in pleasing ways. Her skin was almost glowing. She’s beautiful.


    Marc nodded. Yes, she is. Her recovery was going well. He was supervising it personally.


    Angela cleared her throat, tugging her sleeves down to stop the chill from revealing the truth about her health. The new power inside was glowing, not her. “I picked my fighters from those who were going to die, with a couple exceptions. I didn’t tell them. I couldn’t because I didn’t know we were going to get sick.”


    The crowd stared at Neil in reproach. They knew he was the reason she’d been distracted.


    Neil didn’t react. Standing his normal post behind Angela, he was watching everyone. It was easy to believe the rumor that he now had his full memory back.


    Angela refused to shift all the blame to Neil. “I was tired, and weak from the beach fight.” She dropped her head. “I didn’t want anyone to know how bad it was. If I’d recharged, like William suggested, I might have been able to see it coming.”


    Marc sighed. “We’re all guilty of that, to a point. We were consumed with personal issues. We forgot the biggest rule the war taught us: survival must come first.”


    Heads nodded; people accepted their role and the weight of that guilt.


    Angela lifted the hand without a shiny new bracelet, also refusing to let her people carry any more of it than she had to. “We can’t know everything that’s coming. None of us can predict every potential future. Please don’t hate me for not being able to save everyone. I did what I could.”


    “We’re sure you did.” Jeff was torn up about Doug and Romeo, but he didn’t blame Angela. He blamed the people who caused the war. Jeff tugged little Roy further under his arm, smiling down at the nicely plumping boy.


    Roy grinned around his sucker.


    As far as Jeff knew, Roy didn’t understand that Doug and his brother were gone. He didn’t know if that was better or worse. He just knew it didn’t feel right to pretend nothing was wrong, though that’s exactly what he was doing. He wanted Roy to be happy.


    Angela kept going, ready to face the ugliest part. “I didn’t give anyone time to get set or ask questions. I attacked as soon as we ascended. They did me proud by following my lead.” Her eyes went glassy. “We lost people in that first battle. Their souls went into the judging chamber. When there’s a well open, the souls will be judged and sent where they deserve.”


    Angela delivered hard looks, targeting their loved ones. “I have no say in that. Neither do you. Their actions during life will determine where they go. If they are deemed good, they’ll be sent back to live again.” Angela paused to take a drink of the hot tea Thelma had brought to her. Her throat was still sore.


    Adrian switched to shorthand to get it all. He was capturing the mutters and gasps of camp, as well as their fear and anger. Nothing was closed to him right now and he was determined to get it all. His hand stilled as he waited for Angela to resume the meeting.


    “The Messenger was in that first room. We surrounded him with shields...and killed him.” Angela waited for the shocked reactions to fade, then continued. “As a special soul, he didn’t go into the judgment chamber. He will be absorbed back into the Creator, hopefully making Him aware that someone has breached the Weigh Station.” She shrugged. “Maybe He will come back and kill us all–everyone else has tried. Or maybe He’ll come back and discover that we’ve changed.”


    Witnesses liked hearing that even though it wasn’t entirely true. They had plenty of issues. The difference was that they were actively working on them, not just giving lip service.


    “I wasn’t able to bring everyone back. All I was able to do was change the number of people required for each room, but when I got to four, it wouldn’t go any lower. As we cleared each area, some of us couldn’t leave. Robes appeared. Those souls were given the most important job of all–they’re judging humanity. Don’t grieve for them. They see everything you do. Make them proud.” Angela sank onto the bench, knees shaking. She’d had a workout before this, then walked to the top deck with Marc. She was tired again despite her healthy appearance.


    The crowd muttered, feeling guilty for making her do this so soon.


    Marc stood next to her. “Questions? Thoughts?”


    “Do you think it will work?” Jennifer had little faith. Her hand came up and tucked her robe tighter. She felt very exposed, but the medics hadn’t cleared her yet for anything but a wheelchair ride to this meeting. “Not all dogs respond to a whistle.”


    Angela snorted, while her people frowned at the wording. She also had little faith left. “If not, I’ll think of something else. I won’t give up until we confirm our purpose, our exact origins and history. We deserve to know.”


    Most people nodded and exchanged comments with those closest.


    “Anyone else?” Marc was eager to be done so he could break the connection with Adrian.


    “Are we able to visit?”


    “Can they come down here and visit us?”


    “Can we trade places?”


    Angela shook her head. “No, to all of those. The ascensions were only allowed because the Messenger decreed it. When he died, I lost the ability to go up, and they can’t come down. I’m sorry.”


    Grieving loved ones began to cry again.


    Angela hated lying, but she and those left above had agreed it was best if their loved ones moved on. They wouldn’t if they knew they could visit anytime she approved it.


    Marc hid his frown as he spoke to Adrian. Make sure you get that part. It was a hard choice for her, and she has to carry it alone. I want her courage noted.


    You got it. Adrian scribbled faster.


    Angela leaned against Marc’s hip. “We lost more people as we cleared the other two rooms. Four more went into the judgment chamber.” Angela was giving them these details as a punishment for herself against the lies she’d felt it best to tell. Marc knew the full truth and it would be recorded, but her people wouldn’t get to read it for a long time. The final battle would be over, and she would be gone by then. They wouldn’t be able to badger her to set up visitations, to dig for a way to trade, to change the room rules again, and then finally, to beg her to kill someone and send them up in place of their friend or family member. She refused to put them, or herself, through that.


    Marc agreed with her choice. He thought he could develop the skill to ascend on his own, but he had no desire to go up there again. He was still furious over the first trip. “Any other questions or thoughts?” Marc kept it going. Angela was playing up the weakness a little, but she really did need to rest. After this, they would start putting people down for recharges.


    Samantha cleared her throat, acutely aware of unfriendly gazes hitting her and Neil from all directions. “When will we get an answer?”


    “The Messenger told us it would take his soul a long time to reach the Creator. He always knew. He just couldn’t escape from the Weigh Station and he didn’t want to be absorbed. Everything they did up there was his idea. We gave him what he wanted least–we sent him home.” Angela’s voice rose in pointed triumph as she nodded to Marc. “It will take three years. We’re right on schedule for the Creator to return for our final battle, if he decides we’re worth fighting for.”


    Marc shoved Adrian out of his mind.


    Adrian finished writing out the scene.


    Sadie read it over his shoulder, growing more confused with each word. She struggled not to ask questions until he was finished.


    Adrian stopped writing, mind spinning with the implications. Everything is tied into three years now, not four anymore. We’ve used one of them.


    Sadie plopped down at his feet. “The true Creator?”


    Adrian nodded. Letting her read this had been a mistake. If I can’t convert her now, I’ll have to kill her. The UN can never...


    Adrian’s face went blank.


    An ominous wind blew over the deck, bringing chills to her skin. Sadie immediately got up and put distance between them. She knew that look from her time with the UN. It said terrible things were being considered. She didn’t want to be involved if it meant crossing the power couple here or the UN, and she already sensed Adrian might do both.


    Adrian didn’t react to her exit, mind offering the option he’d refused to consider until now. If the good guys don’t want me, the other side absolutely does.


     


     


    2


    “Come on.” Marc held out a hand. “It’s time to get everyone settled.”


    Angela crossed her arms over her chest, keeping the new bracelet covered. Her bond with the other King had solidified overnight. “I don’t wanna go to bed, Mommy.”


    The slowly clearing crowd in the mess laughed with them.


    Angela stood, smiling at Marc. “Thank you...” She smiled brighter. “Can my cabin be last?”


    Marc nodded, drawn.


    Angela tugged him down for a soft kiss.


    Most people were happy for them. A few stared in longing or jealousy.


    Brittani cleared her throat. Her foot tapped.


    Angela and Marc broke apart so the row of people could get by.


    Marc tucked her under his arm, appearing happy. Inside, he was chaotic as he tried to cover everything at the same time.


    Angela could feel his stress. She waited until they were last in the line now headed for the cabins or the infirmary. “Pick one and store it in a row. The top level is most important. As you add them, swap and switch until it feels right.”


    Marc immediately began to do that.


    Neil trailed the couple through the emptying hall. He’d proven his loyalty by going undercover to hear Adrian’s secrets on the floatie. He was trusted with their lives, but it wasn’t enough. I want my real place back.


    Angela nodded to Molly as they walked by. The black clad fighter was finishing a shift on guard duty here. Quinn was taking over this area now.


    Molly shot an ugly glare at Neil. She hadn’t forgiven him.


    Neil kept scanning for trouble. He refused to be distracted during this duty.


    Marc finished his mental aligning. “I can’t wait to get a moment alone to update all these.”


    “Yeah, about that.” Angela shrugged. “You should do it when you think of it. You’re covering a lot more than you ever have. Forgetting and missing things will happen unless you record it right then.”


    Marc dug into the updates, starting from the top. His grid had expanded into more than just a tracking ability.


    Angela motioned to Wade, who was waiting for the elevator. “He’ll roll with us for a minute.”


    Tim pushed Wade’s wheelchair over. He was glad to be out of the infirmary. They’d still been doing constant shifts, even after Angie and the others ascended. Tim was eager for real time off, but Marc had made it clear the descendants were going to get recharged before there would be relief for anyone else.


    Marc got to Wade’s name on his mental list. He glanced over to find that nervous man on his right. Angela was now walking behind them, in the bodyguard’s place. The feeling was indescribable.


    Angela enjoyed his happiness. She sought nothing in return for it though, unlike the man who’d mentored her. Angela paused by the next set of dusty steps. “I’m okay, but I need to be still for a couple minutes. Do you mind?”


    Marc shook his head, aware of her tactics. He stored the act for later use if needed. “Not at all. Wade and I can chat.”


    Wade swallowed. “Uh, okay.” He glanced up at Tim. “They’ll get me back.”


    Tim’s shoulders drooped under his Eagle jacket. He sighed. “Back to the infirmary it is.”


    Marc didn’t laugh. It wouldn’t be long before the entire ship of hard-working heroes got a break. Many of these people were pale, red-faced, green, or blue. They were also shaky, apt to stop and spit up leftover fluid, and to run for the bathroom when the diarrhea hit. The worst effects were over, but none of them were fully recovered yet except for a few of the descendants.


    Angela sat in a chair to flip through the folder she was carrying.


    Neil slid into the shadow of the long, dark velvet curtains, two feet from Angela. He skimmed the paper on top of her stack as she opened the folder. Eagle Teams List. Every position was filled in.


    Neil frowned. Adrian was right. She doesn’t want leadership anymore. She really is training Marc to do it.


    Wade waited for Marc to speak, refusing to think of anything bad. He was feeling better now, but Morgan hadn’t cleared him to walk yet. The blue scrubs weren’t bad. They showed off his big body, but not walking made him feel weak.


    Marc gestured. “I’ll be returning a duffle bag to you.”


    Wade relaxed as understanding fell. He shook his head. “I’d rather they were delivered.”


    Marc’s pleasure at Wade’s survival switched to anger. “That will cause trouble in my camp.”


    Angela ignored Wade’s quick glance at her. She supported Marc’s choices so far. Even if she didn’t, she would mention it when they were alone, not in front of witnesses. She had more respect than that.


    Wade’s face tightened. “Your camp, huh?” He lifted his chin. “I gave an answer.”


    Marc grunted. “Fine. But you go along too.”


    Wade grinned, sunken eyes twinkling. “Awesome!”


    Neil swallowed a laugh to enjoy later.


    “It’s not funny.” Marc glared between them.


    Angela closed her folder. “Wade’s like Billy, and Seth. In past lives, he was the King’s deadly fool.”


    Marc filed that under the man’s profile.


    Wade rotated the chair to stare at Angela.


    Angela shrugged at his hurt surprise. “You’re causing chaos. Don’t blame me for your choices.”


    Wade scowled. “It’s not all for entertainment.”


    Angela didn’t need her gifts to blast him with harder anger. “But it could have been handled differently!”


    Wade dropped his chin. “Yeah.”


    Marc was mollified by her support and by Wade being punished. Angela rarely used that tone on senior men. “I’ll be down shortly. Wheel yourself back to the infirmary–no elevators.”


    Wade pouted. “Tim would have waited.”


    “I know.” Marc offered an arm to Angela. “Ready?”


    Angela took his big arm without caressing it like she wanted to. Marc had a unique style of leadership, but it had been effective for 11 days. She wasn’t going to interfere unless she needed to.


    Wade used his weakened arms and began pushing himself down the long corridor to the wheelchair ramp. His mutters faded as he got out of sight.


    Angela wondered if the no elevator rule applied to her as well. This time she did handle it like Adrian–she tested Marc’s line. Angela veered toward the shiny cages of convenience.


    Marc steered Angela away from the easy ride. “It’s a lovely day for a walk.”


    Angela shrugged. “Okay.”


    Marc went back to his mental grid as they reached the stairs and had to wait. They’d caught up to the slower individuals going to the recharge cabins.


    Angela saw recovering patients who shouldn’t be walking yet in her opinion, but no one was offering or accepting help. Angela slowly moved out from under Marc’s arm, frowning.


    He got the okay from the medics first. Morgan said it would be a good test of who’s recovered enough to be in their cabins without supervision. Neil didn’t want her to be upset with Marc’s leadership. Since she really was hunting for a successor, Neil wanted this trial period to work. He didn’t want to adjust to yet another new leader.


    Angela moved down the stairs at a slow pace, glad they’d caught up to the crowd. She really did need the recharge Marc was insisting on.


    Neil moved next to Angela before Marc could wave him into the open guard position instead of a subtle escort. Marc was distracted and there were a lot of people around them right now. Most were like her–in recovery. Their scrubs and robes marked them different from the camp members who were wearing shorts and cut off shirts. Some were even in bikinis. The lower-level swimming pool was open.


    Candy appeared in the hallway below, head turning, searching.


    Angela tensed.


    Neil slid in front of Angela and pressed her against the wall by moving backwards.


    The crowd instantly began scanning for a threat.


    Marc found Kyle at the bottom of the steps. He nodded.


    Kyle stepped into the hall to meet Candy. “It’s not a good time.”


    Candy’s mouth opened.


    Kyle scowled at her. “Follow the rules!”


    People glared at Candy, instantly pissed at her for disturbing their peace.


    Candy flushed. She stomped off, one hand cradling the large stomach protruding against her jean jumper. The other clenched into a fist at her hip.


    Kyle resumed his post as Marc and Angie went by. That won’t work again. Next time, she’ll make a real scene.


    Marc nodded at Kyle’s warning. Candy was being handled in stages. As long as she followed the predicted pattern, it would be fine. If she became a wildcard, he would have to think of something more drastic. His options were limited because she was five months pregnant with twins.


    The delivery crew came around the corner.


    Angela scanned the busy floor as Marc took a stack of trays so one of the boys could go right back to the kitchen for another load. Everyone now on this deck was under recharge orders. Marc had temporarily moved them here once he picked who needed to go first. Except for a few, the infirmary patients were also here. The rest hadn’t been released yet. They would be with the second batch of recharge patients. Marc had marked off eight days for this. The Adrianna was docked until New Year’s Day.


    Two dozen men and women carried bags into cabins, unpacked kits, chatted with guards, and watched each other for instructions. Angela enjoyed the warmth of so many bodies moving through the wide hall.


    “Everyone gets a tray and a care package.” Ivan handed bags to everyone who walked by him. He liked the new guard post centered between the exits. It gave him a perfect view of everything, including the other two posts where James and Peter would soon take their places for the shift. “Get settled in your assigned cabins. Names have been put on the doors. No whining. We’re here to rest and recharge. You don’t have to like your bunkmate to sleep with them.” Ivan pushed a bag into Angela’s hands as she and the others chuckled at his wordplay. “Come get a bag and find your cabin. Take a tray. Get settled, eat, go through your care package. Everyone is on downtime until dinner trays are delivered. If you don’t like these entertainments, each room has a box with more options, but these bags were packed by the boss.” Ivan didn’t tell them Marc had done it while Angela supervised. That had been a fascinating hour of listening to her help Marc narrow down the needs of their people.


    “You have one put aside for yourself?” Marc wanted Ivan recharged and back to work as soon as possible. He would be in the cabin by this station as soon as everyone else was settled. Daryl was already in there.


    Ivan sighed. “It’s in my cabin, along with a tray and a copy of Pink’s greatest hits.”


    Marc gave him a puzzled look. “What’s a Pink?”


    Ivan’s mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding, right?”


    “Yes.” Marc kept walking, shaking his head.


    Ivan flushed. “I’ll bet he’s an Aerosmith fan.”


    Angela snorted. “Try the Eagles and Rammstein.”


    Now Ivan wore a quizzical expression.


    Angela followed Marc, also shaking her head. Ivan had a lot to learn about the layers of a human soul. It was possible to like two polar opposites. It happened often. Ivan needed to understand the outside rarely represented what was on the inside.


    Marc filed that under Ivan’s mental profile. The constant link into her mind had been Angela’s idea. He’d balked at first, but as usual, she’d been right. He didn’t have to feel invaded, but he was still able to get all the important parts. It was a perfect setup for him.


    Marc wondered if she was missing her gifts yet. He glanced back at Ivan.


    Ivan shook his head. No sign of that so far.


    And her cracks?


    No change.


    Marc resumed the walkthrough, satisfied he was doing right by her.


    Angela knew their communication had been about her. It was a bit frustrating to not know what it was, but she didn’t ask or complain. It was worth it to not have a link to Adrian anymore. And if I really wanted to know, Marc would tell me.


    Marc smiled at her. “Always.”


    Angela tugged him down for another short kiss.


    “Yuck!”


    “Ew!”


    Kids barreled toward them from their cabins.


    Marc rotated as he dropped, arms opening.


    Angela was happy when they piled on him like they used to do with Adrian. It also hurt her.


    “I can’t do four days of just eating and sleeping.” Brittani glared at Angela from near the guard station at the opposite end of the hallway.


    Angela smiled innocently, pointing at Marc.


    Brittani’s glare switched targets.


    Marc ducked into the nearest cabin. “Let’s help Amy and Samantha get set.”


    Debra tapped Brittani’s shoulder and gestured.


    Brittani stuck out her tongue and followed the snickering deaf woman into the cabin they were sharing.


    Angela was satisfied with the way Marc had arranged things. He was controlling the game for the moment. It was a good sign. Moving a lot of people into the right places with the right words, or lack of them, wasn’t easy to keep track of. She knew.


    Courtney entered the large cabin she was sharing with Samantha and Amy, smiling at the little girl. They were both digging through their care packages.


    The other kids turned down blankets, held pillows, and gathered garbage.


    Marc nodded to Courtney.


    Courtney slid aside so Marc could exit, wondering what he thought of her.


    Marc couldn’t answer the pregnant woman. I haven’t made up my mind yet.


    Jennifer glared at Marc as he stopped in her cabin doorway. Pam snored softly from the other bunk. Marc kept walking, happy with his setup. The next cabins were empty until the kids finished settling people in. He’d given them that job just now without anyone catching it. Not even Angie had, though she didn’t always think about things right when she noticed them. Unless he asked, he wouldn’t know for sure.


    Angela followed Marc, observing the interactions. For four days, these people would be shoved full of food, water, medications, energy, and rest. Vitamins and medical checkups were included, as well as grief counseling. As long as no one got too bored to tolerate it, this plan to boost their recovery would work. For the descendants, there would also be a recharging session. They would sleep after that, then be ready to trade places with the other 24 souls who needed this treatment.


    Molly and Monica both smiled at her over the chocolate bars from their bags.


    Angela chuckled as she walked by. Both females were having their periods. Chocolate always made that better.


    Angela spotted Wade coming through the far doors. He had the cabin across from Brittani and Debra. Wade was covered in sweat, but he looked proud of himself for pushing his own wheelchair.


    Allison came in behind him. “I’ve got your tray!” Allison waved with her free hand.


    “I’ll be there.” Angela kept a happy expression. Maybe I can drug her tea...


    Marc sniggered. “Do you need anything?”


    Angela shook her head. “Neil will see that I’m fed, watered, and given time to grow.”


    Marc’s face went blank for a brief second. Then he grinned. “Deal.”


    Angela frowned as he kissed her cheek and left. “What was that about?”


    Neil acted like he hadn’t heard her. She doesn’t want leadership anyway...


    Angela stomped on his foot.


    Neil flinched. “Hey!”


    Angela waited for him to straighten up. Then she stomped on the same foot again.


    He hobbled backwards. “Stop that!”


    People were staring, laughing.


    Angela stomped a third time, missing as he figured out it was coming and moved.


    “What’s your problem?!”


    “Marc can get away with manipulating me; you can’t!”


    Neil stayed out of range. “He told me not to let you in on everything. He knows you won’t rest if your mind is full of his plans.”


    Angela was forced to accept that answer. She grunted, daring him to get in stomping distance.


    Neil staggered toward her cabin. “Come on. He wants you settled and now so do I.”


    Angela held up a hand. “Wait. There’s a–”


    “Nice try.” Neil turned around. He bumped into a delivery crew.


    Stanley juggled his stack of trays.


    “Look out!” Gus tried to catch the trays.


    They landed in Neil’s arms.


    Juice and applesauce splattered across Neil’s face in cold shocks. Tuna ran down his shirt.


    The witnesses burst out laughing.


    Angela closed her mouth on the warning. Karma.


    “Tell me about it.” Neil pointed at the cabin. “Let’s get you settled.” He led the way, removing his shirt to keep most of the mess contained. It wasn’t the first time he’d finished a shift half naked and covered in something. At least this is only food.


    Descendants snickered at his thought.


    Angela went into the cabin, mind switching into a lower gear. She moved to the bed, growing hazy.


    Neil hurried over to pull the thick blanket down before she could lie on it.


    Angela dropped out immediately.


    Neil felt it when her mind shut off. I don’t like that.


    He covered her up, then went to the doorway, motioning to Ivan.


    Ivan tossed him a bag of the large t-shirts they’d gathered for people to wear while relaxing.


    Neil donned one of them, then started unpacking Angela’s stuff. He would be here while she recharged, which meant he also had to deal with Allison. Neil nodded at the woman who hadn’t taken her eyes from Angela. Now dressed in flannel pjs, Allison was sporting pink slippers and had a pink hairbrush in her hand. I wonder why Marc put her with the boss...


    “That’s spooky.”


    Neil put a stack of books on the table by Angela’s bed. “Jealous?”


    Allison snorted out surprised laughter. “Well, yeah.”


    Neil scanned her thoughts. He found a few troubling items he would report to Marc, but none of them were dangerous to Angela. Allison didn’t target females.


    The door opened wider as Dog padded in. He immediately went to Allison.


    Allison stopped brushing her hair. She stared at the large wolf, grip tightening on the brush.


    Dog’s lips drew back... A low growl rumbled in his throat.


    Allison’s face tightened. “I’ll shove this brush up your ass, mutt. Don’t fuck with me.”


    Dog lunged. He snapped the brush out of her hand. It cracked into two pieces.


    “Stomp on that!” Neil hurried over to the large spider that had fallen from the brush. “That’s a Brazilian Wanderer. I wonder how that got on board.”


    Allison gaped in shock as Neil killed it.


    Dog sat at her feet, sniffing her leg. She smells okay. I got it in time.


    Neil cleaned up the corpse and the pieces of the brush. “Good, boy!” He gave Dog a quick rub as he went to the hall to report it.


    Allison swallowed the bile in her throat. “I’m sorry. Thank you.”


    Dog jumped up and ran his tongue across her face.


    Allison recoiled. “Gross!”


    Dog kept licking. She had bacon for breakfast!


    Allison laughed as he kept going. His tongue tickled her cheek. “Stop it!”


    She wiped her face with her shirt as he sat down. “Men! They save your life and then think they’ve earned the right to lick you!”


    Dog curled up on her slippers. Is this better?


    “Aw, man.” Allison drew in a breath and reached down to pet the beautiful animal. “If only you guys weren’t so cute. It’s hard to stay mad.”


    Neil noted that reaction from both of them as he returned. Marc can use that to help her. And she was brave. The Eagles can use that to train her. Neil checked on Angela’s breathing, then settled into the chair at her side with his notebook. He left the door open so he could help if Ivan needed it.


    Allison dug out a comb, not moving her feet. She liked having the wolf there. I feel safe. What an odd sensation.


    Neil also stored that. He now understood why Marc had put Allison in this cabin with the boss. He wondered how many other cabins would yield little details for their new guardian. Was it Marc’s idea? If so, the man’s a lot smarter than the Eagles ever gave him credit for.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Two
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    Zack met Marc at the far exit of the cabin hallway, surveying the large duffle bag he was carrying. “Updates now or get them from the next shift?”


    Marc held out a hand for the sheet. “Give me the short.” Marc nodded hello to Jayda. Both Eagles were in full gear, smudged and sweating.


    Jayda returned the gesture but stayed quiet. I can’t believe Marc put me on official duty with the point man. She was sure Ralph and Daisey were just as surprised. They had a two-hour shift coming up. Marc was using new people in standard positions and it was working.


    “Ramer is sedated. Stanley is with him. When he wakes, Jayda will take over protecting the brig until her relief shows up. Theo said he’s fine on the bridge while Grant recharges. We’re docked in full. The tow line has some wear, though. Theo wants you or Grant to make the call on changing it.”


    Marc scanned the cabin where Ray and Grant were already snoring in their bunks. “We’ll check it again before we set sail. What else?”


    “The first daily water test came back good. Air quality is good. There are only three residents left in the infirmary. Morgan is examining them now to determine when they can return to their cabins. The new arrivals are settled in. Panaji is keeping them company while he finishes his recovery.” Zack scanned his paper and handed it to Marc. “There are notes on there about some calls we’ve heard. And that’s it from me. I think Jayda has a few items she picked up while we did rounds.”


    Jayda froze.


    Marc waited for her to get over being put on the spot. He waved Wade over.


    Jayda cleared her throat. “Midnight is Christmas Eve. People are talking about it.”


    Marc skimmed the notes. We got a call from Brandon. He’s telling us what we already know about William. I also picked up calls from the detention center. They’re searching for us. Marc slid that paper into his pocket and lifted a brow. “What else?”


    Jayda took a quick look at Zack.


    Zack nodded, standing stiff.  “This is how we do it.”


    Jayda respected that. “Timmy caught Cathy and Zack flirting. He’s furious. No one’s seen him all morning.”


    Marc sighed. So much for that family having a distant peace. I forgot about the possible wild card to my plan–Zack. “Got it. Anything else?”


    Jayda sucked in a quick breath. “I’d like to be reevaluated for the Eagles. I wasn’t given a fair shot last time.”


    Marc studied the woman, detecting the changes and also the weaknesses. “I’ll consider it.”


    Jayda smiled. “Cool. That’s it.”


    Zack was embarrassed that his antics had made it onto the radar of leadership. He met Marc’s eyes. “I’m sorry for the extra stress.”


    Marc’s lips twitched. “Give it a couple hours. People will have other things to gossip about.” He focused on the wheelchair bound man now at his side. “Right?”


    Wade flushed. “Definitely.”


    Zack scanned for Marc’s guard and didn’t find one. “I’m off duty soon...”


    Marc didn’t want a distracted bodyguard. “I’ve got that covered. You can push the wheelchair.”


    Zack’s drooping face lit up. “I’ll find you when my shift’s done.”


    “We’ll be at the memorial.”


    Moods sank at Marc’s words. He’d been going there daily to add names to the inscription.


    Zack moved off, motioning to Jayda.


    Jayda took his right and got out her notebook. She could feel orders coming that would speed them through the end of the shift. I wish I could go with them.


    “Jayda?”


    She spun around, hope replacing her exhaustion.


    “Ivan needs an XO after the recharge. Your name is number three on his list.”


    Jayda wasn’t sure if that was good or bad, considering he’d never pick her. “Thank you for telling me.”


    Marc had expected more happiness. “You do realize that’s a coveted job?”


    “I do. And I want it, but I’m just his quota fill.” Jayda followed Zack down the long hall.


    Marc filed that. If she was right, Ivan would lose the job he hadn’t actually gotten to perform yet.


    Ivan stomped down the hall, bringing tension. He’d witnessed all of it and read thoughts to see if she was starting trouble. He extended his final list to Marc. Jayda’s name was at the top.


    Marc put his initials next to it. He didn’t apologize. “It’s my job to be sure.”


    “I’m not mad at you.” Ivan stored his paper. “She’s acting like a woman scorned.”


    Marc wasn’t sympathetic. “Well, she is probably carrying a grudge about you moving out.”


    “And the humiliating public dump.” Wade flashed teeth to remind Ivan he was a senior Eagle who could say whatever he wanted.


    Ivan went back to his post without rising to the bait. He was tired of being the center of attention. He needed time to think and he couldn’t do that right now.


    Marc frowned at Wade. “Being in recovery doesn’t give you a free pass.”


    Wade flashed those hard teeth again. “Eagles face the danger. Free passes are for pussies.”


    Laughter echoed down the hall.


    Marc opened the door and held it. His chuckles sent good vibes in every direction. “As long as you know it.”


    “I do. I’m prepared to face the consequences of my actions.” Wade pushed his chair through, ignoring the pain in his weak muscles. “Plus, I get to enjoy the memory as each item is delivered. Then, if I survive in any physical capability, a sympathetic Eagle has offered to...tuck me in for the recharge.” Wade leered up at Marc. “It’s a great time to still be alive.”


    Marc groaned. “This will be ugly.”


    Wade grinned. “Can we do Adrian first?”


    Marc grunted. “No. Let me savor the buildup.”


    “You’re the boss.” Wade grimaced at his own sarcasm this time.


    Marc returned the blow as he walked down the hall, expecting Wade to keep up. “Let’s start with Doug. The incinerator is warmed up.”


    Wade’s good mood hit the ground. Sorry, Doug. She got tired of waiting. Pretty sure Peggy was thinking of you though. She kept trying to twist my hair into dreads.


    Marc lifted his chin and kept walking. I know how to kill a cocky mood. I also know how to build one up. By the end of this walk, Wade will belong to me and Adrian won’t ever be able to take him back. By the time we reach the island, I’ll have his army, without using a single charm. All it takes is giving them the place in history they’ve already earned, but he didn’t deliver.


     


     


    2


    “Theo did an excellent job on this.” Wade admired the memorial while Marc added another row of names.


    Marc grunted, being careful. The camp had been told adding these names with the laser was delicate and had to be done a few names at a time. Marc just wanted people to keep coming by it, to keep remembering their lost shipmates.


    The sculpture of two children crying and an angel above them had been taken from the gift shop on the entertainment floor. Theo had welded it to a base and added copper flowers with a diamond waterfall background. It sat in the lounge where Sabrina had died. They’d also added benches for those who wanted to pray here, though the chapel was getting the main flow as everyone went to offer thoughts to the souls now running the Weigh Station.


    Marc stood. The only good thing was the removal of their predicted bad seed, Dion. The worst of the losses, in Marc’s opinion, were Doug, Ozzie, Donald, and the three kids who would have been their twin trackers and a keeper. Marc had placed people into those positions while Angela was gone, but it wasn’t enough now. Their descendant power had gaps.


    Wade frowned as he realized Marc didn’t have a guard. “Who’s got your six?”


    “You do.”


    Wade snorted. “Not in this condition. It’ll take something special to get me out of this chair.”


    Marc paused at the exit. He leaned against the wall.


    Two shadows leapt from the bookshelf onto his shoulders.


    Wade stared in surprise as Tonya’s cats sank their back feet into Marc’s hood and laid over each shoulder. Their tails twisted around his arms and each other; purrs came from their throats.


    Marc moved into the hall. “They’re hitching a ride.”


    Wade shoved after Marc, laughing. “I thought they were your protection for a minute there.”


    “They are. My next guard is waiting at their stop. It’s a twofer.”


    Wade wasn’t sure if Marc was joking. He scanned the wide hallway, trying to see who was in the area with them.


    Zack appeared next to Marc, a little out of breath. He eyed the two cats on Marc’s shoulders and grinned. All pussy likes Marc. “Shift change is complete.” Zack took over pushing the wheelchair.


    Wade looked up at Marc as they kept pace. “We’ll do his next.” They’d just finished burning the first box.


    Marc gaped. “You want to do it when they’re together?”


    Wade nodded, taking advantage of Zack’s confusion. “That’s why I asked you to handle it.”


    Marc scowled. “You know I won’t let them beat up someone in a wheelchair!”


    Wade chuckled.


    Zack pushed the chair to the recharge cabins, bad feeling popping up. Why do I feel like I should brace for something?


    “Because you should.” Marc groaned again. Timmy was in the hallway, talking to Cathy. The tall, stocky boy was being told their flirtation was over. “He just came out of hiding!”


    Zack paused. “Are you guys talking about my son?”​


    Wade opened the duffle bag on his lap and pushed the chair over to Cathy.


    Zack followed, curious and a little nervous.


    Marc hung back, not worried over this first revelation. It was the next one he was braced for.


    People smiled and laughed at Marc’s protectors, but none of them tried to touch the alert cats.


    Cathy caught sight of them together, coming her way. She tensed.


    Wade held up a white stocking. “I found it in my sheet.”


    Cathy flushed deep red. Her wild hair fell over her cheek as she took the stocking and shoved it into her pocket.


    Zack’s mouth dropped open. How did her stocking get left in Wade’s sheet?


    “You visited the wrong cabin in Ciemus.” Wade smiled at her. “I didn’t mind.”


    Cathy’s stiff body went rigid as she realized Wade was outing their affair. “Stop.”


    Wade realized she had lied to Zack and herself. He twisted around to look at Marc.


    Marc nodded, adding all of it under their mental profiles.


    Wade glanced up at Timmy, who was flushed and getting angry as he figured it out. “She thought I was your little brother.”


    Cathy stared at the ground as camp members and Eagles glared at her.


    Wade pushed backward, forcing Zack to move. “I’ll cover my own chair. You have shit to settle.”


    “You lied!” That was really the only thing Zack was mad about. He’d already known his sons were making the rounds of Safe Haven women. Until recently, he had only been proud.


    “I forgot.” Cathy didn’t want to talk about it in front of all these witnesses.


    Zack’s eyes narrowed. “How do you forget the difference between a boy and a man?”


    Cathy blushed again. Her voice lowered. “I was...distracted.”


    Wade grinned. “Yes, you certainly were.”


    Zack glowered at Wade. “How could you do that to an Eagle?”


    “Wasn’t hard.” Wade shrugged. “I kissed it.”


    Cathy couldn’t help the laugh. “I thought it was hard.”


    Wade’s grin widened. “Thank you.”


    Witnesses were laughing and frowning at the same time. Marc was among them. He did a quick scan to make sure the guards were at their posts. He saw his private security switch places. He gave Trinity a satisfied nod as she vanished. So far no one knew who had these slots except him and Kenn.


    “Did he have to wine and dine you, or did you just spread for him?” Zack’s jealousy spewed. “Come on, tell me what it takes to get in there.”


    Cathy’s hand came up to her hip. “He followed orders and didn’t speak a single word. You couldn’t do that if your life depended on it.”


    Zack mimicked her gesture, hand going to his hip. “Can so.”


    “Prove it.” Cathy had no idea how he would do that. It just seemed like the thing to say.


    Zack gestured. “Okay, give me an order.”


    “Get off my ass!”


    Zack groaned in frustration. “Then roll over. You’ll do it for anyone else!”


    Cathy snorted amusement, enjoying the blunt foreplay more than she would admit. “Jealous?”


    So was Zack, but he wasn’t afraid to be embarrassed in front of the camp. He’d already done that and worse. “Yes. I want to be bossed around too!”


    Cathy realized things were edging into seriousness. “What about Allison?”


    Zack shrugged. “Allison who?” He glanced down at his penis. “Do you know an Allison?”


    “That’s me, you jackass!” Allison came out of the cabin next to them, heavy object in hand.


    Wade saw the book and knew Zack would be able to duck it. He shoved his wheelchair forward, hitting Marc in the leg as Allison threw the book.


    Marc staggered into Zack, putting him directly in the line of fire.


    The book hit Zack’s head in a loud smack that sent him to the ground.


    “Nice.” Wade smiled at Allison. “You busy later?”


    Allison blushed and went back into the cabin.


    Marc scanned again. He found Ivan and Jayda near the opposite exit. They were ignoring the drama and discussing the notes Zack had given her. Marc could feel her trying to find a way to thank Ivan for the XO slot without embarrassing either of them.


    Wade turned his chair toward them while Zack glared at Cathy.


    Marc sighed. Cue the embarrassment in three...two...one...


    Wade nodded to Ivan as he stopped by them. He smiled at Jayda. “I found it in my pantleg.” Wade extended her leopard bra, folded.


    Jayda flushed deep red.


    Ivan’s face went from polite to hurt. “Well.”


    Wade waited. This was part of the danger. Ivan was armed.


    Ivan scanned Jayda’s bra and then her guilty face. “While we were together?”


    Jayda sucked in a breath. “That’s none of your business.”


    “Excuse me?!”


    “We weren’t exclusive.” Jayda tucked the bra into her pocket, chin lifting. “You wanted me to sit quietly until you felt like having sex. I had other options when you were busy humping the boss’s leg.”


    Ivan was forced to accept that truth. They’d never discussed being exclusive. He’d assumed it because they’d shared a cabin. He glared at Wade.


    Marc moved to Wade’s side despite wanting to stay out of it. Ivan was going to do something stupid here. Everyone felt it coming.


    “Am I still your XO?” Jayda needed to know where they stood.


    Ivan snorted. “Sure. I’ve always wanted an unfaithful whore to boss around.”


    People gasped.


    Wade grabbed Marc’s arm and shoved upward.


    Marc punched Ivan. Marc frowned. How’d that happen?


    Ivan hit the ground.


    Wade kicked him in the balls. “Now you don’t have to worry about it for a while.”


    Marc stared at his arm. He frowned down at Wade.


    Wade shrugged. “You were about to do it anyway.”


    Marc snorted. True. “Are we done here?”


    Jayda stepped forward. “Hang on.” She eased into Wade’s lap and kissed him.


    Wade wrapped her up tight and put love into it.


    Marc cleared his throat. “Come on, Romeo. We have other Juliets waiting.”


    Jayda slowly stood. “Thank you for defending my honor.” She kissed Wade again, then straightened. “If that date falls through, I’d be thrilled to find time for your special service.”


    Wade laughed. “Awesome.”


    Jayda flashed a glare at Ivan, then went back to the guard desk to sign out. Her shift here was over. She would be in the brig for the next few hours.


    Courtney had observed it all from the hall outside her cabin. I didn’t know he was servicing Jayda too... Courtney swallowed unexpected jealousy and went to the guard station at the opposite end to get permission to leave. Little Amy was already out of the juice she liked.


    Marc watched Courtney leave. When I get time, I may try to search ahead for that conclusion.


    Wade joined Marc, arms hurting. “Can I have a new pusher?”


    “Absolutely.” Marc waved Debra over. He took the tray she was carrying, ignoring her snigger at the cats still riding on his big shoulders. “Give Wade a shove to the bridge.”


    Debra immediately saw it as Marc wanting to discover if she was strong enough physically. She didn’t scan his mind to verify it. She didn’t want him to know she wasn’t completely sure about him yet.


    Ivan glared at Wade as he stood, but he stayed back. Even hurt, top level men are hardcore. I want that!


    Marc filed it, along with everything else. Be careful what you wish for...


    Wade paused by the door, grinning again. “The show isn’t over.”


    “Of course. What was I thinking?” Marc rotated to observe, files open and ready as Cathy and Zack’s argument got louder.


    “It’s wrong!”


    “Says you, but those boys are legal. Maybe you should ask them what they want.”


    “Who the hell do you think you are?!”


    Cathy shrugged. “I have no idea, but I can’t seem to lie anymore.” She went toward her cabin. “Let me know where we stand when you know.”


    Wade smiled at Cathy. “I may have a date later. If not, you already know I’ll roleplay any age you like.”


    Cathy shocked herself. “I’ll think about it.”


    Marc wasn’t sure if he should laugh, scold, or take notes.


    Zack didn’t like the competition. “I want you.”


    Cathy smiled. “Good.”


    Zack wanted to be clear where they stood now. “I’m a father and an Eagle. I don’t want a relationship unless it’s perfect. That’s why I ended things with Allison.”


    “You did?”


    “He did.” Allison’s bitter voice echoed from the cabin.


    Zack stared at Cathy. “Can you handle that?”


    “No.”


    “No?”


    “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “You’re getting older by the day.”


    “What?!”


    “Your body is rotting as we speak. I don’t want old man junk in my stuff.”


    “That’s… That’s…”


    “Gross? I know, right?”


    “Insensitive!”


    “That too. I don’t go around sticking saggy boobs in your face.”


    “You’ll do what to my face with your…” Zack tried to think. “I am not old. I’m only 36.”


    “I rest my case.”


    “That isn’t old. Wait until I’m 70.”


    “Sex at 70? Oh. My. God. That is beyond stale. Penicillin probably grows on it at that age.”


    Zack decided to start fighting back. “What about you? Those things are already drooping.”


    Cathy laughed. “You still want them.”


    “Well, yeah.” Zack snorted. “I like ‘em saggy.”


    “Really? I might go braless, like Jayda.”


    Across the hall, Ivan’s attention swung to Jayda. He didn’t see Missy opening a cabin door. It smacked him in the face.


    Ivan slid to his knees, moaning and bleeding.


    Courtney hurried over to him while everyone else laughed. “Are you okay?”


    He grunted, slowly standing. “I think so. Just don’t take off your bra.”


    Courtney handed him a tissue and retreated to avoid the steady flow of blood.


    “You gonna live?” Jayda was fighting the need to check on him and then kiss his pain away. She really did enjoy time with Ivan when his mind wasn’t full of the boss.


    Marc and Wade watched Ivan stand. People scowled at the man for his behavior.


    Jayda stiffened as Ivan placed one hand on her wrist. The other kept the tissue over his nose.


    Ivan met her eye. “I was wrong to dump you that way.” He shrugged, letting go. “But I really did think we were exclusive. In my mind, you cheated on me and I’ll always feel that way.” He walked away, regaining his respect.


    Jayda sighed. “Hey.”


    Ivan stopped, shoulders stiff. “Yes?”


    “If my other plans fall through, I’ll be in the mess after my shift–if you want to work on job stuff.”


    Ivan resumed walking. “Maybe. Don’t wear that bra.”


    Jayda chuckled. “No worries. The ladies are swinging free today.”


    “What...” Ivan tripped over his feet and bounced off a door frame. He landed at Neil’s feet.


    Neil had come to see what the yelling was about. He scanned and found Marc at the end of the hall.


    Marc lifted a brow. Is she awake?


    No. Neil dropped the bag of garbage he’d collected onto Ivan’s chest. “Thanks.” Neil went back in.


    Missy stomped over to Ivan and smacked him on the forehead. “Hey! Keep this hall clear. There are dangerous people here.”


    Ivan groaned as everyone laughed harder. “You got that right.”


    Wade searched. “I don’t see your shadow.”


    Marc nodded. “Good. If you spot them, they lose the job.”


    The cats on Marc’s shoulders rose in tandem and jumped to the window ledge next to them. They stalked down the hall.


    Ivan scrambled up, clearing the path.


    Missy nodded, going back into her cabin.


    Neil frowned at the cats. “Fine, but be quiet or I’ll shove you through a porthole.” It was surprising that Angela hadn’t woken with all the noise happening just feet away.


    The two cats entered the cabin and jumped onto the bed. They curled up together between Angela’s ankles and began purring.


    Dog peered at Neil from his perch on Allison’s leg. He’d followed her into her bunk. What?


    Neil rolled his eyes and shut the door.


    Wade wheeled himself through the exit, then let Debra have the chore. He winked at her over his shoulder.


    Debra pushed faster, already sweating.


    Marc followed.


    “I’d love to have a link in or a translation for this one.” Wade glanced up at Marc. “Please?”


    Marc sighed. “Fine.” He was almost looking forward to the final tally now. Wade wasn’t ripping couples apart, though the peace had been chipped. He was reminding Safe Haven’s males that their women weren’t satisfied.


    Marc assumed Angela’s breeding tree was responsible. They only had 19 kids now, with five pregnancies that should add another seven precious souls. If their population didn’t start breeding immediately, they wouldn’t have a generation to take the place of the elderly who would die naturally in about 20 years. Then they would have to mandate breeding laws. Marc already knew he couldn’t do that. He believed Angela couldn’t either, so she’d started the tree, encouraging multiple branches to seed in hopes that some of them would take root. Marc wondered if she knew the relief Eagles were all using condoms, according to the stories they told each other.


    She doesn’t want the relief sources breeding. Debra didn’t look at Marc. She was struggling a bit with the uphill grade of the hallway as they neared the ramp to the top deck.


    Why not? Marc scanned rooms for trouble as they walked by.


    They’re a last resort for...accidentals.


    Marc frowned as he added clues. Was Wade’s an accidental?


    Debra shrugged. He’s only thinking about me right now. Not sure.


    Marc remembered Wade’s words of reliving each moment. “This isn’t awkward at all.”


    Wade went blank. I’ll enjoy it later. He flashed a quick smile at Debra.


    Debra had picked up the pattern. She glared.


    Wade pushed away the guilt. “A little faster?”


    Debra huffed, but she did it.


    “That’s it, baby.”


    Debra almost tripped.


    Marc felt thick sexual tension fill the hall. “God, Wade!”


    Wade chuckled. “I told you I have skills.”


    Marc held the door to the ramp. “I thought you meant as an Eagle.”


    “I have those too.”


    Debra nodded. Observing Wade in the cage was what had led to their private moments. He was almost as good as Marc.


    Marc felt her warm regard and slowed a bit to avoid it.


    Wade sulked. They all want Marc. Angela should put him into the breeding plan. She’d have more babies than this ship can hold.


    Debra blushed. Yep. She pushed faster.


    Marc laughed, tension broken. “Not a chance.”


    Wade squinted against the sunlight as they reached the top deck and guards snapped to attention. “Good. I can’t take the competition.”


    “Somehow, I doubt that.” Marc scanned the men and women coming on duty as Debra pushed her lover up the ramp toward her boyfriend. This should be ugly. Marc went to the bridge, aware of minds flying but mouths not talking. Debra was telling Theo before Wade could.


    Marc stayed back so Wade couldn’t use him to beat on Theo, who was paling to match the color of his white pants and shirt.


    Wade waited patiently, enjoying the view from higher up. When he felt a pause, he tossed Theo a book from his duffle bag.


    Theo’s eyes widened. “I gave this to you.”


    Wade nodded. “I used it.”


    “You learned sign language?”


    “The parts I needed.” Wade leered. “Friendship, freedom...orgasm.”


    Anger came into Theo’s face. He pointed at the door. “Get out, both of you!”


    Wade frowned. “Were you exclusive?”


    Theo snorted. “No, but that doesn’t matter. She cheated on me!” Whore!


    Debra’s tears fell over the steps.


    Wade put a hand on her wrist. “I did this to free you, not to hurt you.”


    Debra wiped away her tears. I know. She signed.


    Wade looked at Theo for the translation.


    “Thank you for caring about my happiness.” Theo glared at Wade. “If you cared about her happiness, you wouldn’t have seduced her.”


    Marc snorted.


    Wade grinned.


    Theo’s face tightened. “I see.”


    Debra stared at Wade. I’d do it again.


    Wade chuckled. “So would I. You busy later?”


    Debra’s chuckle was sexy and sad.


    “Maybe you two should date.” Theo wasn’t used to feeling jealousy. He didn’t know how to handle it.


    Wade pointed at Debra. “You’re allowed to be happy. He doesn’t have to agree to what you want, but you don’t have to settle for him either. Do you understand?”


    Debra slowly nodded. She turned to face Theo, hands lifting.


    Wade signaled Marc now, needing the translation.


    Marc was following it in everyone’s mind. Opening a private line to Wade was simple for him.


    Debra sucked in a breath, hoping she wasn’t about to lose everything she’d built.


    Theo’s face tightened at the three short sentences.


    I don’t want to be exclusive. I won’t get married. I never want kids.


    Theo and Wade stared. Neither of them had considered that she felt that way about children, though Wade had figured out she wasn’t the marrying kind.


    Debra wasn’t done. I refuse to have a child I can never talk to, a baby that might suffer my weaknesses. I’m flawed. Safe Haven needs healthy kids. I can’t give you, or anyone else, a family.


    Wade’s grip on her wrist tightened in comfort. “You could adopt...”


    Debra sniffled. I’ve thought about it. I want to be an Eagle first so I can keep them alive.


    All three men respected that choice, but Theo was hurt as well. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    Debra’s hands flashed. I couldn’t. You rescued me and nursed me back to sanity. I owed you any relationship you wanted.


    Theo was crushed. “So you don’t love me.”


    Debra moved by Wade. She slid into Theo’s arms and kissed him.


    When she finally moved back, Theo was staring in need and confusion.


    Wade chuckled. “Yeah, she hits me that way too.”


    Marc didn’t turn from the window. “Everyone hits you that way.”


    Wade shrugged as Debra chuckled and Theo frowned. “I believe in spreading the love.”


    Theo glared. “You call this love?”


    Wade immediately nodded. “Yes. Now she’s free to spend time with you or anyone else. And you understand you assumed a lot without ever asking what she wanted.”


    Debra left the bridge. She’d taken advantage of the Safe Haven rule on female freedom, but there would still be a price to pay. She, and others, would now have reputations as whores. Jayda had already been called one. Not fair! If the guys had an affair, they would be bragging and slapping each other on the back. They’d even ask for tips on how to... Debra’s walk evened out. Her anger calmed. We’re acting like we did something wrong, so everyone has to treat us that way. What if we act how we feel–that we’re free to love whomever we want...? Debra kept walking, disappearing down the ramp.


    Marc stared after her. “Oh, that’s not good.”


    Wade waited for Theo to yell or Marc to scold. When neither came, he gave them the truth as he saw it. “Unless the couple is exclusive, and both people have acknowledged that, it isn’t cheating. Debra wants to be single and have friends when she’s in the mood to visit. She really does want to be an Eagle more than anything else.”


    Theo stared. “I thought we were building something. I wanted a family with her!”


    Marc cleared his throat. “You gave that up when you pushed Candy away.”


    Theo scowled. “My own kids.”


    Wade snorted. “We’re probably all sterile now. Fate tried to give you a gift, like with me and Courtney, but you refused it.”


    Theo sneered at Wade. “Candy has Conner.”


    “She didn’t back then. Now, you need to decide what the future holds for you, either way.”


    Theo realized everything he had been planning hinged on knowing that. “I need a fertility test.”


    Marc opened his book and wrote it down. “See Tonya after the recharge.”


    Wade grunted. “If you are sterile, don’t go chasing after Debra just because it’s suddenly okay to not have kids. Leave her be for a while, like Marc did with Angela. If it’s meant to happen, it will. If not, there are other women, fertile and sterile, you can try with.”


    Theo’s pale face now had red circles over his cheeks. “Why do you care about it? She was just a quick fuck to you!”


    Wade’s voice finally reached anger. “No, that’s how you view her–as someone to hide or screw on your schedule. You haven’t brought her into camp life, or helped her make friends, or even guided her into our society at all. She earned every bit of it on her own, even with an Eagle as her man! She isn’t pissed about your selfishness, but I am. Debra is a wonderful woman. You don’t deserve her.” Wade pushed his chair toward the door. “And it wasn’t quick. She likes to roll around for hours. It’s in my top five memories of all the women I’ve ever been with.”


    “You son of a–”


    Marc stepped in front of Theo. “You have the conn.”


    Theo immediately retreated, swallowing his fury.


    Marc followed Wade, now approving of how this was being handled. Another batch of secrets are out in the open. That’s good for the future.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Three



    Twice the Fun
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    Marc followed Wade down the ramp from the bridge as he went to the rear of the Adrianna.


    Wade dug through the duffle bag on his lap.


    Debra had waited, enjoying the beautiful view of restless blue and white water in every direction. She fell in to push the wheelchair.


    Neither man spoke to her. Their minds had already moved on to the next part of the show.


    Debra refused to think about anything that had happened. She just enjoyed the feel of finally being free of a burden that had weighed on her for months.


    “I see he has a shelter set up.” Wade scanned the front of Adrian’s ship for movement. The half a tent and a tarp provided a sunless cover, though it wouldn’t do much against the stiff wind up here.


    Marc saw a crossbow come out of the duffle bag in Wade’s lap and snickered. He took a fast glance at the flag flapping above them to determine the direction of the wind. He pushed Wade into the optimal position for his shot.


    Debra stepped back to observe, not sure what was happening.


    “I guess he’s below.” Wade pulled out a pair of bright pink panties and shoved an arrow through the crotch.


    Marc chuckled. “Remind me to never piss you off.”


    Wade scanned Adrian’s ship again, enjoying the cooler temperature even though it stank like salt. Below deck was a lot warmer to help their recovery patients. “Do you think you could call him up here?”


    Marc laughed. “Maybe not with a straight voice. If you want it to be a surprise, you’ll probably have to wait for the shot.”


    Wade checked the watch he had strapped back on this morning with a feeling of completeness, then shook his head. “I need to get to the mess in the next few minutes.”


    Marc sighed, clearing his mind of the amusement. It didn’t take much–just thinking about the things Adrian had done was more than enough to brew the anger. Get up here on the deck!


    I’m on my way. Is there a problem? Adrian was already running.


    Just you answering. I was hoping you’d had that next heart attack. Get up here! Marc felt Adrian wince and was pleased with the job he’d done. Telling the truth makes things so much easier.


    Wade sighted in on the only doorway he was able to reach from where they were.


    Marc tugged Wade’s shoulder to the side stairs.


    Wade refused to grin, concentrating. As an Eagle, he’d been taught to do the job first and celebrate after it was done.


    Marc stared at the fading, flapping flag above them, wondering how their homeland was doing. He refused to give it away.


    Adrian ran up the stairs, mind flipping through plausible causes for Marc’s urgent tone. He’d been below, having a drink and an epiphany. Now he was in battle mode.


    Adrian shoved through the side door to the outside steps, taking the fastest possible route. Is it Angela? Are we under attack again? Adrian reached the top landing.


    An arrow slammed into the wooden rail by his head.


    Under attack! Adrian ducked, retreating. His feet missed the step.


    Adrian fell backward. He rolled down the stairs and hit the side wall. He bounced into the rail of the ship and then over it.  “Help!”


    Adrian hit the chilly water and went under.


    Marc tried to stop laughing so he could see if Adrian surfaced.


    Wade shoved the bow into Marc’s hands. “Hold that, will ya?”


    Marc watched Adrian’s head break the top of the water. The former leader fired something and hit the side of his ship. A grappler. Marc was still chuckling as Adrian began hauling himself back to his boat. The small winch wouldn’t pull him all the way up, though. It would be another wet climb. Marc turned to Wade. “Can you do that again?”


    Wade held up a small box. “Let’s find out.”


    Debra eased closer for a better view, snickering.


    Adrian reached the first deck. They could see his body shaking as he pulled himself over the rail.


    Sadie appeared on the steps. She saw Marc first. “What gives?”


    Marc and Wade both shrugged at her. No idea.


    Wade’s brows went up as he scanned the blue hair and pretty skin. “She’s too hot for Adrian. And too young.”


    Marc and Debra both snorted.


    Wade laughed. “Yeah, well, it’s true, even coming from me.”


    Sadie spotted Adrian shivering on the deck near the stairs and scowled. “What’s all the noise? I’m trying to sleep down there!”


    “Marc shot at me.” Adrian slowly stood, surveying the arrow as salty water dripped to the deck.


    “I didn’t hear a gun.” Sadie scanned. “With what?”


    Adrian pointed. “Panties.”


    Sadie stared at the silky undergarment. “Why?”


    “I don’t know yet.” Adrian grabbed her wrist when she would have gone up to check it out. “They’re probably boobytrapped.”


    Sadie scoffed, pulling away. “Boobytrapped panties. Sure.”


    Adrian followed her up, head swiveling as he automatically reloaded the grappler.


    Sadie let him go first as they reached the top, in case he was right. She scanned Marc and Wade, then narrowed in on the bow. He did shoot panties at Adrian! What an odd fellow.


    Marc frowned at Wade.


    Wade grinned wider, shrugging.


    Adrian saw Marc’s amused chuckles, then Wade’s gloating grin. He relaxed as he realized his reaction hadn’t been planned. He flipped a finger at them as he yanked the arrow free. Adrian felt the bump in the material and pulled out a note, trying not to shiver as the breeze hit his wet clothes and skin.


    Nancy left these in my tent. I kept her happy the entire time you were banished. The entire time.


    Adrian’s mind spun. It might not be my baby…


    “He gets it.” Marc called the shot. “Now.”


    Wade hit the button.


    Pop! Pop!


    The firecracker in the panties exploded.


    He was right! Sadie shoved Adrian out of the way as hard as she could.


    Not expecting it, Adrian flailed as he hit the rail and went over. Again. “Son of a….!”


    The splash was drowned out by laughter. Marc was doubled over. Wade was almost crying.


    Sadie glowered, hands coming up to her hips. “That was mean.”


    Wade grinned, sending a wave of interest. “Hiya!”


    Sadie blushed, slowly smiling back.


    “God, Wade!” Marc motioned Debra toward the wheelchair. “Get him down to the mess before he breeds that one too.”


    Behind them, Sadie went to see if Adrian had snagged the boat.


    In the water, Adrian held onto the grappler and gasped for air, but he didn’t try to climb up yet. I’ll stay here for a while, where it’s safe.


    A pair of pink panties with the crotch blown out floated down and landed in the water next to him.


    “On second thought…” Adrian started climbing, almost able to hear Marc laughing.
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    Debra’s amusement kept the mood upbeat as she pushed Wade’s chair, but it prevented the conversation Marc wanted to have. Give us a minute.


    Debra let go of the chair and walked away.


    Marc strode by, making Wade push it himself.


    Wade reached for the wheels. “Hey!”


    Marc held in more laughter about Adrian’s accident to share with someone later. He didn’t know who that would be yet. The corridors down here were eerily empty, but the recharge was the reason, not an illness. That crisis was mostly over now. They just had to recover and handle the side effects.


    “Why did you send her on?” Wade assumed it had been a mental order. He’d been reliving Adrian’s expression and missed it.


    “I have questions to ask and a scold to deliver.”


    Wade stopped pushing, glad for the break even though it hadn’t been long this time. His weak arms were already sore. “Get it over with, then.”


    Marc leaned against the wall without dusty pictures, scanning the wheelchair bound Eagle. He didn’t like everything he found in Wade’s mind, but most of it was great. “Tell me why Angie approved this.”


    Wade flushed. “What?”


    Marc snorted. “You didn’t put this together.”


    Wade stiffened. “I’m a smart guy. I could have.”


    “You are, and maybe, but you didn’t. Did you?”


    Wade slowly shook his head. “The boss helped me arrange the order so it would fall the way she wanted.”


    “After you insisted on them being delivered, right? That shit with me was an act. You and Angie already had that conversation.”


    “How did you figure it out so quick?” Wade knew Marc was smart, but he hadn’t expected this level.


    “She was genuinely pissed at you, but she also likes to give other people the credit. Always being the genius makes her feel isolated.”


    “What actually gave it away?”


    Marc grunted. “It smells like her other plans. Each stop has given us something she wanted.”


    Wade frowned. “What did she get out of Adrian’s?”


    Marc sighed. “My mood is better. And it’ll last all evening when I replay it, no matter how tired I get.”


    Wade smiled. “I like her a lot, you know? She cares about her man, even when it goes against what she wants.” Wade delivered the first serious tone of their walk. “You’re a lucky guy.”


    Marc nodded. “I know.” He did. “But that doesn’t work on me.”


    Wade tensed at the scold. “What doesn’t work on you?”


    “Distraction and flattery.” Marc glowered. “I’m not Adrian. Don’t use it on me anymore.”


    Wade nodded, not about to lie. “I’m sorry.”


    “Good. Now tell me what problem she found so I can help her fix it.”


    “No.” Wade began pushing the chair again. “She doesn’t want you in on it yet. You have bigger issues. She has this one covered.”


    Marc grunted, following. “Tell her she’s missing a part of her breeding tree.”


    Wade stopped. He looked back. “You are smart.”


    Marc shrugged. “If she makes too many happy matches, we won’t have fighters to take back for the final battle. They’ll refuse to leave their loved ones.”


    Wade grimaced. “That’s what she said, almost word for word. She didn’t miss it. She offered to bet me that you would get it before our deliveries were done.”


    “What did you just lose?”


    Wade chuckled. “Nothing. I’d never take a bet against her.”


    Marc held the door to the mess open. “Good to know.” He spotted Kenn and Courtney standing together, talking. He narrowed in on their quiet conversation.


    “He’s coming to out us both.” Kenn didn’t want her to be hurt. He also didn’t want this scene. A dozen curious camp members were here to witness this newest humiliation, along with half the kitchen staff.


    Courtney stepped closer to him, drawn to his full Eagle gear, his strength, his gifts. He made her feel safe. “Why do you think I came here, to you?”


    Kenn felt the need to protect her. Then he replayed her words and realized Wade really had slept with her. I thought it was bs to cover.


    Courtney locked eyes with Marc, arms crossing over her robe. I really doubt it’s Wade’s baby.


    Marc shrugged at the brunette. You should talk to Kenn again if you really believe that. No need to wait for the birth to sort out the future.


    Kenn was listening. I won’t fight her, but I want to be the dad.


    Courtney stiffened.


    Marc studied Wade. “So, what’s happening here? Are you sabotaging Kenn or using me to beat on him?”


    “Neither, actually.”


    Marc’s face fell. “Aww.”


    Wade spotted Courtney in line at the drink counter. “Excuse me.” He pushed over to her, ignoring the frowns from everyone.


    Marc gave Wade space, but he stayed close enough to help if it was needed. He almost hoped Kenn got nasty. He would still enjoy hitting the man as much as he ever had.


    Wade looked over his shoulder. “Remember when I said it would take something special to get me out of this chair?”


    Marc nodded.


    Wade slowly stood. Then he knelt at Courtney’s slipper clad feet, taking a box from his pocket. He smiled up at her shocked face as he opened it. “Will you marry me?”


    Courtney stared at the ring, and at him. “What do…?” She tried again. “What is…?” She frowned at her confused brain. “Why?”


    Wade took the ring from the box and placed it in her palm. “I want to be your husband and have your babies.” He grinned. “You’re beautiful, smart, sexy…” His voice dripped desire. “It was so hot, I forgot the condom. That’s never happened to me.” He tossed that unopened package toward Kenn’s feet. “Here. You need it.”


    Kenn kicked it away and stormed toward the door.


    Tonya appeared, expression saying to suck it up. She’d nursed him through his gunshot wound and then avoided him. She leaned against the wall by the door now, blocking his exit. She’d come for an extra juice. The first had been spilled down her robe, leading to the t-shirt and shorts James was eyeing as he walked by. Her stomach bump glared at them in the pale mess lights.


    Kenn stopped, but he refused to turn and watch. “Why do you even care?!”


    Tonya delivered a surprise none of them had thought about. “Her baby might be family to mine. Lying about it is wrong.”


    Across the mess, Jennifer paled.


    Kyle got her out of there. She’d just been cleared to join the camp. He gently tugged her thick robe shut as she settled into the chair, voice rough. “It’s different for us. They don’t understand.”


    Jennifer clutched Kyle’s hand as he pushed her toward the recharge floor.


    Wade didn’t look away from Courtney. “I have a high place here and as you know, I’m a great fuck.”


    Courtney sniggered against her will. “This is some marriage proposal.”


    Wade shrugged. “Just covering what matters.”


    She sighed, emotions smacking into each other. “Can I think about it?”


    Wade slowly stood, still smiling. “Of course.” He put the ring box in his pocket. “Are you busy later?”


    Anger crossed her face. “Yes, but I’m sure you won’t have trouble finding company.”


    Wade grew serious. “I won’t. That’s the rest of my proposal, Courtney. I’ll be loyal to you.” He flashed a dark glare toward Kenn’s stiff shoulders. “No matter how much you nag me.”


    She snorted, hand clenching around the ring. “Are you capable of being with just one woman?”


    Marc had the same question.


    Wade nodded. “For you, I can be.”


    Courtney couldn’t resist smiling back. “I’ll let you know in a couple days…okay?”


    Wade pressed a kiss to her cheek, then got back in the wheelchair. “Take all the time you need.”


    Marc wasn’t sure he approved. Wade used this moment to assert a parental claim. So did Tonya. Kenn already did that, in the middle of a crisis… What does Courtney want?


    Marc saw her eyes go to Kenn in longing.


    He shook his head. “I won’t approve this union, and neither will Angela. Work it out some other way.” Marc left the mess before any of the shocked people could reply.


    Marc’s shadow eased closer as they strode through the empty corridor. “Why won’t Angela approve it?”


    Marc gave an honest answer. “Because Courtney doesn’t love him. She wants Kenn.” Or maybe someone with that level of status...


    Ian frowned. “But if they’re both willing to settle…”


    Marc grunted. “Settling causes problems. Those two have a match somewhere, probably on this ship, but we haven’t found them yet.”


    “So you are in on the breeding tree.”


    Marc nodded. “Angie wanted Wade’s honor tested.”


    Ian chuckled. “That was well played. He didn’t suspect a thing.”


    Marc wasn’t sure about that, but he didn’t voice the thought. Wade’s mind was an interesting place. Marc understood why Adrian had made him an Eagle.


    “If Courtney goes to the camp, your choice could be overturned.”


    Marc shrugged. “And then she’ll live with the consequences, but for now, she’s been told no. That gives her a little time to figure out if love might come into it later.”


    “Why does it matter?”


    “Because the child is a descendant, no matter which of us popped the egg.” Kenn joined them from the shadows. He’d followed Marc instead of facing more of Tonya’s anger.


    Ian jumped, hand dropping to his gun.


    Marc sighed, stopping. “Easy.”


    Kenn leered.


    Ian scowled back, but it held no heat. “When do I get classes with you so I can learn to eavesdrop?”


    Kenn spoke to Marc. “He didn’t catch that clue.”


    Ian lifted his chin. “I knew about Wade before the Boss.”


    Kenn was disappointed, but he believed him. He took a paper from his book. “Ian, you’ve been promoted to leader of the special protection team. Congratulations, asshole.”


    Ian stared at the paper, smile filling his face. “Really?”


    “You’ve done well. Both bosses are pleased.” Kenn handed Ian a small notebook. “The schedule for the first day is in there. It starts at dawn and ends at dusk. Be ready.”


    Ian put the items into his Eagle jacket. “Who made the final choice?”


    Kenn gave the real reward. “I did. You’re a badass. I want you in training under me.”


    Ian almost cried. To cover it, he glowered at Kenn. “Suck up.”


    Kenn shook his head, walking away. “Rookies!”


    Marc interrupted the coming good natured shouting match. “Let’s see how the garden’s doing. We need to make sure it has what it needs to grow.”
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    Angela jerked awake. She found Neil staring at her.


    “Everything okay?” Neil got ready to shout mentally for Marc.


    Angela squinted at the other bunk. “She’s having a nightmare.”


    Neil scanned Allison’s still form, frowning. She appeared peaceful.


    “She learned to hide, even in her sleep.” Angela yawned. “Make a noise. Wake her up.”


    Neil clapped his hands.


    The loud jolt brought Allison upright in the bunk. “What?!”


    Neil went back to his notebook. “Keep your nightmares to yourself.”


    Allison flushed. “Stay outta my mind!” She gestured at Angela. “You might have woken her.”


    Neil snorted.


    Allison settled down, frown set in place. “What happened to you?”


    Neil didn’t answer.


    Allison turned her back to him and tried to return to sleep. She didn’t say thank you for interrupting the nightmare. She knew she’d go right back to it. Sometimes, it was easier to get it over with.


    Angela sighed. “Maybe if you tell us it will go away.”


    Allison froze. “I thought you were asleep.”


    “I was.”


    Allison flushed at Angela’s pointed tone. “Sorry.”


    “Would you like to talk? I can send Neil out.”


    Neil frowned. “No, you can’t.”


    “No, but thanks.”


    “Yes, I can.” Angela pointed at the door. “Get out.”


    Neil turned the page, bringing up clouds she would have to work to get through. “I’m scared of you, but Marc terrifies me.” Neil wrote down the color of her new bracelet and shut the book. “Go back to sleep.”


    Angela sagged against the bed, yawning. “She’s right. You’re an asshole.”


    Neil shrugged. “And yet, you both feel better with me here.”


    Neither female denied that. Neil was the best fighter in camp. It sucked that he was also a lying murderer.


    Neil flushed this time at their almost identical thoughts. He stood. “I’ll be in the hall. Try not to kill each other.”


    Neil slammed the door, drawing a frown from the hall guard. Ed had replaced Ivan, who was peering from his cabin with bloodshot, narrowed eyes and a lump on his cheek that matched the one on his forehead.


    Neil slumped into the chair by the guard station, staring at his feet instead of into the open door where Samantha and Amy were sleeping.


    Ed didn’t scold or ask what had happened. Duty over the boss was coveted, but it was also hard. Angela wasn’t just a camp member who would follow orders and behave. She was the leader of Safe Haven Refugee Camp. Handling her was work.


    Neil sighed. “She’s okay. It’s my conscience.”


    Ed patted him on the shoulder. “Suck it up; you earned it.” Ed went to do a quick round of the hallway.


    Neil grunted. I am, but if I’d known it would be this hard, I might have gone easier on some of you when you screwed up.


    Neil scanned the cabins and found almost everyone sleeping or resting. The care packages were scattered and the mood was good. Neil narrowed in on the nearest cabin, curious about what Marc and Angela had put in them. He saw toys and snacks, but there were also notebooks, schedules, and textbooks. Keeping them working too. Smart.


    Neil swept the next cabin with an open door. He spotted the History of the Descendants book in Tommy’s hands and moved on. That cabin was occupied. When Tommy finished, he and Ivan would be able to discuss the book, keeping them content.


    Neil found the next open door and narrowed in on care package contents. It was mostly baby books and items. Neil knew Samantha had gotten one of those as well.


    The next cabin door closed. Harry had just gone in to give the first grief counseling session. Neil hoped it helped Brittani. They needed her to recover.


    The two cabins across from her were full of kids who had crashed from the sugar in their packages. They were sprawled across the beds, floor, and each other. It was sweet, but it was also what they needed. The kids had missed having fun and being with their mentors. Right now, every cabin around them held someone special to their hearts and futures.


    Daryl nodded from his open door, aware of Neil scanning. He didn’t interrupt, but he did wonder when Neil’s punishment would come.


    Daryl stared at Brittani’s closed door for a moment, then went back to his bunk and tried to rest.


    Neil kept scanning, trying to give Angela time to work on Allison or go back to sleep. Either was fine, so long as he wasn’t the target of her displeasure.


    The last cabin with an open door was dark. Neil could feel Kyle in there protecting Jennifer and her bunkmate while they slept. Anyone who entered that cabin better have a good reason. Autumn was also in there, resting with her mom. Neil could feel the baby’s active mind running, but she was being quiet too, so Jennifer didn’t move. She missed her mommy.


    Neil scanned the far hall, nodding to the guard on the door. He saw the man dip into the shadows and knew someone was coming. His hand dropped to his gun.


    Daryl rose from his bunk.


    Kyle came to the doorway.


    Ed came back over and stood by the guard station where he could hit the new alarm Kenn had rigged up.


    Zack’s three sons entered the hall with smiles at people and no idea they were targets of a dozen men and women who relaxed at the sight of the boys.


    Timmy went to the longest couch and dropped his kit.


    Ed frowned at the freshly showered teens. “What are you doing here?”


    Eric smiled. “Marc sent us up to watch the game. He said it was time we learned to play cards.”


    Daryl joined them in the hall. “What game? There’s a game?”


    Eric stared at Cathy as she stuck her head out to see what the problem was and if they needed help. “The poker game you Eagles will have once everyone crashes.”


    Eagles smiled and snickered.


    “Marc’s sharp.”


    Neil nodded at Ed’s comment, rubbing his arm in memory. “You have no idea.”


    Charlie came through the far hall. He grinned at them. “Game starting early?”


    Chuckles replaced the tension with a good vibe. People settled into full sleep. The ship’s walls lightened as it absorbed the moment. For now, things were okay.


    Everyone onboard relaxed for the first time in weeks.
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    One deck below, Marc felt the mood shift and was glad he’d thought of it. The Eagles hadn’t stolen much downtime since they set sail. It was well earned.


    Marc walked through the mini jungle that Samantha and her garden crew had started, seeing a lot of items they hadn’t had in a while. The ceiling was open, providing bright sunlight that heated the drafty room. The scent of fresh growth filled his nose. He could almost hear the plants getting sturdier, bigger. Samantha wasn’t here now. The garden was empty of people, but Marc made a note to tell her she was doing a great job.


    Most of the harvest would be gone in the first week, but the camp would have great memories and a nice health boost for that week. More importantly, Samantha and her crew would perfect the methods for a larger operation on the island and boat once they docked. All the rooms they weren’t using right now would be converted, including the swimming pools on the top deck. Those would make great gardens once they dug soil to fill them. The same was true of a lot of the ship areas. All they had to do was be careful of the weight limit, but with them offloading things to use on the island, adding the soil would bring them back to even. Angela was a genius for having thought of it. The island was small, but she was finding ways around that.


    “Hello? Marc?”


    Marc’s shadow faded away.


    Marc turned. “I’m over here.”


    Emma joined Marc, proud of her complete Eagle outfit even if it was only the rookie set. She wasn’t sure how she felt about Marc being in charge, but until he did something wrong, she was keeping her thoughts open. “Kenn sent me to get a shift change approval.” She held out a paper.


    Marc took it, frowning. Kenn had full authority to do this. That meant this one was special. “You want to work with the kids.” Marc understood now. He stared at her, detecting fresh makeup and curled hair. “You’re a cougar.”


    Emma flushed so bright red that Marc thought her head might explode. He softened his tone. “Why?”


    Emma swallowed the humiliation. “Why am I a cougar or why do I want to work with the kids?”


    “Both, if you’re willing to answer.”


    “I’m not.”


    Marc shrugged. “One of us will dig in. You can’t work with the kids unless you’re approved.”


    “I said I wouldn’t answer. I didn’t say you couldn’t look.”


    Marc’s lips thinned. “I’m too old for you, right?”


    Emma gave a curt nod. She wasn’t attracted to Marc at all.


    “What about my little boy?”


    Emma grimaced. “Yuck.”


    Marc dug into her mind to be sure she meant that. He understood attractions to those who were younger, but there was a line. If she crossed it, she was a danger to his herd.


    Emma held still and tried not to resist as Marc roamed through her secrets. She did have a few, but they were nothing compared to other people. She flashed a few of those, not sure if he knew.


    Marc grunted, still searching. I knew about those. Who else in case I missed someone?


    Emma had no problem letting Marc know who she considered a threat or a future problem. She flashed Kendle last, waiting for him to deny it.


    Marc sighed, withdrawing from her mind. “We all know about that one. Angela says she isn’t a danger anymore.”


    Emma snorted and walked away. She didn’t ask for her official clearance. She knew she had it. I’m not a pervert. I like teenage boys who remind me of my youth. They’re of legal age and we’re all consenting. It’s our business.


    Marc considered her thoughts as she left, agreeing but hating it. Humans did that often. The midlife crisis had been joked about, but it wasn’t funny and even women went through it. Everyone hates getting old and no one really wants to die. Those two truths are universal.
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    “It’s empty.”


    Morgan smiled at Marc from the neat desk of the infirmary. “Every single cot.” His relief shot out, hitting his mentor. “Amazing, isn’t it?”


    Marc’s mood lifted as cleaning products smothered his nose. “Yes.”


    Marc joined Morgan at the desk, but he scanned the wide room. They’d left the walls out to keep a larger space in case they had to go through it again. The entire area had been cleaned, though there were a few bags of garbage and some clutter to be taken below. It looked and smelled good in here for the first time in weeks.


    “I hear there’s a poker game…”


    Marc chuckled. “We’ll be there for it. Are you finished?”


    “In about one minute.” Morgan went back to writing in the folder.


    Steps sounded in the hall behind him. Marc recognized Tonya’s fast walk. He nodded to her through the window as she went by, but she didn’t see him. Tonya was followed by Courtney and Wade, who were chatting. Tension rubbed off as they rolled by.


    Morgan sighed. I guess that didn’t go well.


    Marc realized Morgan had known Wade was going to propose.


    Morgan shrugged, closing the folder. “He asked me if I thought she would say yes.”


    “Did you?”


    Morgan stretched as he stood, spine cracking. “Nope. She doesn’t want him the way he wants her.”


    “Does he really want her, though?” Marc couldn’t help the doubt. “He’s a playboy. I delivered the proof.”


    Morgan chuckled. “Let’s talk and walk, okay? My legs need the movement.”


    Marc was happy to oblige. He’d just been trying to give Morgan a break before the next shift began.


    “Wade’s a bit different than the rest of the female servicers.”


    Marc’s lips twitched. That sounds wrong, no matter how many times I hear it.


    “I know, right?” Morgan locked the door and activated the alarm. “It also gets me hard. I love it that the women have the freedom to pick us now.”


    “Even though you can’t roam anymore?”


    Morgan snorted. “It’s the reason I don’t want to roam. I never thought I’d be one of those guys, but I am, and unlike Neil…or even Jeremy, I’m not ashamed of it.” Morgan met his eye. “Because she isn’t. If Pam acted like it was wrong, that would be different.”


    “And Shawn?”


    Morgan’s face darkened. “We’re having a lover’s spat.”


    Marc laughed. He suddenly saw Morgan in a new light. And then he realized he’d underestimated him. “You knew this would happen. How did you know?”


    Morgan kept a blank façade and a closed mouth as they walked.


    Marc blasted into his thoughts, but there was only an empty room with a lot of spiders. “Interesting.” Marc studied the block. “The spiders are the secrets.”


    Morgan let them change into what they really were, impressed. “She told us to work your mind so your gifts would grow. I don’t think she understood how tall an order that was.”


    “She knew. You’re the one who underestimated me.” Marc grunted. “You’re an alpha.”


    Morgan grinned. “Since childhood. Like your mate, I learned to hide it really well. Adrian taught me it was okay to be myself. Pam proved it with our tryst.”


    “You are a magic-using killer who likes threesomes.” Kenn came through a nearby door to join them. “And you’re proud of it.”


    Morgan chuckled, nodding. “I love my life now.”


    Kenn’s brows creased. “What was your life before?”


    Morgan’s body went stiff. A cold wave floated through the corridor. “Hell.”


    Neither man asked for details.


    Kenn handed Marc a folder. “All arranged by strengths, with possible weakness solutions at the bottom. It covers all our army and most of the camp too.”


    Marc stored it in his jacket. “Anyone stand out?”


    Kenn shrugged. He’d been going over the folders when he had time, but today had been his first chance to really read them. “Ivan, Brittani…and Missy.”


    Marc wasn’t surprised. Those three had strong mental gifts. Not all the descendants could do what they could. “And the bridge?”


    “Theo has it covered for another hour. Grant and Ray will cover a shift then, with the engineering team.” What’s left of it, anyway. Kenn tried not to think bad thoughts. It was amazing they hadn’t lost more people.


    Marc led them toward the ramp, hoping the cleaning crew found time to sweep and dust here soon. Their corridors were getting grimy. “I have one more stop and then we’ll hit the cabins.”


    Both men were fine with it. Being off duty to help Marc with something was a rare moment neither man wanted to miss. Marc hadn’t told them what it was yet, though. It kept them both alert.


    Marc knew. He was doing it so the crash after a shift wouldn’t kick in. He needed them wide awake.


    Marc opened the door to the converted animal area. The smell of horse shit almost made him gag. He saw a group of people in the rear, feeding the chickens. The angry clucks and pecks told Marc their animals didn’t like them or the setup. “Any eggs?”


    Charlie shook his head, slapping at a big rooster that kept darting in to peck at his ankles while he tossed feed. If not for the Eagle gear they were all wearing, he would be bloody. “And he’s riding them constantly. It isn’t for lack of breeding.”


    Attitudes dropped. No one liked how nature was set up. What might have been a necessity in the beginning was now a constant reminder of the cruelty that was their world. It’s hard to expect civility when we’re surrounded by nature hurting and killing itself off all around us. Marc sighed. “Anyone have ideas on what might help?”


    Silence echoed for a moment as people considered.


    Emma cleared her throat, trying to restore the good mood. “Have Dog talk to them. Test for fertility.” She cracked a smile. “Make a chicken spa so they can relax?”


    Chuckles floated through the area… Marc felt the air shift. The animals settled down, not pecking or clucking as aggressively. Interesting.


    Morgan nodded, also catching it. “Someone tell a joke.”


    Everyone looked to Kenn.


    Kenn frowned. “I’m not the camp clown.”


    Charlie grinned. “Smurf balls.”


    Emma snickered. “Swamp bunnies.”


    Kenn shook his head, sighing. “I guess I am.”


    More laughter settled the animals another notch. Several moved away from them to peck at the feed.


    “Give me your best shot, Marine.”


    Kenn didn’t mind the order, but he scanned the young company. “My best is raunchy.”


    Marc shrugged. “So?”


    The dirty, sweaty teens grinned eagerly.


    Kenn sighed. “You asked for it.”


    Everyone waited for something great.


    “Marc fired dirty panties at Adrian and knocked him off his own boat.”


    Laughter spewed from everyone who hadn’t known. The loud noise ruined the calming mood of the animals, but the people barely noticed through their amusement.


    Kenn shrugged at Marc’s frown. “I told you it was raunchy.”


    “Wade did that, not me.”


    Kenn grinned. “Then he made sure you got the credit for it. He’s good.”


    Marc grunted. “Based on his love life, I’d have to agree.” He spoke to Charlie. “Is everything set for Santa’s visit?”


    Charlie nodded. “Emma’s going to help me deliver it all.”


    Marc recognized the mistake he’d made as Emma’s cheeks went pink. Shit. He acts so old, I forgot about Charlie. I have two sons here.


    “I’m glad you had a senior moment.” Charlie waved to Emma. “Come on. You can load my sack.”


    Marc stared after them, mouth dropping open. Kenn chuckled. The other boys gasped at Charlie’s bravery.


    “You know he meant the gift bag, right?”


    Marc nodded at Morgan’s comment, but he couldn’t help feeling like that was a problem about to happen and he’d unknowingly encouraged it. He focused on Kenn. “Do I need to be worried?”


    Kenn was surprised Marc was asking him; he didn’t lie. “Maybe. He had a close moment on our run where he almost didn’t come back.”


    Marc sighed. “Scared of parenthood and marriage?”


    Kenn shrugged. “Scared of being with someone he doesn’t love for the rest of his life.”


    “I didn’t know that.” Marc’s worry grew. “I thought he loved Tracy.”


    Kenn signaled to Morgan. He didn’t want to be the one to say it.


    Morgan frowned. “He was in lust. Seems like it’s fading.”


    “Great timing.”


    Kenn shrugged at Marc’s sarcasm. “Is it ever a good time for a breakup?”


    Marc scowled. “He’s thinking about breaking up with her?”


    Kenn back peddled. “No idea. Just comparing heartaches. His cheating would be as rough on her as if he ended it.”


    Marc let out an ugly curse.


    Kenn took pity. “I think he’s too young for Emma, though by a hair. I doubt she wants either of your sons.”


    Marc scowled. “Then why did she blush and go all breathless?”


    “She’ll be near her target while they deliver the presents.” Morgan snickered at Marc’s relief. “She’s hot for Mike. She’s not hunting anyone else.”


    “Can’t you two do something?” Marc didn’t think before he spoke. “She can be turned to the adult side. I’m sure of it.”


    “Maybe you should try.” Kendle laughed from the shadows. She’d just changed places with his guard. She wasn’t supposed to be seen yet, but she couldn’t help it.


    Kenn and Morgan were impressed with her exchange of posts. Neither of them had spotted her doing it.


    Marc was annoyed. He put it in her file with a note for her to be removed from this job because she’d been seen now. “We’re working on a serious problem here.”


    Kendle stiffened at his angry vibes even though she wasn’t in his mind to catch whatever thought had caused it. “Then you’re coming at it from the wrong direction. Try to think more like your…fiancé.”


    “Angie would never…” Marc couldn’t finish that sentence. Yes, she would, but she would make sure we got something out of it. Marc fell into the zone. What could we get from that relationship?


    Kendle had already been dwelling on it. When Marc struggled, she gave him a hint. “What does Safe Haven need more than babies?”


    “Fighters.”


    Kendle smiled at him. “Excellent.”


    It didn’t mean as much coming from her. Marc stored that difference with the others on his mental lists, frowning.


    No one spoke, letting him work it through.


    Morgan didn’t think he could figure it out, so he didn’t try. He just enjoyed being out of the infirmary.


    Kenn had a guess, but he waited to see if he was right.


    The others slowly trailing them to the stairs didn’t know what they were talking about. They just liked being around Marc and Kenn.


    Mike isn’t going to be an Eagle… Emma probably isn’t either… Marc flashed to John and Anne, to how Anne had taken a few weeks of classes to draw in the more timid individuals. Who’s the target this time?


    Kendle connected mentally, but she didn’t help him. She had faith that Marc would get it on his own. The only reason she knew was because she’d overheard Angela and Wade discussing it before everyone got sick.


    Marc’s shoulders stiffened. He turned to Morgan. “How many cougars are on this ship?!”


    Morgan shrugged, glancing at Kendle. “Any idea?”


    Kendle slid into the shadows as they reached the ramp. “Nearly all the Ciemus women, though they’ll shift to a more...aged diet if the food is appealing. A quarter of our regular camp. And a few of the Eagles. I’d say better than half of our female population prefers younger mates.”


    Marc’s unease grew. “And none of them are fighters yet.”


    Kendle shook her head, vanishing into the employee hallway. “But they will be when…”


    Marc scowled. “I don’t like your lesson!”


    Kendle’s chuckles faded away.


    Marc waved a hand at Kenn. “Dig through the notebooks again. She’s got one on this. Find it.”


    “Now?” Kenn was eager to serve in any way Marc needed.


    “After the recharge. I’m not ready to see what rule she wants me to make.”


    Morgan frowned at the tone. “You’re the leader here. You don’t have to make any rules if you don’t want to. Not that I’m encouraging you to go against her, you understand? We just know things are different with you.”


    “How so?”


    “You don’t kill at the drop of a hat.”


    Marc blocked his thoughts about tossing the cougars overboard. “Yeah, let’s go with that.” He opened the door to the cabins before they could ask or elaborate. He didn’t want to talk about it right now. “Everyone ready?”


    The Eagles nodded. They’d been stuffed with water today. They were almost sloshing.


    “Who’s first?”


    Kenn frowned at Morgan. “Angela, of course.”


    Marc shook his head. “She’s last, per her orders.”


    “You can overrule that.”


    “He’s right.” Kenn also wanted Angela healthy again.


    “I can, but I won’t.” Marc turned to Morgan. “Why are you pushing me to go against Angela’s orders and rules?”


    Morgan shrugged. “Hazing? Testing your line?”


    Marc snorted. “We’ll do Pam as soon as we finish with Jennifer. I need her to help me keep you in line.” Marc led them to the first cabin, where a glowing cheroot winked at them in the darkness. Kyle’s vibe was ugly. “Get out.”


    Kyle only stood against Marc’s order for a few seconds. He left with a glare at Kenn and a stiff nod to Morgan.


    Marc sighed. “Shut the door and lean against it so he can’t get in.”


    Kenn frowned, but obligingly blocked the door with his big body.


    Pam, Jennifer’s bunkmate, didn’t wake up yet. Neither did the infant at Jennifer’s side. The babies weren’t getting a recharge. No one could bring themselves to cause them so much pain when they didn’t need them as fighters.


    Marc gently moved Autumn to her bassinet.


    Jennifer curled onto her side, body tense. “How does it work?”


    Marc motioned Morgan to the chair by the bed. “We drop our mental guards and connect. When the flow evens out, we’ll shove energy at you from three sides. When you’re full, we’ll break the connections.”


    Jennifer slowly sat up. “I’ll probably scream. He won’t like it.”


    Kenn braced harder–the door and himself. He didn’t enjoy a woman’s pain anymore. Now, it reminded him how bad he’d been and how far he had to go to make up for it.


    Marc pushed into Kenn’s mind. “Let that wall down. I don’t care about your fantasies.”


    “You say that now…” Kenn lowered his wall.


    Marc tensed. “I see.” He cleared his throat against the anger. “We’ll come back to that. Morgan, let it drop.”


    Morgan did, grinning. He only had one thing on his mind right now. It was shielding all his other secrets.


    “Ah, man. She can’t do that yet.”


    Morgan’s grin grew wider at Kenn’s groan. “So? I can still think about it.”


    Marc chuckled. He’d felt the same way while he recovered. Now, he couldn’t wait for Angela to be healthy again so he could love her until they were both spent. “Jennifer…” Her shield wasn’t lowering.


    She tried not to shake. “I’m sorry.” Fear was filling her mind with images of Cesar. But there’s three of them this time!


    Marc grunted. “Get him back in here. She’s not going to relax enough.”


    Kenn opened the door.


    Kyle’s furious face was inches away.


    Kenn retreated, ready to fight. Kyle’s body language was dangerous.


    “Stop it. Get over here.”


    Kyle obeyed Jennifer, but he glowered at all of them. He shifted his gun belt aside and settled on the bed with her, wrapping her up tight. He kissed the top of her head. “It’s okay. Shhh...”


    Marc hadn’t realized Jennifer was still that scared of men. He added it to her file, along with a mental note on how he could help her. “Ready?”


    Jennifer nodded against Kyle’s chest. She dropped her mental walls, now concentrating on how good he smelled to her, how hot his touch was against her skin.


    Marc ignored it in favor of getting done. He connected all of them at once.


    Everyone groaned, gasped, or grunted. It was an awkward moment, but none of them had big secrets that he could see. Marc knew that was likely to be different in other cabins, but this one was clear. He shot a glance at Pam. Sort of. He made another mental note, then dug into the job. “Let it flow evenly. See how it’s connected, how it makes a neat square between us? That’s a good flow. Don’t try to adjust it yet. The scrolls said a full minute is good. I’ve chosen two minutes, so I’ll have time to dig into everyone for trouble.” Marc was trusting them with his plan.


    No one argued or even disapproved. Everyone in Safe Haven was tired of being caught off guard. Privacy was a concern, but not in this moment.


    “While we’re waiting, how about I relay Adrian’s accident?”


    Chuckles and agreement made the flow of energy stronger. As Marc replayed it and the mood lifted, the flow strengthened.


    It’s like blood pressure. Marc was fascinated, but he had to move on. A lot of cabins were waiting. “On my count, we start pushing energy into her. Do not stop until I tell you to, no matter her reaction.”


    Everyone braced for ugliness.


    Marc nodded. “Now. Hard and steady.”


    Jennifer arched, lips clamping shut to hold in a cry.


    “Stronger. She can take it.”


    Jennifer whimpered.


    Kyle glared at Marc. You could give her time to adjust!


    “No, I can’t.” Marc pushed harder. “She’s almost full. Give it your all now.”


    “Ahh!” Jennifer’s yell carried through the door and walls.


    People waiting for a recharge frowned, becoming concerned.


    “Ahh! Ahh!”


    The screams made the ship go dim.


    Standing in the hall by the cabin, Tonya patted a wall. “It’s for a good reason this time.” She was unaware of a nearby guard observing. “Try to help her if you can. She needs this.”


    In the cabin, Jennifer froze.


    Kyle tensed. “What’s wrong?”


    She stared at him. “It doesn’t hurt now.”


    “Good.” Marc shoved the last of the stream at her and broke the connection while Morgan and Kenn did the same.


    Jennifer looked at Marc. “What happened?”


    Marc shrugged, winded. He fought to control his breathing, aware that Kenn and Morgan weren’t having the same issue because they hadn’t been sick. “Something blocked your pain; not sure what.”


    Kenn opened the cabin door to clear some of the heat. He found Tonya running out of the hallway. He locked in on her thoughts


    I’m late! I forgot!


    Kenn’s mind spun. He tried to lock it down so no one would know what was going on with her. He took the bottle of water Morgan handed him. “One down, 18 to go.” Even a few residents who weren’t descendants, like Courtney, would get this special treatment.


    Morgan nodded. “Pam? You’re next, Baby.”


    Marc went to Pam, wondering if Shawn and the rest of the kill team was having any luck with their side plan. Retraining Conner to be one of the good guys wasn’t just a challenge. Marc was sure it was impossible. And if I’m right, he’s not coming back here–ever.


    The door opened. Missy shoved her way in.


    “What are you doing?” Morgan wasn’t sure how he felt about the little girl, but he knew they didn’t need chaos right now.


    Pam stiffened as the girl climbed into the cot with her.


    “You has to work. Shawn’s busy. It’s my job.”


    Pam was too surprised to resist as Missy surrounded her with a mental barrier.


    Missy clenched her fists. “Okay. I’m ready.”


    Marc realized the child’s emotions were going to protect Pam from the pain.


    Jennifer shuddered. “It’s a painkiller that almost works. It doesn’t block it.”


    Kyle stroked her hair and held her tighter as she continued to twitch.


    Morgan watched Pam slowly curl an arm around the child, surprised and warmed. He’d heard Missy could be nice. He just hadn’t witnessed it himself. His toe still sometimes hurt where she’d stomped him.


    In the hall outside the door, Neil listened, heart thumping. Samantha was about to go through that. Will Marc let me in like he did Kyle? Neil hoped so. He didn’t mind duty over the boss or this hall, but he didn’t think he could handle being away from Samantha while she was screaming.


    “Ahh! Ahh!”


    Pam’s shouts filled the hall.


    Neil winced as it continued, head turning. He caught a shadow leaving a cabin... Neil turned his head back and concentrated on Charlie and Stanley, who had just come into the hallway with bags of gifts. He was in on the comings and goings of the camp, and he was grateful, but it was hard to work between two such powerful leaders.


    Neil marched to Angela’s cabin before Marc came out and growled at him for not being there, but he already knew what he’d find.


    He went in and shut the door, bringing up his cloud wall. Maybe I can fake a heart attack if he comes to this cabin next.
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    The Good One
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    “Let’s hear your complaints.” Angela settled on the edge of the hard desk in the cleared storage room. “Hit me with it.”


    No one spoke. They slammed her with thoughts.


    Angela grunted. “Now, send those thoughts to each other. All descendants here will provide links to the person on each side of you.” Angela had quickly gotten them into a circle on the mat covered floor, alternating gifted and non-gifted. “Keep the really bad shit to yourself. We don’t have much time.”


    Angela glanced at the clock on the wall, then back to the women she’d summoned here through Charlie. “That’s it. Now hold it. Say just what you told me, nothing else.” Angela moved to the rear layer of heavy, dusty mats she’d struggled to put out when she arrived. “We’re too weak for a real lesson yet. I’m going to demonstrate. You’ll stay linked. When the time’s up, we’ll go back and follow orders.”


    The women in the room grunted, muttered, and shifted restlessly at the complaints. They were hearing how demanding they sounded, how ungrateful.


    Angela took the proper stance on the mat, glad she’d been able to gather enough energy for this. “Memorize these moves through your links. Go over it step-by-step until our first alarm sounds.” Angela began to demonstrate, sucking up the discomfort to control weak limbs that didn’t want to cooperate. “This is level one.”


    “I like that!”


    “We can do that as a team?”


    The women began to get into it as they watched Angela roll over the mat, draw her weapon and end up in the right place for a great surprise double shot.


    Angela sucked in air. “One minute. Run it through.” She couldn’t give them the full two minutes rookies were supposed to get, so she was keeping them linked. When one person replayed the moves wrong, the others corrected it.


    Angela scanned the doorway, hoping things were going well with the recharge. Marc was healing, strengthening, helping, and digging for those tiny details they needed. Some of their highest people still had drama to be unloaded before they landed on the island. She sent him good wishes and got back to work. “This is level two.”
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    “Marc?”


    Marc stopped at Pam’s pain-filled voice. Missy and Morgan were offering comfort, but it was clear the power transfer had been hard on her.


    “Did you see?”


    “Yes.” Marc sighed regretfully. “No, you can’t have children. I’m sorry.”


    Marc left the cabin, shutting the door.


    Kenn had already moved to the hallway, not wanting to hear Marc give the answer Pam had been dreading. “You think it was from our bout of radiation or right after the war?”


    Marc shrugged, taking the bottle of water from Charlie, who was also delivering gifts into pockets when people weren’t looking. “Both, maybe.” Marc scanned the hall and found things mostly peaceful. The edge of tension coming from Angela’s cabin was to be expected. She and Allison had things to discuss, and Neil was a good target for their anger.


    Marc nodded to Ray, who had come to his doorway. “You guys are next.”


    Ray grimaced. He went back into the cabin to wake Grant.


    Morgan came from the cabin behind Marc. “She sent me out.” He shut the door. “Missy will stay with her until we’re done.”


    Marc put a hand on Morgan’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”


    Morgan nodded, voice gruff. “Me too. I told her it doesn’t change things for me.” Morgan shrugged. “No idea how Shawn feels.”


    Marc stored those notes, frowning. “I got the impression you want kids.”


    “Yeah. A whole house full.” Morgan waved it off. “But I want her more. You understand.”


    Marc did. He gestured at Ed, the center guard. “Put Pam down for grief counseling.”


    The door opened again. Missy came out, shutting it with a sharp tug. “Jennifer calmed her. I can keep helping you.” She scanned Marc. “I’ve got enough for both of them.” Missy marched into Ray and Grant’s cabin. “Get in the cot together. We can do this at the same time.”


    Marc grinned. “You heard the little lady.”


    Morgan and Kenn chuckled, following her in and closing the door.


    At the far end of the hall, Charlie eased down the steps to the office right below them. He made sure he wasn’t followed, ducking behind furniture as people moved toward the cabins to help their friends and family. Angela had kept him busy passing messages between his shifts. She hoped the recharge would be good for everyone and keep Marc occupied long enough for her to hold a quiet meeting, but it wasn’t working.


    Charlie opened the door and slid inside the storage room. “He’s almost on cabin three. Missy’s helping things along.”


    Angela grunted as Allison pulled her to her feet. She wiped blood from her lip. “Tonya, Cathy–go now. Run through the employee hall for your workout. Do not get caught.”


    The two disheveled women straightened themselves and left, breathing hard. Angela’s demonstration included participants, though she was the only one with marks so far.


    “Let’s move on. Level five.”


    Charlie left, eager to keep tabs and keep delivering gifts. Emma was delivering items to the camp cabins. His own bag was almost empty for this floor. He was glad his mom was doing the fast version of her lessons. It cut off half the time the Eagles normally used.


    Charlie shut the door and slid into the shadows, preparing for his next stop. He spotted Jeff coming through the hall and went dim. Jeff was strong enough to sense an extra shadow.


    Jeff grunted as he went by, but he didn’t give the kid away.


    Charlie knew he’d been caught. He jogged to catch up with the man. “How did you know?”


    “You locked your thoughts. Most of us scan for that now.” Jeff shrugged. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t have known you were there. Good work.”


    Charlie’s chin lifted. “You going up to help with Kimmie?”


    “With Roy. Kimmie has Cody and Missy.”


    Charlie laughed, pointing at the line of pajama clad kids gathering outside the large cabin. “And a few more.”


    Jeff smiled at little Amy as she pulled away from Samantha to join the other kids outside Kimmie’s cabin. The western UN kids had grown close. It had hurt them, and him, to lose so many of them.


    Charlie slid a small gift into Jeff’s pocket while he was distracted, then went to meet his dad as the recharge team came from Ray’s cabin. It was only a new watch, but Charlie was sure it would be well received since the man didn’t feel like he belonged here now. Gifts always helped that feeling. It showed the people in charge honestly cared. “You ready for food yet?”


    Marc shook his head, yawning. “We’ll take five now, before we do the kids.” Marc scanned the impatient children and bored adults who were just arriving and hadn’t heard the screams yet. Ray and Grant had bitten down on most of those. Marc hurt for their pain, but he was also thrilled. They were the happy couple they appeared to be, with no ulterior motives or skeletons that he’d found.


    Missy came out and took Marc’s hand. She shot excess energy into him. Blue sparks danced along the connected skin.


    Marc sucked up the discomfort. It was nothing compared to the sessions he was doing. “Thank you.”


    Missy pranced into the kid cabin, where Kimmie was now waiting nervously. “We want to do it all together. We’ll help each other.”


    Marc held the door for everyone to squeeze in, aware of the heat and the smells of so many bodies. “Works for me.”


    Cathy and Tonya burst into the hall through the employee door. Tonya was coming to give support to the descendant kids that she and Kenn had sort of adopted. Cathy was here for Leeann and the bonus points.


    Marc didn’t scold them for running, but his hard stare did.


    Both women slowed, fading into the cool, calm facade of Eagles.


    Marc nodded and shut the door.
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    Neil tensed as the door opened, braced to take Marc’s rage.


    Tonya shut it and leaned against it, grinning.


    Neil let out a sound of relief. “Switch time?”


    Tonya nodded, moving toward a chair. She smirked. “He even ordered me to lock the door and not let anyone in until you come back from helping Samantha.”


    Neil groaned. “He’ll hate me again for this.”


    Tonya shrugged. “You’re already on his shit list. Probably won’t change much.” She stared at him. “While we have a minute, tell me why you had Adrian’s conditional banishment revoked.”


    Neil sighed. “He conspired against Marc.”


    Tonya snorted. “He’s been doing that since Marc and Angela joined this camp. Tell me the real reason.”


    Neil decided to trust her with the truth. “When Adrian found out I’d killed for personal gain, he assumed I would do it for his. He tried to buy my loyalty.”


    “Fair enough.” Tonya settled into the chair he’d just left, enjoying the warmth on her back. “I’d forgotten how hard it is to run when I’m fat.”


    Neil frowned. “You’re not fat; you’re pregnant.”


    Tonya shrugged. “I was fat as a little girl. Didn’t slim out until I hit teenage years. Running sucked then too.”


    “I’m surprised Angela has you doing it at all.”


    Tonya pushed off her shoes to reach a saggy sock. “It’s good for me right now, as long as I don’t push it too far. She knows I won’t. I want the baby.”


    “And Cathy needs the workout because she...” Neil stopped, not sure if Tonya knew.


    “I do. I confirmed it for her. She has cancer. So does Allison, Molly, Pam, and Monica. Plus, Allison can’t have kids.”


    “Neither can Pam.” Neil had been monitoring the details as Marc found them. He tested a theory. “We really do need that breeding tree to work.”


    Tonya stared at him, sock in hand. Her eyes narrowed.


    Neil knew she was deciding if he could be trusted, if she needed to do something about him. Neil was surprised to feel a chill. “You’ve spent too much time around Kenn.”


    Tonya slid the sock back on. “Around Angela. She’s ruthless. I admire that.” She leaned back, staring at Neil. “Tell me why she didn’t kill you.”


    “I don’t know.” Neil really didn’t.


    “You assume she has plans for your demise?”


    Neil shook his head. “No. She needs me alive for something.”


    Tonya considered that, then nodded. “Okay.”


    Neil’s frown grew. “Why is that okay?”


    “Because that means you’ll be punished, then let back in. If you earn your second chance.”


    “It’s not my second. That came with joining this camp.”


    “Maybe, but I was bad and they’ve forgiven me. Maybe you’re strong enough to do it too.”


    Neil was shocked at the conversation. “Why do you care?”


    Tonya met his eye. “Your fiancé is on my team, Neil, and I love my team–more than I love Kenn. I’ll do anything for them, including protecting their mates.” She gave him an understanding huff. “I’m no saint either. How can I help you?”


    Neil wasn’t sure what to say. “How long do we have?”


    “All night after this is finished. Get back to me.”


    Neil chuckled. “I may do that.” He hadn’t realized how smart Tonya was. But I should have. Adrian hid her light because of his anger about Joe. Justified or not, he deprived the camp of a valuable mind.


    Tonya blushed. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever thought about me.”


    “How do you know?”


    Tonya snorted.


    Neil laughed. He opened the door, resuming his sullen face. “Do not open up for anyone.” He shut it, not laughing again as she flipped him off. He turned around to find Marc and the rechargers coming from the kid cabin. Neil took his place in the line by Samantha’s door, nodding to Wade.


    The kids came out and joined the line to support Amy and Samantha.


    Courtney opened the door. She spoke to Wade while the kids barreled in. “You don’t have to do this.”


    Kenn glared at the man. “Yeah, we’ve got it.”


    Wade leered at her. “I like holding you.”


    Courtney flushed, but she opened the door wide enough for his wheelchair.


    Wade stood, leaving it. He hobbled in and sank down on her bunk. “This should bring back fond memories.”


    Courtney sniggered, ignoring Kenn, but she felt his jealousy. She wished it was more than petty male ego crap. She snuggled into Wade’s big arms. He was a good man, but she needed something else. She didn’t like that side of herself, but she’d already faced it upon discovering her attraction to Kenn.


    Kenn gloated. She means my descendant side. She didn’t even like me until my gifts popped.


    Is that true? Marc dug in to find out.


    Courtney assumed the recharge was starting and didn’t try to fight the mental invasion.


    Marc added notes to his file, opinion of her swinging in the other direction. He’d assumed it was love, not protection from a man with a high place in camp. “Wade can give you that.”


    Courtney flushed as Wade tensed. “He’s short one thing.”


    Kenn enjoyed the moment. “He’s not a descendant.”


    Marc’s tone hardened. “Isn’t he?”


    Wade groaned. “I was hoping I didn’t have to do this yet.” He snapped the lock.


    Marc watched as Wade’s power rushed over him and Courtney, creating a barrier that even Angela might have trouble breaking through. Marc snorted at that thought and went back to studying their newest descendant. “How long?”


    Wade shivered at the sensations. “A week. I was scared to die. I made the deal.”


    Kenn frowned, working through his dismayed surprise. “What deal?”


    Wade rubbed Courtney’s tense arm. “It behaves or I never open the cage. I hadn’t yet.”


    “When were you going to tell the boss?”


    Wade frowned at Marc. “She knows. She was trying to save my life when the door showed up. I assumed you knew too. I’m an alpha.”


    Kenn watched Courtney melt into Wade’s arms, anger rising.


    Marc took that moment to connect them and get her recharge going. All of them heard Kenn’s thought: At least Tonya wants me for me.


    Marc nodded. “Use that to kill the jealousy and let’s get this done. There are a lot of cabins waiting.”


    Wade kissed Courtney’s cheek. “He’s too reformed for you.”


    Courtney shuddered as the pain started. “So are you, Eagle.”


    Wade held her tighter as he connected them mentally. “You sure? Take a look.”


    Kenn winced.


    Marc groaned. “Wade!”


    Wade laughed as Courtney giggled. “See? It’s not all good in there.”


    She snorted, then tensed. Real pain sank into her bones and lit them on fire. “Hold me!”


    Wade clutched her close and tried to protect her from the pain.


    Marc and the others shoved at full strength, now getting nothing but a bright glare.


    “Is he blocking it?” Morgan hadn’t witnessed that yet.


    “Just shielding his thoughts from us.” Marc allowed it. Wade wasn’t corrupt despite his words and desires. Anything he was hiding wasn’t that bad or he would have told Angela already.


    “What makes you think he hasn’t?” Kenn didn’t like being blocked.


    Marc sulked. “I hate it when you do that.”


    Kenn smirked and pushed in more energy. He didn’t want the woman, but the baby was important to him.


    Morgan frowned at him. “If it’s yours.”


    Neil cleared his throat. “I, uh, might be able to help with that.”


    Marc finished the recharge and broke the connection before turning. He scanned Samantha’s tense form. “How?”


    “Descendant babies respond to their father’s touch, even before birth.” Neil gestured at Cody. “Touch him like you would a stranger.”


    Marc tried to clear his mind as he placed a hand on Cody’s shoulder. A blue spark ran up Marc’s arm and vanished.


    Neil gestured. “It’s non-invasive and you know right away.”


    “William told you?”


    Neil nodded at Marc’s dry question. “Watch.” He placed a hand on Samantha’s stomach. Two blue sparks appeared, but only one ran up his arm.


    Wade gazed at Courtney. “It’s up to you.”


    She nodded against his chest, shifting. “Let’s get it over with.”


    Wade placed his hand on her mostly flat stomach.


    Nothing happened.


    Marc frowned, waving at Kenn.


    Kenn splayed his big hand over her entire gut.


    Nothing.


    Neil shrugged. “A little too soon maybe. William said two months along is usually far enough.”


    “We’ll try again in a couple weeks.” Marc was thrilled to have a way to know. He rubbed Cody’s hair as he spoke to Samantha. “You ready?”


    She nodded, buried against Neil and under kids who were careful of her large stomach. “I don’t have any secrets left.”


    “I hope that’s true.” Marc connected them and dug in.


    Neil realized Marc was searching to discover if she knew more about the murders. He relaxed. She didn’t. There was nothing to find.


    Marc increased the energy flow a lot slower with Samantha, trying to avoid sending her into labor.


    Samantha swallowed the pain until they hit full strength. Then her screams echoed through the hall and deep into Neil’s heart.


    I’m going to find a way for her to have this next time without the pain. Neil blocked harder, trying to help her as she gasped in air to shout again. All I have to do is even our levels. He looked at Marc. “Permission?”


    Marc shook his head. “That doesn’t come from me. Talk to the real boss.”


    “Thank you.” Neil was grateful. Marc could have shut it down right here.


    Marc broke the flow, weariness setting in. “Why would I protest? Samantha’s the good one.”


    With that, Samantha was cleared. Neil kissed her pale cheek. “I love you.”


    She shuddered and moaned. “Same!”


    Neil tugged Amy up closer to them. He hugged her into their circle, creating a family bond that blocked out the other people in the cabin.


    Everyone observed it in surprise and a bit of longing. Neil had his family covered and they were happy.


    Marc sighed, heading for the hallway. “Five-minute break and we’ll move on. Someone let Debra and Brittani know they’re next.”


    “I’ve got it.” Cathy went that way.


    Marc scanned the hall and cabins, catching a sense of urgency and happiness. He chose not to chase it down since it wasn’t bad. He stepped into the bathroom for a minute of relief. He’d consumed a lot of water now, with more waiting.


    Cathy motioned. Go now!


    Debra slid into their cabin, with Brittani on her heels. They shut the door as the rest of the rechargers came from Samantha’s cabin.


    Cathy breathed a sigh of relief. That was close.
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    “You have to go now.” Angela stood up, letting go of Jayda. “Pull up that shirt.”


    Jayda gasped in air as she limped off the mat. She tugged the shirt up to cover the bruise she could feel forming from Angela’s knee across her chest and neck.


    “You did better than I expected.”


    Jayda’s chin lifted. She eased out, trying not to be seen. She ducked into the same shadows Charlie had used, seeing an Eagle coming.


    Jeff sighed as he walked by her. “She’d better teach you guys how to react to surprises or this won’t work twice.”


    Jayda pouted as she hurried toward the cabins. She made a note to mention it to Angela, then she smoothed her face and mind. Her recharge session was coming. If she wasn’t careful, Marc would know what they were doing.


    She brought up the mental images Angela had given them at the beginning of the lesson, wincing. Some of them were supposed to concentrate on their losses. A couple were supposed to think about their anger. I chose to use sex because Marc isn’t attracted to me. I can’t get in trouble there.


    Jayda shut that mental door and opened one where she and Ivan were kissing. Her pulse sped up. A smile graced her lips. I liked his kisses.


    Marc frowned at her as she entered the hall. “Keep that to yourself.”


    Jayda frowned on the outside. Inside, she felt her sense of worth increase. She slipped into Ivan’s cabin.


    Marc gestured. “Let’s do this.”


    Still shaking from her recharge, Brittani climbed in with Daryl and wrapped him up as Marc began slamming him with energy. He was a man. They weren’t giving men any adjustment time. I’ll let the boss know that. Brittani let the feel of Daryl against her heat up the room, mind covered with a layer of truth.


    Daryl chuckled even though the pain was coming through now. “I want you too.”


    Brittani kissed him. When he began to shout, she swallowed his pain and used it to protect his nerves as much as she could.


    It wasn’t enough. By the time it was over, he was shouting and she was crying against his cheek, making it look like their tears had merged.


    Ivan glared at Jayda as she edged closer. “I don’t need it.”


    Jayda shrugged. “Okay.” She didn’t crawl into the cot with him, but she didn’t leave either.


    Marc broke the connection, turning to Ivan. He sucked in air and controlled his energy flow, getting set to do it again.


    Morgan swayed on his feet.


    Kenn put a hand on his elbow, lending some of his nervous energy.


    Morgan didn’t feel any pain. Kenn and I are the same level.


    Kenn nodded to acknowledge it. He liked how that felt.


    So did Morgan, though he would never admit it. Anger made his voice rough. “Let’s get it rolling.”


    Marc connected them, sending a clearing blast that settled the pressure and allowed them to work quicker.


    Ivan cramped up.


    Marc didn’t stop. He hadn’t used this version on the women. He wouldn’t unless it was life or death, but he wanted the men to be able to take it if it happened on the battlefield. “Give it your all.” Marc blasted him.


    Ivan began screaming at the heat.


    Jayda marched to the cot and dropped down on top of him. She gathered him close, not sure what else to do.


    Ivan held onto her, almost sobbing at the pain.


    Marc followed Angela’s instructions and went beyond Ivan’s full limit. Angela said he could take it. Marc wanted to see what would happen.


    Morgan opened Jayda’s mind to Ivan so he would have her protection.


    Ivan groaned at the feel of her emotions. “More!”


    Jayda kissed him, hoping it would work for them too.


    Ivan’s body tensed... He sagged under her.


    Marc broke the connection. “It expanded a little. Note that and get a medic...” Marc stopped as Morgan began checking Ivan. “Duh.”


    Ivan groaned, lashes fluttering. “I don’t want any more.”


    Marc leaned against the door, exhausted. “How many cabins are left?”


    Morgan staggered into the nearest chair. “Two, I think.”


    Kenn nodded, not tired yet. “Four sessions total.”


    Marc sighed. He opened the door and found five females waiting outside Wade’s cabin. “Oh, God!”


    Wade’s chuckle floated from Courtney’s door. “Be right there.”


    Marc held the door for the flushing females. “Wade, I’d like to talk to you later.”


    “Sure.” Wade hobbled toward his cabin, beaming at the women. “What’s the topic?”


    Marc grunted. “You know damn good and well.”


    Wade chuckled. “I’d be happy to share some secrets.” Wade wrapped an arm around Debra, who was shivering. “Come here, sweetheart. We need to warm you up.”


    Marc, Morgan, and Kenn watched in shock as Wade deftly positioned all five women, then crawled between them. When he was finished, only the spot by his head was clear.


    Marc sighed. “Ready?”


    “Room for one more?”


    Wade smiled. “I left you a spot.”


    Courtney stepped by Marc, fingers twitching. She sat, holding Wade’s hand.


    Marc saw Wade’s expression change for an instant, then it was gone, replaced again by the playboy.


    “I’ll need someone to stay with me afterward...”


    The women all chuckled.


    Marc recognized the tactic. Wade was scared and hiding it. What does he have to be afraid of? Marc knew it wasn’t the coming pain. He’d seen Wade take hits in the cage that might have killed a weaker man.


    Wade met his eye as the sweaty women shifted for comfort. “Please don’t tell them. I never would have told them.”


    Marc paused. “I hate this part. And I already know.”


    “But I don’t know how to block the others! I didn’t unlock it for this reason!” Wade couldn’t help begging. “Please. I’ve never mentioned it. I’ve never thought about it around them. This will crush another team.”


    Marc understood the concern, but he didn’t know how to block Wade’s rookie mind for him. Kenn won’t care, and Morgan understands, considering the emotions he’s hiding... “Send your...harem out and take the full pain alone. We’ll keep your secret because you haven’t mentioned it or thought about it around them. I respect that.”


    Wade relaxed. “Thank you.” He grinned. “Ladies, you’re amazing. I’m sorry.”


    The females reluctantly left, most casting frowns at Marc.


    Marc grunted. “I’m protecting your secrets, but they’re mad at me. You must have mad skills.”


    Kenn joined the amusement, but he was curious who Wade had feelings for. He couldn’t think of anything else that fit.


    Morgan waited for it to be done, not looking forward to his own moment of revelation. Like Wade, he’d smothered his desire for someone else’s woman. In the end, he’d come to adore Pam. She was the future, but he couldn’t help the way his heart thumped whenever Jennifer got close to him. She and Kyle had no idea. He hoped it would stay that way forever. Recharging her had been hard because he’d kept part of his mind locked.


    Kenn eyed Morgan and Wade, shaking his head. “What a bunch of liars.”


    Marc winced, reminded of Theo’s words. We’re all liars here in Safe Haven. He shook it off. “Let’s get this done. I’ve got another cabin waiting after this, then a long shift.”


    Kenn met his eye. “I can take some of it...if you want.”


    Marc nodded. “Thanks.”


    Kenn grinned in relief. He hadn’t been sure, despite all the good words from Marc lately. “Cool.”


    Wade braced as the three men stepped toward him. He didn’t look at Morgan, whose respect he cherished even more than Marc’s. “I really am sorry.”


    Morgan put a hand on Wade’s shoulder as Marc connected them. “Please remember that when you view mine in a few days.”
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    “Can we hurry?”


    Angela frowned at Kendle. They were already running through the drafty hall. “Go on. It’ll cover my arrival.”


    Kendle took off without worrying over Angela’s safety. She has more power than anyone else here. She’s covered.


    Angela watched Kendle run to help a friend with their recharge, then she ducked into the privacy of the bathroom. She only had a few minutes left until Marc got to her cabin.


    “I’m on the last bag.” Charlie kept going by the bathroom.


    “See you later!”


    Charlie grinned. “Yes, you will.” They were going to play chess again. Then he and Tracy were meeting to go over wedding plans with Candy. He’d had a good day.


    Angela enjoyed Charlie’s happiness. Playing Santa was fun.


    Angela flipped on the light and splashed her face with water from the faucet. She dried, watching her skin in the mirror. The power underneath had been fighting for release during her workout. The training had helped her, but not enough.


    May I visit you soon?


    Angela nodded into the mirror even though it wasn’t a doorway. She knew the other King was observing. “I may bring a friend.”


    As you wish. Call me.


    Angela snickered at the private joke.


    The King left her as footsteps sounded in the hall.


    Angela climbed into the supply cabinet. She shut it as the bathroom door opened.


    “Who keeps leaving these lights on?!” Zack paused. “Well, while I’m here.” He spotted the empty toilet paper holder and rotated to the cabinet. He opened the door.


    Angela smiled at him. “Hello.”


    “Oh, hell!” Zack gaped at her, hand covering his thumping heart.


    Angela stared back. “Did you need something?”


    He grimaced. “Toilet paper. I just shit myself.”


    Angela handed him a roll.


    Zack took it, questions forming.


    Angela tugged the cabinet shut.


    Zack hesitated. “...can I help you with something?”


    “No, thanks.”


    Zack waited for her to speak again. When she didn’t, he glanced down at the toilet paper, then over at the empty stall. He put the paper on the roller, then went back to the cabinet. He opened it. “Where did she go?”


    He glanced around but nothing moved, not even the door. Is she gone?


    Zack reached out and swiped inside the closet to make sure.


    Angela slapped his hand.


    Zack staggered back. “Why?!”


    Angela shut the cabinet door again.


    Zack heard footsteps run by. “Is that your shadow?”


    “Shh...”


    Zack heard the steps slow and realized he was blowing the cover of a very well-hidden Eagle. He went to the sink to wash his hands.


    Ian opened the door. “Anyone in here?”


    Zack snorted.


    Ian swept the small room, nodded to Zack, and left.


    Zack shook his head. “Rookies never catch the tone of a snort.” He dried his hands. “Did you ditch him?”


    “Nope.”


    “Who’s he searching for?”


    “No one–just clearing the ship for Marc.” Angela emerged from the cabinet, thrilled with her experiment. The ship liked games. It had covered her presence. “Thank you for helping with Cathy.”


    Zack frowned at her in the mirror. “Yeah, what’s her deal?”


    “She’s trying to live a little before she dies.”


    Zack grunted. “Cancer too?”


    Angela nodded, joining him at the sink. “Zackary?”


    He turned to her, not liking the tone or his full name from her lips. “Yes, Boss?”


    She put a hand on his shoulder. “Are you an Invisible?”
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    “Coming in.” Kendle didn’t wait for an answer. She slid between Morgan and Kenn, ignoring Marc.


    Tommy glared at her. “Why are you here?”


    Kendle sat on his cot, then forced herself to crawl onto his body and hug him. She was terrified of being rejected. “I had to come.”


    Tommy let her stay. “But I don’t need you.”


    Marc was proud of Kendle and dismayed by a brief flare of jealousy. He motioned at Kenn. “You connect us this time. Morgan will do it for the last two sets.”


    Both men liked getting to practice.


    Kenn connected them easily. “Let the flow even out. Then we’ll give you energy hard and fast.”


    Marc smiled at Tommy. “You’re getting special treatment because I need you.”


    Tommy didn’t ask what for. He was just glad to hear those words from anyone, and with Kendle lying on his chest, the chaotic mind he’d been fighting since waking in the infirmary started to settle down.


    “I’ll stay overnight if you like. I’m off duty until dawn.” Kendle waited, braced for pain.


    “What about Quinn?” Tommy couldn’t handle any drama.


    “He’ll whine for a minute, then be glad he knows where I am while he works and sleeps.”


    Tommy sighed, enjoying her warmth too much to refuse. “This doesn’t change anything.”


    Marc cleared his throat. “Yes, it does, but you can talk about that later.” He waved.


    All three rechargers hit Tommy with a strong wave of energy.


    Tommy’s normal human body should have filled up in seconds.


    Nothing happened.


    Tommy waited for pain.


    Marc increased the strength, but there was no reaction. He let go, breaking the connection.


    Kenn stared at Tommy. “What was that?”


    Kendle sighed. “Me. I think I blocked it.”


    “You didn’t know you’d have to be open too.” Tommy understood. “I’ll be okay.”


    Kendle nodded, letting go of the block, but she didn’t leave.


    Marc and the rechargers connected.


    Tommy arched at the first contact. His energy banks refilled in seconds.


    Marc kept going, following Angela’s suggestion.


    Kenn and Morgan also kept going, but they watched for Marc’s signal to stop.


    Tommy screamed.


    Kendle’s arms tightened on him. “Just a little more...”


    Tommy bit his lip to hold in the shouts.


    Kendle shuddered. “Stop now.”


    Marc kept going.


    Tommy’s scream ripped through the halls.


    Kendle rose, anger growing. “That’s enough.”


    Marc kept going. She cares for him. Interesting. Angela was right again.


    Morgan lifted a brow.


    Marc stared at Kendle. “He’ll figure it out about 30 seconds after we connect you to help him.”


    Kendle buried her head against Tommy’s wide chest. “He already hates me. What’s one more layer if it saves him some pain?”


    Tommy was already fighting the fire. “Tell me.”


    “She wants to use Wade’s...method of suppression.”


    Tommy’s body went rigid under her.


    Kendle held on tighter as Marc increased the stream again. She refused to move when Tommy cramped up and tried to push her away.


    Marc broke the connection. He held the door for Kenn and Morgan. “Can I give you a word of advice, Eagle?”


    Tommy grunted through the lingering pain. “I’m listening.”


    “Love her when she wants it and find a distraction when she’s busy. No man on this ship can get her full attention. Be happy with what she wants to give.” Marc shut the door, not saying the rest of that statement. They all knew who she wanted, and who didn’t want her. Keeping her occupied was a favor to Marc.


    Marc spotted Zack coming down the hallway, with Angela on his back. “What the hell?!” He stomped to her cabin and opened the door.


    Dog and both cats fled down the hall and vanished.


    Tonya jerked awake. She spotted Zack and Angela, and threw her hands up. “I only dozed off for a minute!”


    Angela laughed, holding up a roll from the mess. “I wanted a snack.”


    Marc chuckled, anger gone. She’d been with Zack; it was okay.


    Zack slid her onto her feet by the cot. After nodding to Marc, he moved toward the door. He fought not to look at Allison.


    Allison watched him with open want and pain. What did I do wrong with him? He said it was him, not me, but I know better...


    Zack stopped. “Is the job done now?”


    “Yes.” Angela settled onto her cot. “And you’re sure she can be trusted?”


    Zack nodded, shoulders stiff. “I am. She’s one of us under all the female power crap.”


    “Fine.” Angela patted the bed, smiling at Marc. “Sit by me while I have my roll and Zack explains to Allison that everything with Cathy is a job we gave him.”


    Allison stared. “Really?”


    Kenn and Morgan dropped into chairs, content to wait since this was the last cabin.


    Morgan was tired. He was dreading the next recharge session. He was on that list.


    Kenn grunted. So was he, and so was Tonya.


    Tonya rose from the chair.


    Kenn put a hand out, barely touching her arm.


    Tonya glanced down at him, emotions in a flux.


    Kenn spoke silently.


    Tonya pulled away and left. She didn’t slam the door, but the silence echoed as if she had.


    Kenn sighed. He looked over to see Zack kiss Allison. He was happy for them and miserable for himself.


    Cathy peered into the cabin as Tonya left. She saw Zack wrap Allison up and lay her on the cot. She got up and slammed her door shut.


    Kenn assumed this was all for a good reason. He started trying to figure out why.


    Marc waved him toward Allison. “Get it by the time we finish with her or I’ll be disappointed.”


    Kenn dug in as Marc connected them all.


    Like with Tommy, it didn’t take long to fill Allison’s energy banks, but Marc kept going with her too, hoping to push back the cancer that was eating her body. Angela had done this for John. They knew it could at least slow it. Marc thought it might even do more because they were stronger now.


    Allison screamed into Zack’s mouth. “Fire!”


    Zack groaned with her. “Almost done. Hang on.”


    Allison’s screams blasted through the room as she tore her mouth away.


    Marc let go of the cancerous thread he’d tried to tug out. He sent full strength energy at her, studying the place where the cancer met her lifeforce. He wanted to slice it off, but he didn’t know how to cauterize the wound afterward. Descendant medical knowledge was limited.


    Allison shuddered, crying. “Do it again! Pull harder!”


    Marc was impressed and horrified that she was so scared the pain didn’t matter. “I can’t. I don’t know how to plug the wound if you start bleeding.”


    “Fire?” Morgan was also studying the cancerous mass. He’d remained connected. “Angela’s fire hand after a hard, steady pull?”


    Marc linked back up, shifting the x-ray-like image to view the other side. “No. See how it’s wound into her intestine? It might rip her apart.”


    “Then we have to kill it.” Morgan considered known descendant spells. “Ice? Warts used to fall off when frozen.”


    “What effects will it have on the other organs? We aren’t good enough to just get the spot we need.”


    Morgan scowled. “We can’t freeze her organs. Okay. No burning, melting, blowing, flooding...” Morgan let go. “I’ll work on it.”


    Marc studied the pulsing tumor. “We have to make it sick, from something in her blood.” He studied Allison’s hopeful face. “How do you feel about being our test subject?”


    “Honored, scared, pissed.”


    Marc nodded. “With every right. Tonya wants to start with food instead of chemicals. We’ll need you to come to the lab once a day so we can examine how it reacts to each food.”


    “No more pain?”


    Marc shook his head. “Not unless it gets worse.” He realized the pain did matter. She’s tough. “We need you in the Eagles. Fight hard and follow the diet she gives you.”


    “I will.” Allison forced a smile through the shakes. “Thank you for helping me.”


    “It’s my honor.” Marc regarded Kenn, brow lifted.


    Kenn finished emptying his water bottle and belched. “Well, Cathy is thinking about sneaking into Wade’s cot later, so I assume we’re teaching her and the other cougars that Safe Haven’s men are not a threat.”


    “And?”


    “We’re saving the teenagers from being sex obsessed before they reach real manhood.”


    “Why go to the trouble?”


    “We need kids. It’s the breeding tree.” Kenn instantly started stressing over Tonya. She could have kids. All the men would want her, and Angela would encourage her to breed again after this. With James, maybe, since they have a spark. “Damn you!”


    Angela met Kenn’s eye. “Maybe it’s time to make an honest woman of her.”


    He laughed harshly. “She won’t say yes right now!”


    “She might.” Angela pulled up her memory of him leaving for Charlie’s manhood quest. “If he talks to her.”


    Kenn realized his entire future was in the hands of the horny teenager he’d abused for years. “He’ll love this.”


    Angela nodded, letting Marc cover her up against the coming chills. “Let him enjoy it.”


    Kenn grunted as Marc connected them. “I will. When’s his wedding?”


    “A couple weeks.” Angela gestured. “Open the door.”


    Kenn did.


    Charlie grinned at him. “Boo.”


    Kenn flinched. “Damn it!”


    Charlie laughed, joining Angela in the cot.


    Angela tried not to cry as Charlie crawled into her arms. She held him, memorizing the good moment to use as a buffer.


    Marc shoved until he was drained, but nothing happened.


    Kenn frowned. “Is she even getting it?”


    Morgan understood what was happening. “Her banks were empty and they’re huge. She dwarfs the rest of us.”


    Marc went to the door, refusing to ask for Adrian’s help. He opened it, scanning the hall. “Who wants to help the boss?”


    People came from all the cabins. The hall door opened. Camp members entered, determined to do their share.


    Marc’s heart warmed, but he also grew nervous. How do I connect so many individuals?


    Wade staggered to Marc. “Use my draw.” Wade gave him a sympathetic glance. “Mine is like Adrian’s.”


    Marc frowned as he connected Wade. He settled near Angela as Wade went back out into the hall. He didn’t have to be near them to be useful.


    Angela and the others waited for Marc’s connections, nodding to each other, smiling. Her love still washed over them even without her gifts.


    Kenn supplied cover for that. “Stop using it while we’re trying to refill it!”


    Angela grunted. “Yes, Dear.”


    Witnesses snickered as Kenn flushed.


    Marc let go of his tension and opened all the connections.


    Morgan knew the camp residents needed instructions, but he wasn’t sure if it was allowed. The descendants didn’t want non-magic users having too much information.


    Angela grunted through the connection. “That stings. It’s working this time.”


    Everyone braced for secrets, for her pain.


    Angela held onto her son and pretended the war hadn’t come.


    Kenn noticed her chosen location was their old apartment, though he wasn’t in that picture. Marc was.


    Marc and Charlie enjoyed that image until they realized she had shadows hiding in the curtains, under the bed, in the closets.


    Angela didn’t change anything, though she refused to let the fantasy go into motion. Her mind was the one place where she could have everything she wanted. “Hit me.”


    She did that so I won’t feel her pain. Marc realized it as he sent the first angry blast of energy.


    Angela arched. “More!”


    Marc hesitated.


    Kenn sent him an image of her kissing Adrian.


    Marc’s rage flared, but knowing she wanted to be punished dampened the fire. “How about we do it this way?” Marc shoved his love at her.


    Angela moaned.


    Witnesses shifted uneasily. They approved his tactic, but it was still hard to feel.


    Marc only cared about finding the energy to get her filled up. He concentrated on his obsession with her, not afraid of her detecting that it had grown since he’d become Byzan.


    It wasn’t enough. Her energy bank was a gaping pit of empty.


    Marc grunted. “Make room.” He glared at Ivan.


    Ivan, twitching from his own recharge, slid against Angela with a groan. “Hang on. This will hurt.” Ivan connected to Marc. His desire flashed for everyone to see, but Ivan didn’t care. His feelings weren’t a secret. The only surprise would be how strong they were. That still shocked him.


    Angela screamed as Ivan’s energy slammed into her. Combined with Marc and Charlie, it was strong enough to penetrate the darkness around her heart. She screamed again as energy rushed in.


    Kenn and Morgan shoved hard, trying to get it over with.


    So did everyone else who knew to do it, hearts hurting as her pain rang through the room and filled the hallways.


    Kids were pulled from sleep. They gathered outside the crowded cabin, muttering. They didn’t like the alpha being hurt.


    Angela’s shriek ripped through everyone.


    Marc hesitated.


    Angela flashed him an image of his dream, where she was a hag being followed by the dead.


    I’ll never let that happen! Marc broke the lock on his reserve and flooded her.


    “Ahh! Ahh! Ahh!”


    Tonya and the other women in the hall tried to comfort the kids.


    The children allowed it, but their angry attention never left the doorway holding Angela. Even Pam came from her misery, leaning against the wall. Her puffy eyes watched, worrying.


    “We’ll never get it like this.” Morgan kept trying, but Angela’s energy bank was barely registering a change. And she’s still screaming. I can’t take that for long.


    “Make room!” Kyle’s bark broke the connection and caused angry bodies to turn in his direction.


    Kyle was carrying Jennifer. His face said it wasn’t his idea and he didn’t approve.


    Jennifer waved at Marc. “Keep them under control until I get the door open. I’ve never done this before.”


    People settled in, eager to view what Jennifer could do.


    Eagerness changed to frowns as she kissed the tense man holding her.


    Marc sighed, shaking his head. “Close the door. Kids don’t need to see this.”


    Jennifer couldn’t access the mental door while she was nervous, and the only way she ever fully relaxed around other people was by concentrating on her link to Kyle.


    Kyle refused to move. His hands clenched at his side. His face tightened.


    Jennifer moaned.


    As Jennifer’s desire flooded them and lit up the room in a bright glare, Morgan left. Light shined from under the door as he shut it. I can’t take that either. He spotted Wade staring into Samantha’s cabin. She and Neil were still together. Amy had left the door open when she came out to help. Morgan recognized the mirror of his desires. But unlike me, Wade has a shot.


    Wade glowered at him. No, I don’t.


    Morgan nodded. “Okay. So when’s the poker game start?”


    Wade winced as Angela screamed again. “When we all recover from that sound.”
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    “Make room!”


    This time, it was Jennifer’s bark that cleared space for Kyle to march through.


    Morgan spotted his clenched fists against her small body and forced a blank expression.


    Kyle kicked the door shut. Jennifer locked it.


    Pam leaned against the wall, chuckling.


    Morgan tucked her under his arm and led her toward the poker table. “Do you know how to play?”


    Pam sighed. “Too well. I got tossed out of a casino once.”


    Morgan chuckled. “Card shark?”


    “Without knowing. After they told me, I avoided those places.” She laughed. “I was hell in online rooms for a while though.”


    Morgan loved to gamble. He pulled out a chair for her. “Show me some stuff I can use tonight while you’re all crashed.”


    They both froze as Angela’s whimper floated from her room.


    “She’ll be better after this.” Pam already was. Marc’s magic was potent.


    Morgan didn’t tell her it had taken all of them combined and then Jennifer’s special touch to help the boss. Gossip would fill her in later.


    Pam settled in the chair. She let the crushing pain show. Morgan wants Jennifer. Shawn may not come back alive from his run. I can’t have kids. Misery follows me.


    Morgan knelt at her feet. “I’m sorry.”


    Pam ran a hand over his rugged cheek. “I knew when we got started. I’ve always known.” She showed him their last moment together before the sickness.


    Morgan winced at the mental images. In his mind, it wasn’t Pam.


    “Shawn knows too. We talked about it once.”


    Morgan was ashamed and concerned. “I never wanted anyone to know. It doesn’t matter.”


    “Not to her, but it does to me.” Pam sniffled. “I thought it was just a quick moment. A lot of the guys fantasize about random women in camp, but now... I thought you were mine. I know I’m only renting Shawn, but I thought…”


    Morgan held Pam while she sobbed, heart breaking. What can I do? I can’t stop the way I feel. “I made a choice, Pam.” He tilted her chin up and began wiping away her tears. “I could have tried, like Adrian, and ripped people apart for something I can never have. I’m an honorable man who walked away.” He leaned in. “That doesn’t mean you’re renting me. I love you. We’re a couple. Nothing has changed.”


    She sniffled again. “I can’t give you kids.”


    Morgan refused to think the truth and hurt her more. “I have orphans.”


    Pam hated pity and feeling like she wasn’t loved as much as someone else. “I don’t think we should see–”


    Morgan kissed her. For a brief instant, passion erupted from both of them.


    It died as Jennifer’s moan rolled through the hallway.


    Morgan stood. “I had to open my locks tonight, to help everyone. In a couple days, those nails will go back in and you’ll never view another sign of it.” He turned toward the far door. “Don’t throw me away, Pam. I need you more than you know.”


    Pam watched him go, certain it was because of Jennifer’s pleasure spiking. The noises said she liked whatever Kyle was doing.


    Kenn joined Pam at the table. “She did it on purpose.”


    Pam stared at him as he began shuffling the cards, sliding them around like a pro. “Did what?”


    “Got loud.” Kenn fanned the cards. “She knows how Morgan feels. She always has, I would guess.” Kenn shrugged at Pam’s dismay. “She had to open up too, so she’s letting her anger show. She doesn’t want anyone but Kyle. It scares her to know others want his place.”


    “Cesar hurt her–a lot.” Pam had been there for Jennifer’s wedding talk. “She’ll always be scared of men.”


    “Maybe. Angela hasn’t had full time with her yet.” Kenn shrugged. “Neither has Marc. Jennifer can still recover.” Kenn felt bad for Pam. He met her eye. “How can I help you?”


    Pam drew in a ragged breath. “Can you make me forget this?” She smiled sadly, on the edge of sobbing again. “I was so happy…”


    Kenn put a hand on her wrist. “Never without permission.” He sent a light wave of calm.


    Pam relaxed, shoulders sagging. “Thank you.”


    Kenn felt the attention on them as Angela’s cabin emptied, but he wasn’t concerned. “Accept his choice to be with you and live with the sour feeling in your throat, like many of this ship’s people do.” He let go and went back to fanning the cards. “Or be alone for a while and try not to go crazy while you wait on them to change.”


    “What if Marc says yes?”


    Kenn nodded. “Of course, but he won’t. Marc doesn’t believe in blocking the pain.”


    “He would if it was him…” Pam realized Marc had gone through this. “How did he survive it and come out on top?”


    Kenn sucked in air. “Boo-ya.”


    Pam understood that was the thread she needed to follow. She studied Marc as he emerged from the cabin.


    Satisfied he’d done right by her, Kenn stood. He regarded Marc. “You done with me for the night?”


    Marc nodded. “Duty at dawn?”


    “You got it.” Kenn headed for his bunk in the camp hall below this one. He didn’t speak to anyone.


    Marc sighed. “Kenn?”


    Kenn stopped. “Yeah?”


    “Tonya’s crying in the mess, alone.”


    Kenn went that way.


    “It’s nice of you to help him.” Ralph paused by Marc as the others went to the lower deck.


    “Maybe. He doesn’t deserve her.”


    Ralph chuckled. “We feel the same, but she loves him.” Ralph smiled at Daisey as she went by.


    “You tell him yet?”


    Ralph cackled. “Don’t nag me woman!”


    Daisey clucked, heading for the ramp.


    Marc laughed with them. He liked the older couple.


    “We’re moving in together.”


    Marc clapped him on the shoulder. “Nice.”


    Ralph enjoyed the male bonding moment. He’d missed being around the Eagles. “We’re also getting hitched as soon as the boss approves it.”


    Marc and the others clapped or cheered, sending good vibes through the hall of restless, recharging witnesses.


    Charlie came from Angela’s cabin. “Do you know when? We’re planning our wedding. We can help with yours.” Charlie stayed with Ralph as he returned to the camp deck.


    Ivan came from Angela’s cabin next, covered in her thick scent and the feel of her against him.


    Marc understood the torment Ivan was carrying. He hated him for it.


    Ivan leaned against the wall, brewing and stewing.


    Wade came toward him.


    Ivan punched him.


    Wade staggered back and slid down the wall.


    Ivan nodded in satisfaction and marched out of the hall.


    Wade let frowning women help him up, bell rung. Ivan has a terrific uppercut. “I think I need to lie down.”


    Marc chuckled as the hens clucked over Wade. He peered into that cabin and found Kendle sleeping on Tommy’s chest. Tommy was holding her tight and pretending to sleep.


    Marc tugged the door shut and went to the poker table. He shook his head at Pam.


    Pam crossed her arms over her chest. The tears were gone. Determination was in their place.


    Marc felt her need, but he denied her again. “Ask the other boss. That’s not my department.”


    “But you won her over!”


    “No. I always had her. Trying to get someone to love you more never works.”


    “I can’t share.”


    “Not even mentally?” Marc shrugged. “If a man here said that, the females would set him straight in a heartbeat.”


    Pam knew that was true. “I deserve a full man, not one who’s only half mine.”


    “You have two men.”


    Pam scoffed. “Shawn will be gone as soon as Missy grows up. I assumed…”


    “You would get to grow old with Morgan.”


    She nodded stiffly.


    “And then the cancer diagnosis came. Now, you found out there won’t be a happy future for you, and you’re fighting for some way to save yourself.”


    Tears rolled over Pam’s cheeks. “I hurt so bad.”


    Missy came from the kid’s cabin and forced her way onto Pam’s lap. She hugged her, not talking.


    Pam held onto the child, not realizing what Missy was offering.


    Marc did. Missy wants a mom. He immediately encouraged that. “She loves you because you love Shawn.”


    Missy’s grip tightened. “And she’s nice. We could be friends.” Missy paused. “If she can like me. I’m awful bad sometimes.”


    “You are not!” Pam cried harder. “Of course, I can like you.” She sobbed again. “And then I’ll lose you both.”


    Missy put a hand on Pam’s wet cheek, ignoring Marc’s denial of telling her the truth. “No. When we go home, Shawn and I will lose you.” Missy hugged her again. “But you save my Shawn. I couldn’t love you more.”


    Marc left the table before he started bawling. Why does this all have to hurt so much?


    His demon was fast to supply the answer. Because it’s the apocalypse. I thought you knew.
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    “Can we talk?”


    Tonya jerked out of her misery to find Kenn standing in the mess doorway. She quickly scrubbed her face.


    Kenn saw she had the glow setting activated on her flashlight on the neat counter. He slowly approached and slid onto the stool next to her. “What can I do?”


    Tonya didn’t feel like talking about it because she didn’t have an answer. “There isn’t anything. I either have to get over it, or we have to move on.”


    “Does it help to know that she only wants a descendant? It really doesn’t have anything to do with emotions.”


    Tonya thought about it. “Maybe.”


    Kenn watched smoke roll out of her ears as her fast mind added up clues and chose her next option.


    Tonya stared at him. “How do we encourage her and Wade as a couple?”


    Kenn chuckled. “Wade already did that for us.” Kenn stood, holding out a hand. “You are invited to the game, you know.”


    Tonya took his hand, ignoring the way her body lit up at the contact. “I know. Neil is saving me a seat.” She let go and turned toward the door.


    Kenn frowned, following. “Neil? Why are you spending time with Neil?”


    Kenn was distracted before she could answer. Charlie hurried by, going into the mess.


    Tonya saw it. “Go on. I’ll see you up there.” She kept walking.


    Kenn knew he should stay with her, but Charlie had information he needed.


    Charlie rifled through the neatly stacked counters and cabinets, taking a few items. After he stored them in his bag, he left a note on the counter to let the kitchen staff know. When he turned around, Kenn was leaning against the door.


    He stared at the boy, seeing his body was bigger now, sturdier. He wore Eagle clothes and gear, and he kept his chin up. He wasn’t afraid to make eye contact.


    Charlie paused, tension coming into his frame. “What?”


    Kenn relaxed his body language. He didn’t realize he’d been threatening. He was just nervous. “I need you to do something for me.”


    Charlie scanned Kenn’s thoughts. He saw it was possible to get a lot of amusement out of this, but he didn’t want to stretch things out because that would hurt Tonya and she didn’t deserve it. Charlie moved around him and out into the hallway. “Walk me up to mom’s cabin. I’ll let you know by the time we get there.”


    Kenn fell into protection mode as the boy’s eyes went glassy and the hum of raw power filled the hallway. He hadn’t realized Charlie would need to use his gifts. But Angela knew. She gave me permission for this by telling me to talk to him. Kenn wondered how many others were picking up on the subtle clues in her words and orders. She may not have her gifts right now, but she was functioning as if she did. So far, it was holding, even with the Eagles. Kenn doubted more than half a dozen individuals knew at this point. Considering how many mind readers were on the ship, it was amazing.


    Charlie scanned the viable options as they walked. He saw things that could, and would, go wrong on many of them, but only two gave Kenn the happy ending he and Tonya were hoping for. The first one, removing Courtney, wouldn’t be honestly considered by any of them. Charlie frowned. Except Neil... The boy looked up at Kenn.


    Kenn shook his head. “I would never do that. I’ve been a lot of things, and I still am several of those, but I’m not a murderer.”


    Charlie went back to his exploration of the final option.


    Kenn didn’t snoop in Charlie’s mind. He paid attention to the duty. Charlie was roaming free for the most part, but now that almost all of the recharge patients had crashed out, that left a lot of opportunity for stupid people to do stupid things.


    An instant before Charlie began to speak, hair stood up on Kenn’s arm. He’s got something and it’s good, but I’m going to hate it.


    “You have to bond with them again. Everyone who has hurt their mate or spouse has to reconnect with them or break the final bonds and let go. There is no other way around the chaos and misery that comes from heartaches. If bonding can be reestablished, then trust might regrow. There’s no guarantee. The love that brought the couple together will no longer be enough to sustain the relationship. There must be something else that holds them together.” Charlie came out of the daze, but he waited before speaking. It was important that Kenn got this part on his own.


    Kenn dug in. What’s the one thing that Tonya and I have never shared?


    Jeff strode by on his way to collect a few things for the kids who weren’t sleeping yet. His Eagle jacket, freshly washed, glinted at Kenn.


    Kenn groaned. “She’s pregnant! I can’t train her to be an Eagle right now!”


    Charlie shrugged, voice pointed. “Why not? My mom is.”


    Kenn swallowed a nasty remark as they reached the recharge hallway. The noises were loud, but good, telling them the worst was over.


    Charlie smiled and nodded at people as he went to Angela’s door, chessboard in one hand, goodie bag in the other. “Tonya is very loyal to the dream now. Don’t forget to consider that.” Charlie slipped in and shut the door.


    Kenn scanned the crowded lounge at the far end of the hall. The poker area held a long brown couch, a long, wide table stacked with drinks and snacks, and five round tables with chairs. The center table was the only live game going. The others were filled with rookies who wanted to play with the senior men and women. There were other decks of cards, but none of them were being used.


    Kenn also saw stacks of dusty books on the wall shelves and garbage cans that were getting full. The carpet was covered in a fine layer of dirt. The cleaning crew would have a few hours work here once these recharges were finished. Kenn assumed Marc planned to have them clean between each session. He hoped so. If not, the job would be twice as ugly and take twice as long. He refused to think about the smells. Someone has gas.


    He spotted Tonya on the couch with a book. She had her legs curled under her red sweater and appeared to be content. Kenn left. I need to think.


    “Tonya! Want to sit in for a few hands?”


    None of the dozen people waiting for a spot at the table got upset at Wade’s offer. Tonya had earned the right to go first.


    Tonya smiled at all the five seat poker table occupants. “Thank you, no. I’ll crash soon.”


    Wade shrugged. “Okay. Who’s next?”


    Monica stood, eager to spend time at the table with Jayda, Wade, Theo, and Marc. She slid into the chair and waited for Wade to count out a stack of chips.


    “Here ya go.” Wade smiled at her.


    Monica blushed. He’s cute, even with that bruise. “Distraction doesn’t work on me. Deal the cards.”


    Wade chuckled with everyone else, but he kept smiling at the dependable woman who had been trusted with protecting their kids.


    Monica’s cheeks grew redder. “I’m going to beat the pants off you.”


    Wade’s mouth opened.


    “Don’t give him openings like that!”


    Witnesses groaned and laughed at Marc’s comment, including Wade and Monica.


    Wade dealt the cards smoothly, flipping them across the table with skill. All the Eagles spent a lot of their downtime playing cards.


    Marc’s eyes narrowed. He’d only been in the game for two hands and Wade had won them both. “What did Pam teach you?”


    Wade chuckled, ignoring the sore jaw. “Nothing yet, but I’m always–”


    “Don’t give him openings like that!” Pam went to the bathroom as everyone laughed. Jennifer’s spell had let her nap and then Kenn had helped her mood. Now the crash was coming.


    Morgan knew. He’d been surprised when she got up at all. He waited by the bathroom door for her to come out, certain she would be ready to try full sleep now. Knowing you were going to die was awful, but Missy had actually given Pam a little peace. Her death would save Shawn’s life–it was a worthy way to die when it could have been so much uglier.


    Morgan locked up those feelings. He would get Pam settled, then rejoin the people here or do a shift on duty. He wasn’t ready to sleep yet. He’d walked the top decks, hoping it would wear him out while he tried to seal up his secrets, but none of it had worked. The day had been too emotional on top of their crisis. He hadn’t recovered yet either.


    Neil came from Angela’s cabin. “The Boss said she wants to hear more of that.” Neil went to the last table with chairs open for those waiting to play. “She’s beating the snot out of him.”


    “Getting tired yet?”


    Neil frowned at Marc. “Not that I saw.”


    Marc shrugged. “She had her four-hour nap earlier.”


    Eagles stored those words, certain it meant something.


    Marc frowned. “Who didn’t ante?”


    Wade gestured at Monica. “I distracted her.”


    Monica flushed at the laughter as she tossed in a chip.


    “Pot’s good.” Marc jerked a thumb. “One.”


    “Ohh!”


    “He’s dangerous!”


    Those waiting to play assumed Marc had a good hand.


    Neil could see from where he was sitting. Marc was trying to fill in a straight on either end. Neil glanced over Marc’s shoulder and found Tonya looking back. Neil motioned to the chair across from him.


    Tonya smiled, getting up.


    “Two.” Theo discarded his choices. He scanned the cabin where Debra was stashed and crashed, then pushed away the need to go care for her. Wade covered it. He glowered at the man.


    “Three.” Monica discarded, realizing they all knew that meant she had a pair.


    Jayda dropped four cards. “Hit me hard.”


    Wade rubbed his jaw. “I already took one for that team.”


    People snickered, taking quick glances toward Ivan.


    Ivan glanced up from the book he was reading at the table nearby. “He’s stalling so you won’t know he’s bluffing.”


    “Hey!” Wade gave a hurt look. “I thought you were on my side.”


    Ivan stared, brows crossing. “Why would you ever think that?”


    Wade shrugged, grin widening. “They say you always hurt the one you love.”


    Laughter flooded the hallway. Descendants and normals relaxed, shifting into deeper, healing sleep.


    Wade dropped one card into the pile.


    Marc stared. “You are bluffing.”


    Wade waved. “Come find out.”


    “I will.” Marc tossed a chip. “Opening bet’s five.”


    “Call.” Theo tossed in a chip, yawning. He’d done a full shift on the bridge before coming here.


    Monica put in a chip without showing her eagerness. She was playing poker with descendants. She refused to think about her cards.


    “I’m out.” Jayda dropped her cards into the pile. She went to the couch behind the table and stretched out as the hand went on.


    Molly hurried over, but she stayed quiet, observing.


    Wade tossed two chips. “Cost ya five more to see ‘em.”


    “Call.” Marc and everyone else tossed in chips. Marc gestured. “Let’s see ‘em.”


    Wade splayed four jacks with an eight backup.


    The audience cried out, sure Wade had won the hand.


    Marc flipped his cards. “Beats my straight.”


    Neil looked over, interrupting his words to Tonya. He filled in that straight...?


    Tonya waited, content and getting sleepy. She scanned for Kenn and didn’t find him. He was sleeping in different places each day now. She didn’t know if he’d already crashed somewhere. She sighed miserably and turned her attention back to Neil.


    “That beats me.” Theo dropped the cards and picked up his cigar.


    Monica put down four kings with an eight for backup.


    Shouts filled the hall.


    Marc’s hard tone cut through the din. “You cheated.”


    Monica nodded. “But you can’t prove it.”


    “She is an Eagle!”


    More mirth smothered bad dreams and lifted moods. The ship’s wall brightened.


    Neil stared at Tonya. Did she just rub the ship?


    Tonya’s shoulders tensed.


    Neil brought up his clouds.


    Tonya frowned. “Let’s start with that. Cloud walls tell us someone is lying now. We know it for what it is–a shield.”


    Neil lowered his wall, hoping he could really trust her. “I don’t know how to do anything else.”


    Tonya’s eyes glittered. “You’re not dirty enough. I am. I’ll give you new walls.”


    Neil waited, not sure what price she might demand.


    “Nothing, Neil. It’s FND.”


    Neil’s brow puckered. “For who?”


    Tonya glanced toward Angela’s closed door.


    “I should have known.”


    Tonya nodded. “Yeah, you’ll need that quick brain. You got by with it for now.”


    “But punishment will come.”


    “Of course.” Tonya leaned in, using hand code to keep the message private. If you train her team and you make Samantha happy, she’ll take it easy on you. If you really earn it back with the camp, Marc, and the Eagles, she might even like you again.


    Neil sighed. What re-earns her trust?


    Every descendant there turned toward Neil with hard eyes.


    “That’s what I thought.” Neil had already known he couldn’t earn it back. With Angela, when you lost it, trust was gone forever.


    Tonya stood. “I’m glad you understand the mountain you’ll climb for nothing.”


    Neil shrugged, cheeks red as everyone kept listening. “It’s the right thing to do–it’s what an Eagle does.”


    “Eagles face their mistakes.” Tonya grunted as she stretched, eyes going to the man coming into the hall.


    “Can we set some time apart to work?”


    Tonya nodded at Neil. “I’ll send you a location and time in a few days.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Good night.”


    “Same.” Neil watched Tonya stop by Kenn. Their XO stared at her with regret and hope.


    Tonya shook her head. “Not yet. Still thinking.” She walked to the ramp.


    Kenn took the opposite hall down to the camp area so she didn’t feel pressured. He was sleeping there because the camp liked it, but he would stay away from her until she wanted to talk. Tonight had been progress.


    Kenn wondered how Angela’s time with Charlie was going. He didn’t know it, but Angela was giving him a final evaluation for his wedding. Tracy would get hers during the second recharge. Kenn doubted the moment would be pretty, but he thought tonight’s game and chat might go over without Charlie even recognizing what was going on. Tracy wouldn’t get that lucky.
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    “Tracy’s a lucky woman. You’ve become a strong, independent, trustworthy young man.”


    Charlie gaped at his mom. “Where did that come from?”


    “Check.” Angela moved her rook forward to block his king’s retreat. “I just wanted you to know how I feel.”


    Charlie studied the board, searching for an escape. “I feel the same.” He backed his king into the corner–the only place left. “I do wish you liked Tracy more.”


    Angela grunted, taking his king. “So do I. We’ll all adjust. Checkmate.”


    “Reset?”


    Angela nodded even though she could feel the crash coming. The time with Charlie was priceless. “Try to copy what I just did to you.”


    Charlie ran through the seven moves she’d made.  “How are things with you and dad?”


    Angela smiled. “Really good.”


    Charlie swept the pawns back into place while she worked on the other pieces. “And Kenn? Adrian?” He frowned. “Ivan?”


    Angela chuckled. “I’m all good now.”


    “Would you tell me if you weren’t?”


    “Right now, I would. Too tired to hide it.” She smiled softer. “Besides, I trust you.”


    “Do you miss Adrian?”


    Angela winced. Direct hit. She slowly nodded. “A little.”


    Charlie’s voice lowered. “Dad will give you time with him if you need it.”


    “Yes. I don’t. ...yet.”


    Charlie nodded. “Okay.”


    Angela moved her pieces like he had, wondering why he was asking personal questions. It occurred to her that he was doing his own evaluation. Why would he do that? To protect me, Marc, Tracy, or himself?


    Charlie reddened. “Actually, I’m trying to act like you. Check.”


    Angela chuckled, relieved. “I can live with that.” She sighed. “Up to a point. Only follow the good, smart stuff, okay?”


    “I’m trying. Checkmate.”


    “Nice.” They began resetting the pieces again.


    “Tracy really wants you to like her.”


    Angela didn’t answer.


    Charlie sighed. “I’m sorry.”


    Angela put a hand on his wrist. “I love you. I’ll get used to her. Don’t worry over it.”


    Charlie smiled. “Thanks, mom.”


    Angela’s grip tightened. “Are you sure?”


    Charlie nodded, shielding his thoughts from her. “I had a couple moments of doubt, but I’m good now.”


    “What happened?”


    Charlie hoped it wasn’t too much honesty. “I got laid.”


    Angela laughed out loud. “You sound like Wade!”


    Charlie blushed, head shaking. “Nope, but I aspire.”


    Angela faked a cringe. “No!”


    Charlie leaned back, enjoying the moment. “I needed this.”


    “Me too.” She moved a pawn out. “Are you nervous?”


    Charlie shrugged. “A little.” He grinned. “Dad and the guys have me covered.”


    “Bachelor party?”


    Charlie nodded again, cheeks going dark. “I even get to have a beer. He said only one, but hey.”


    Angela was glad the guys were getting along. She didn’t overrule that choice. When you were getting married at 15, a beer during the bachelor party was the least of the coming problems. She hid her concern and smiled at him again. The youth from the war now matured faster than pre-war teens. The old days, where 13 had been the cusp of real manhood, were about to make a comeback.


    “Are we part of the breeding tree?”


    “Of course.” Her voice lowered. “I’ve searched, but there’s darkness. Watch out for her.”


    “I will. You’ll warn me?”


    Angela grunted, voice thick with misery. “As long as it benefits the camp, yes.”


    Charlie knew she’d just given him the honesty only Marc and Adrian got from her.


    Angela sighed. “I could never say that to Marc without it causing a fight.”


    Charlie considered that. “Does it mean you’re corrupt?”


    “It means I’ll do anything for these people, over my family and my lovers.”


    Charlie was stunned by the honesty this time. “Wow.”


    Angela nodded, moving her knight out. “It’s why Adrian picked me. He knew when I committed to the dream, I would give my all, in every way.” Angela’s pain flashed over both of them.


    Allison stirred, lashes fluttering.


    Dog peered at them from Allison’s side. He’d come back up as soon as the screaming stopped.


    Angela locked it up.


    Charlie reached over and hugged her.


    Angela held him, but she didn’t cry or let that misery out again. The loss of her babies would sink them with her tears.


    The door opened. Marc and Wade entered, carrying Mike and Mia.


    Angela’s misery threatened to suck them all into the abyss as she realized Marc had known and planned on it. I have to keep it locked up better. She sniffled as she took the sleepy, cooing infants. “Thank you.”


    Marc kissed the top of her head. “Should I leave Wade in here too?”


    All of them broke out laughing, startling the twins.


    Angela grinned at Charlie. “They need to be changed. You can help.”


    Marc and Wade left while the good vibes were flowing and the smells hadn’t been released. Marc shut the door, proud of how smooth that had been.


    Wade sniggered at Marc’s expression as he walked back toward the game they’d paused. He flashed a smile at Jayda, who had lifted her chin and scented the air like she smelled danger. “You need an escort to bed?”


    Jayda giggled.


    Ivan scowled at Wade as the senior Eagle helped Jayda to her feet.


    Wade glanced over. “Ivan can have my spot. I kept it warm for him.”


    Fresh laughter spewed through the hall.


    Wade took Jayda’s arm, yawning. “About time for me too...”


    Jayda knew he meant it. She dislodged her arm from his and kissed him on the cheek without a purple bruise. “I left a warm couch for you.”


    Wade smiled gratefully. Of all his lovers, Jayda was the closest to understanding what drove him.


    “I’ll walk you down.” Neil joined her. “I need to get an update before Marc sends me.”


    Marc closed his mouth. He’d been about to order that.


    Molly glowered at Neil. “Someone good can have your seat.”


    Neil hurried Jayda from the hall so the mood didn’t sink.


    Jayda allowed it. “Getting out of his sight?”


    “You know it.”


    “Why does Molly hate your guts?”


    Neil frowned. “Angela said you were smart. Figure it out.”


    “I know all about your lies. I just don’t know what you did to Molly.” Jayda studied him as they walked. “She’s really very nice–to everyone.”


    Neil knew that. He grunted. “I think I scared her.” He held the door to the stairs, sweeping for trouble. He stepped back, letting her go first. “I’ll handle it.”


    “Okay.” Jayda didn’t want to get involved. She’d felt she should ask because Molly was a teammate.


    Neil was pulled in. “How did it go?”


    Jayda grunted. “Weak, looking like an old hag, she still beat our asses.” Jayda showed her newest bruise. “And it was only a demo!”


    Neil chuckled. “Welcome to the Eagles.”


    “I know, right?” Jayda grinned. “It’s a hell of a rush.”


    “Did she use kai?”


    Jayda shook her head, yawning. She’d done a double duty shift today to prove herself, but she couldn’t wait to get comfortable and drop out like a rock. “She said we’d get into that next time, but just the opening set.”


    Neil again swept the hall at the next door before letting her go on. “I could help you get very good at kai.”


    Jayda paused, hand coming to her hip. “Why?”


    Neil sighed, deep and miserable. “FND.”


    “Ah.” Jayda shrugged, leaving. “Set it up. I’ll be there.”


    Neil watched until she made it into the cabin, then shut the door. Angela was right. She is smart.


    Neil did a fast round of the camp deck, nodding to the guards. James, Peter, and Quinn were on duty here and had things under control. Almost everyone was sleeping. It was midnight and the last weeks had been hard.


    Neil went down a deck to check on the entertainment floor.


    He found it empty except for the sauna zone. Three tubs were occupied. Neil made a note of who all was there, then marched up the opposite stairs so he could do a fast check of the brig. He didn’t interrupt the couples. The hot tubs had become known as an adult pleasure center. Marc knew. He said it was a small price to pay to keep Eagles from humping in the halls. Neil had laughed, but the ring of truth under it bothered him. Why are people so wired for sex first and thinking last?


    Distracted, Neil didn’t see Ian come from the brig.


    “Hey, Neil.”


    Neil dropped into a crouch, hand going for his gun.


    Ian laughed, hard.


    Neil slowly stood, flushing in humiliation.


    Ian’s amusement faded. He stared at Neil with open dislike.


    Neil walked away. They all want my place.


    Ian went to his next check-in spot, making a note in his book. If Neil wasn’t very careful, he would still lose it all. The camp loved him. They’d supported him against Adrian and so had the Eagles, but that was where the support ended. Neil fucked up. His job needs to be given to someone who would never lie to the boss, who would never betray the dream for a mate. Neil and Kyle have both failed that test and Angela knows it. She’ll start sliding the rest of us into those slots now, where we belong.


    Neil, not far enough away to avoid it, caught that in full. His heart dropped into his shoes. I need more than Tonya’s shield. I need a miracle.


    Neil thought of the Weigh Station and bowed his head. I really am sorry for all the pain and misery I caused everyone.


    Thunder rolled above the ship.


    Neil sighed. “Yeah, I know I deserve this. That doesn’t make it any easier. I miss being the good Neil.”


    Emma came down the stairs behind him. “We all miss the good Neil.” She paused by him, expression thoughtful. “Is he dead?”


    Neil slowly shook his head, not sure why he was answering the cougar at all.


    “Then let him out soon or things will get ugly for you when training restarts.” Emma kept going down the stairs. “I’m doing a check for Marc. We’re 5-by so far.”


    Neil’s lips thinned at the subtle reminder he wasn’t needed anymore. He turned on his heel and went back up to the poker game. Samantha and Amy still need me. That’s enough.


    



     

  


  
    
​Chapter Eight



    I Might Kill Them


     


     


     


    1


    “I’m out.” Theo stood up, yawning. “Good night.”


    More individuals rose from the table, going to their cabins and bunks.


    Rookies waited to be waved into the empty seats, but their attention followed Theo as he went down the hall. Some were curious where he would sleep. Others admired his body.


    Theo didn’t notice. He paused by the neat cabin where Debra was sleeping, alone. Her bunkmate was currently snoring in Daryl’s arms.


    If she gets mad, I’ll deal with it. Theo slid into the empty bunk.


    Debra lifted her head, ready to throw something at him. The feeling of being safe that hit convinced her to leave him alone. She shut her eyes, sure that he’d be gone before she woke up. Debra crashed.


    Wade tossed his garbage and strolled to the couch. He’d played a few more hands to show he had stamina, but he really wanted to rest before his next chore. He curled onto his side, putting his back to the game and tables. Wish I had someone to nap with who actually wants me for me. Kenn’s thought was eating at him a little. Wade smothered his loneliness and tried to rest.


    “Good night.” Monica and Molly headed for the camp cabins. They were both on the next recharge list. Before that, they had duty as guards and den mothers.


    Men’s attention followed the two sexy women as they left, but no one catcalled or made lewd comments.


    Marc heard a cabin door open. He turned to see little Amy stagger from Samantha’s cabin. She scanned for a clear path.


    Where’s she going? Marc watched, ready to react if there was a problem.


    Amy pushed by rookies being waved to the table. She ducked between Morgan’s legs and slid up onto the couch.


    Wade didn’t open his eyes. “Raincheck, sweetheart?”


    Amy slapped his leg. “Move over!”


    Wade jerked up, quick reflexes grabbing the girl before she fell. He held her there, not sure what to do.


    Amy held her arms out, yawning.


    Wade melted. “Okay.” He tucked her under his big arm and slid down on the couch. “Don’t pee on me.”


    “Won’t.” Amy crashed right back out.


    Wade ignored the surprised, touched people watching him. He felt the child’s comforting aura surround his mind. That’s nice. He drifted, no longer lonely.


    “Whose deal is it?” Trent was eager to play while a few senior Eagles were still up.


    “Neil’s.” Kyle came from Jennifer’s cabin. He gestured at Morgan and then Neil, who was coming down the hall. “Let’s play the rookie level.”


    Neil joined them, thrilled to be included. “Sounds good.” He scanned, seeing who was here and who had crashed. Neil spotted Amy and Wade. He smiled. “She’s a good kid. He needs that.”


    Marc snorted. “Really?”


    Neil took the empty chair. “He’s lonely. Amy senses that and tries to heal it. That’s how the UN found her. She came to them–to help the other kids.”


    “By herself?” Marc was amazed.


    “Yep. She hid when the draft came.” Neil’s voice didn’t change as he delivered the rest. “Her father hid them in the basement and went to help defend their local police department. The mother got drunk and passed out. Looters came through after the draft trucks. Amy hid while her mom was raped and murdered. She was alone with the body for weeks before she heard a UN transport go by with other kids like herself. She followed.” Neil’s eyes went over the now lightly snoring girl. “It’s a miracle she survived.”


    “Seth told us he went home and searched!” Jeff came from the kids’ cabin where he’d been dozing in a chair. “He told us he went back for her!”


    Unease flowed through the hall, making people shift restlessly. No one liked finding out Seth had lied.


    “Why would he do that?!” Samantha had woken the instant Amy left her side. She couldn’t stop her anger either, shouting. “How could he do that?!”


    Neil winced. Samantha hadn’t known the full story either. “He heard Safe Haven on the radio and hoped they were already there. When he realized they weren’t, he decided they couldn’t have survived and left them for dead.”


    Many people thought of Kenn. He’d done the same thing to Angela.


    Jeff wanted to hit something. He hadn’t been this mad in a very long time. “He deserved what he got and then some!” Jeff gestured at Neil. “You’re off my shit list. Deal me in.”


    Neil shuffled the worn cards, waiting for the next reaction. He hadn’t expected support. He wasn’t trying to earn it by telling them the truth. “I just wanted everyone to know she’s been through a lot. Be nice to her and you get the same in return.”


    “And when there’s a problem?” Marc already knew Amy wasn’t settling down much.


    Wade rubbed Amy’s arm. The conversation had brought alertness back to his brain. “Neil and I will cover it, along with Jeff, Kenn, you, the boss, and anyone else who has the patience.”


    “She won’t get out of hand as long as we give her outlets and love.” Neil gestured toward the kids’ cabin. “All of them need it. Safe Haven can help.”


    “We have to protect these kids.” Wade hugged Amy tighter, heart captured. “We only have 19 of them left!”


    Everyone winced as their Romeo’s voice cracked.


    Silence echoed.


    Marc went to the drink counter and got a bottle of water. He downed it, waiting for someone to speak or break the tension. I’m not doing it. You broke the mood. You can recover it.


    Ivan came from the showers. He walked to the cabin where Wade should have been. “I’m taking your bed.”


    Wade’s chest rumbled. “No worries. I’m usually covered for three hotties on a cot.”


    Laughter exploded down the hall, settling the uneasy vibes.


    Marc opened a direct line to Ivan while scanning to discover who could hear them. Good job.


    He’s an asshole.


    Yes, I am. Wade didn’t want Marc to think he was hiding it.


    Neither did Morgan. He met Marc’s eye and nodded.


    Marc’s lips twitched. Anyone else already into my private line?


    A dozen hands went up.


    Marc stared in surprise as Amy’s little hand lifted. I thought she was asleep.


    Neil chuckled. “She’s good at that. The Eagles can take lessons from her.”


    Anger flared, turning Marc’s eyes red. “Did she give you lessons?”


    Everyone tensed.


    Neil began dealing the cards. “I studied her methods. She didn’t know until the very end.” Neil subtly watched them all, ready to jump over the table and protect the girl. He saw Wade’s hand tighten on Amy, but he didn’t know exactly why.


    “The very end?” Marc locked down on his rage, not wanting to bring Angela from her cabin.


    “She sensed it.” Neil knew this had to come out. He set the deck down so that his hands were empty. “I had a moment of doubt. My wall slipped.” Neil stared at the cute girl. “She showed me how she survived, how she was abandoned.”


    “And you snapped.”


    Neil shook his head. “I followed through.”


    Marc’s attention swung to the shivering girl now trying to burrow under Wade’s arm. “Did she know that would happen?”


    Wade deftly rolled, sliding the child behind him, where she was completely hidden between the couch and his big body. “Does it matter?” Wade let the ugly side of him show. “She deserved justice. Neil gave it to her.”


    Marc was surprised by Wade’s reaction. “If she triggered him, we need to know.”


    Neil recovered from his own shock at Wade’s defense. “Why? We have a lot of dangerous individuals on this ship.” Neil slowly sat back, leaving himself open now that Amy was covered. “If you want to beat on someone, I’m right here.”


    Marc scowled. “Do you really think I would hurt her?” Marc scanned the faces and found more than half who weren’t sure. He stiffened. “That’s not fair. Angela has killed thousands and you don’t view her that way.”


    “We know she’ll die for us.” Wade’s voice was still ugly. “We only know you’ll die for her. With you in charge, we don’t feel covered.”


    Marc’s anger faded. He sighed. “Okay. I’ll work on that.”


    People stared, not expecting him to be reasonable.


    Marc shrugged at them. “Angie isn’t just rubbing off on you.” He studied Wade, aware of the man’s thick mental wall covering the child. “She has to face it; you have to make sure she knows it was wrong.” Marc held up a hand before anyone could protest. “I don’t need to be involved if you really think I’d hurt her.” Marc’s lips curled. “But it’s cruel to make our enforcer do it.”


    No one liked the thought of asking Jennifer to punish the children she adored.


    “I offered to do it so she didn’t have to.” Marc’s anger flowed over them. “It’s me or Jennifer. You’re not shoving this one off on Angela just because it’s hard!”


    Shame came now as they understood the boss had ordered their kids cleared and Marc was doing it so Angela didn’t suffer.


    “What happens to the kids you can’t clear?” Wade still hadn’t moved. Neither had Amy. Her little heart was pounding against his back.


    “That’s up to the boss.”


    “Obviously.” Neil sneered. “What did she decide?”


    Marc grunted. “She didn’t. She said it’s either a camp choice or the Eagles will handle it.” He picked up the hand Neil had dealt.


    Neil scowled. “That’s when you volunteered! You saw this coming. You knew.”


    Marc grimaced. “It’s not easy to face these moments even when you know the outcome. I owe her another apology.” Marc scanned his cards. “I don’t want the Eagles handling these ugly chores anymore. She said you all wouldn’t take it well if I removed that duty. I told her I could get you to agree in about 10 minutes. I still have...” Marc checked the wall clock. “Three.”


    “We haven’t agreed to anything.” Wade shifted into a sitting position that still hid the little girl. “What happens to the kids we can’t clear?”


    Marc let his misery show. “They’ll have to be locked up. Either we handle that mentally or they have to go into the jail.” Marc’s anger flashed out again. “Do any of you want to see kids in our brig? ‘Cause I sure as hell don’t.” He gestured, cards in hand. “I don’t even like it that Ramer is there, away from us.”


    Kyle felt Jennifer wake. “She’s not doing it. The boss isn’t doing it. No jailing. Marc locks their gifts and removes memories where he needs to. Agreed?”


    Everyone looked at Neil or Wade before speaking.


    Wade and Neil spoke at the same time.


    “How will they be cleared?”


    “Tell me about the clearing.”


    “He wants to search my mind and see how dark I am.” Amy’s voice came from behind Wade. “Do it now.”


    Wade shrugged at Neil’s questioning glance.


    Marc ignored her protectors. “Come on out. We have to touch. I’m not as good at it as Jennifer or Angela.”


    Amy slowly peered over Wade’s shoulder.


    Wade rose, bringing the girl. He knelt between Neil and Marc, but he didn’t remove the hand around her waist.


    Neil noted the position and recognized the handoff set up. If things went bad, Wade would block Marc while he got Amy out of here.


    “I guess I should like it that you’re all so scared of me.” Marc glowered. “But I don’t.”


    Amy stared at Marc. “I’ve been bad.”


    Marc locked up his heart. “Show me all of it.”


    Amy lowered her mental walls, shivering.


    Wade and Neil prepared to lose their place in camp, and maybe their lives, to defend her.


    Marc moved slowly, glad Angela had warned him how twitchy they would be over the remaining kids. He extended a hand and waited for Amy to touch him.


    Amy sighed as she did it. “You feel good.”


    Marc didn’t smile. “You don’t. All that darkness is swallowing your light.”


    Amy nodded, tears welling. “I miss the fights. I miss my friends.” A tear dripped down her cheek. “They made me bad and I liked it.”


    Marc dug in. “Show me the rest. We’re almost done.”


    The witnesses were relieved to hear it. They were all following Amy’s memories. It was ugly. When they came to Jeff’s role in the fighting, heads swiveled to him in disapproval.


    Jeff shrugged, voice hard. “The boss said to get them back to Safe Haven alive. We ran the options. That one worked.”


    Marc kept digging, finding a black thread that kept appearing and vanishing. He grunted. “I already know. Stop hiding in the dark.”


    Amy sucked in a breath. “I knew what he was thinking. I wanted it. I helped Neil kill them.”


    “By showing him how you survived?”


    Amy sniffled, tears rolling in thick streams now. “I pushed him into it.”


    “Did he know?”


    “Yes.” Amy’s love for Neil crossed her face. “He protected me.”


    “And you protected him. That’s why you couldn’t come into the light.” Marc withdrew. “Now, you can. We all know.”


    “I’m sorry it makes you angry.”


    Marc, and everyone else, was reminded that deep down, Amy was just a child no matter how evolved or mean she’d been forced to become.


    “Actually, it makes me sad that you had to go through all that. Angela feels the same way.” Marc ignored Wade’s flinch as he held out his arms.


    Amy slowly climbed Wade’s shoulder and let Marc settle her on his lap.


    Marc smiled at her. “Would you like those memories to go away for a while?”


    None of them had expected him to ask the kids what they wanted. Even Amy stared at him, tears pausing.


    “You haven’t broken any rules in Safe Haven, have you, other than this issue with Neil?”


    Amy shook her head, almost smiling. “Like it here.” She grabbed a stale pretzel from the table. “Good eats.”


    Marc chuckled, shifting so she could also reach the popcorn. “Safe Haven is a place of second chances. Anger is hard for anyone to control, but descendants are dangerous even without it.” Marc took a bite of the pretzel she held up. “Do you like normals?”


    Amy crunched, head bobbing. “Caleb is my bff.”


    Almost everyone laughed.


    Neil and Wade waited for the final outcome.


    “What about adults?”


    “Tonya is good. She has kitties!” Amy held up another pretzel.


    Marc shook his head. “Popcorn.”


    Amy giggled as she shoved a piece into his mouth.


    Wade finally rose from his crouch, watching in amazement as Marc bonded, openly, with the introverted child they’d been scared to let leadership evaluate.


    “Any other adult normals you like?”


    Amy shrugged. “Don’t know anyone else.”


    Marc got to the last question, the one that mattered most. “Do you want to hurt anyone on this ship?”


    Amy thought about it. “Some of the camp...”


    No!


    Don’t!


    Wade and Neil both tried to stop Amy from exposing the rest of it, but it was too late.


    “They think about hurting me. I might kill them.”


    Marc wasn’t surprised. “If they hurt you?”


    Amy shook her head. “If they hurt my family. Or the alpha.”


    Marc tensed. “Someone in the camp is dangerous to Angela?”


    Amy shivered. “I don’t know them. I see it in my dreams, when I walk.”


    “What do you see?”


    “Someone else is walking too. They hate the alpha, but they also fear her.”


    Every adult head turned toward the cabin where Kendle was still with Tommy.


    “Not me.” Kendle’s hard voice came from the cabin. “We all know I hate her. I also love that cruel bitch, so don’t get hung up and miss the real threat.”


    Marc studied Amy. “Is there a way you can show me what you see?”


    “So you can kill them?”


    Marc winced even as he nodded. “That’s what this is all about, Amy. You have to turn the job over to me now.”


    Amy relaxed. “Thank you.” She hugged Marc.


    Marc froze as the tiny girl shoved powerful images into his mind, replaying a dream that she didn’t understand but she knew meant trouble.


    “Those are the normals.”


    Marc stored the sound of the voices and the shape of their shadows. “They’re scared of us.”


    Amy sighed, still hugging Marc. “They should be. Even some in this room think we should rule the world.”


    “And if they push us?” Marc needed to confirm that even the kids knew it was coming.


    “There will be another war!” Amy slapped the bowl of popcorn, sending it flying. “No more war! Stop it!”


    Marc held the girl as she cried, patting her little shoulder while hot tears rolled down his neck. “Is that war already set, Amy? Show us what’s coming...”


    Amy stiffened. Darkness shot out of her and vanished as old magic took over. An adult voice full of fear came from her little mouth. “War between us and them will send mankind over the edge of extinction. We will not survive the final battle. Both sides will lose and nature will reclaim what was always hers.” Amy sagged against him.


    Marc brought up his shield, preventing anyone from reaching them. “Ten seconds. Count it.” He began shoving in energy to replace what she’d lost and allow her gifts to grow.


    Amy screamed, arms becoming a vise around his neck.


    “One.”


    “Two.”


    “Three.”


    Wade and Neil alternated a fast count off, both furious that Marc had tricked them into getting her out of their reach.


    “Ten.” Neil was standing against Marc’s shield, eyes glowing. “Drop it.”


    Amy’s balled up fist against Marc’s chest tightened. “Take them away.”


    Marc stopped pushing energy. He kissed the top of her head. Magic flowed over the child, easing her mental pain.


    Amy stared up at him. “I still remember.”


    Marc chuckled. “When you go to sleep, it will fade. With each minute you sleep, more of it will go. When you wake up, those places will be hazy.”


    “I’ll still know Neil and Sammi and my Wade?”


    “Of course. You just won’t be able to pull up anything from the war or the west.”


    She frowned. “What if I want it back?”


    Marc shook his head. “I’ll never do that. Those memories are awful. They locked you in darkness. Years without them will let you be filled up by Safe Haven’s goodness. When you do finally remember, you’ll be old enough to handle it.”


    “I won’t be that Amy anymore.”


    “Exactly.” Marc lowered his shield and let Neil whisk her away.


    Amy waved at him over Neil’s shoulder. “Thank you, Alpha.”


    Marc froze for an instant before smiling. “It was my honor.”


    Neil stopped at Samantha’s cabin.


    Samantha took Amy, glaring at everyone. She soothed the calm child and her own nerves.


    Neil scanned the other doorways and found females watching him, Marc, Wade, and the hall exits. The women had been ready to react too.


    Marc turned back to the game that had been forgotten. He gathered all of the cards for a fresh hand. “The remaining kids need to be made available for the same evaluation. I want it done by the time our recharge is finished. We’re already a day in. Get it set up, pick a support system, and see Ivan for booking. If they want to do it together, that saves time, pain, and energy.” His voice hardened. “Don’t make me come to you again like this. She was terrified because you were. It didn’t have to be handled this way.”


    Marc shuffled the deck, glad that it was over. “Who’s ready to play?”


    Neil glared at him. “You’re an asshole too.”


    Marc glared back. “Are you pissed because I’m finally acting like Adrian? Really?”


    “Yes! No.” Neil stomped over to the table. “Deal the damn cards.”


    The tension broke as Morgan and Kyle scooted back in to play. They’d eased out to help in the fight, though neither man had been sure whose side they would end up on. Amy was too cute to allow her to be punished. The direct recharge wouldn’t have been allowed.


    Neil caught Wade’s eye. “Empty seat here.”


    Wade shook his head, moving down the hall. “I have a short duty waiting. Later?”


    “Absolutely.”


    The mood shifted. Desire floated through the hall. It thickened into waves of need that coated the man walking by open doors toward the exit. Women in curlers, hiding guns behind their backs, nodded to him or smiled, letting him know they were interested.


    “Damn it, Wade!” Marc shook his head as everyone laughed. “It got stronger!”


    “He just proved he’ll protect our kids, even against you.” Morgan almost wished he’d done it now. That type of ego boost was amazing. “To him, it’s just who he is. Wade’s deep, man. Almost dying broke a lock for him. All the goodness he was hiding is glinting in the darkness, snagging them left and right.”


    “We know. He’s reeling in too many.” Kyle was already tired of the camp drama about Wade, though the story of Adrian being knocked off his ship was great.


    “You should see how many he throws back.” Morgan snickered. “He was limping when we left Ciemus and that was before his battle with death.”


    “What’s so different about him?” Marc got ready to make mental notes so he could find a way to copy it for the rest of their people. “We’ve had a lot of good men come, and go, through this camp.”


    Morgan shrugged. “Maybe he’s like you and has a stronger draw than the rest of us. Maybe he’s a genetic fluke. No idea. I just know he’s different, in a good way.”


    “Okay.” Marc finished the slow deal he’d been doing. “One of the rookies should run for a check in. The boss is still up and getting restless...” Marc shrugged. “Never mind. She’s sending Charlie. We’re all good.”


    Charlie came from Angela’s cabin, falling in behind Wade. “I’ll walk with you.” He grinned. “We can chat.”


    Wade sniggered as Marc groaned. “I’d be happy to share some tips.” Wade held the elevator. They vanished together.


    The laughter finished breaking the tension. The recharging women who’d gotten up to help defend Amy went back to their bunks and let sleep claim them.


    So did Angela.


    Everyone felt it when she crashed. She’d napped earlier for almost four hours, then got up for food and chess. Marc assumed she would nap at least that long again.


    His demon scented the air. You’re still upset. What’s the problem?


    Her sleep schedule changed.


    What does that mean?


    Maybe nothing.


    Any other changes?


    Marc sighed as the men at the table with him began to discard cards, pretending they weren’t listening to his inner conversation. Nothing I can directly identify.


    I’ll watch for you.


    Good. Marc shifted his attention back to the game as the betting started. “So, Trent, did you tell Neil you were the one who locked him in the bathroom?”


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Nine



    That Loose End


     


     


     


    1


    “Is anyone in here?” Mike hesitated as he reached for the latch. He could hear breathing.


    “Me.”


    Mike followed faint noises to a rear stall.


    The animal area had been three long, wide employee cabins for maintenance workers. The Eagles had removed the walls, added stalls, and hung shelving, racks, and cabinets that were filled with everything they needed to care for their small herd of three cows, four sheep, eight chickens, two roosters, and five pigs. None of the animals were breeding yet, but they were eating and getting fatter.


    Leeann was sweeping out the crud while their lone horse munched contentedly on oats. Mike assumed she’d fed the horse out here and smiled. “Good job figuring that out.”


    Leeann kept sweeping. “I didn’t want to get kicked. He’s mean.”


    The horse snorted and moved away from the teenagers.


    Leeann didn’t seem the same to Mike. Her hair was now shortened to her shoulders and her once bright eyes were dark with internal thoughts. Her thin frame was filling out, getting stronger. She’s cute. And lonely. Mike watched her, wondering if she liked not having her gifts.


    Leeann huffed. “Stop staring at me. I’m the same.”


    “No.” Mike looked away. “The adults aren’t scared of you now.”


    She dropped the rake. “This doesn’t work.”


    “We use shovels.”


    Leeann grabbed one from the wall rack.


    “Why are you in here alone?”


    Leeann grunted at the heavy load she’d scooped. “I have to make up for my mistakes, so Marc will give me my gifts back.”


    Mike frowned. “I thought he just took your memory.”


    “That too.” Leeann paused, frowning. “I have hazy spots now where someone used to be. People say I tried to run away, but I don’t remember that.”


    “I do. I’m glad you’re...better.”


    Leeann didn’t answer.


    “You should be sleeping.” Mike got a shovel and began helping.


    “So should you.”


    Mike shrugged. “My brothers are getting drunk in dad’s old room while everyone is busy. I didn’t want to tell on them, so I came here.”


    Leeann looked at him for the first time. “Are you different too?”


    Mike shook his head. “Not that I know of. I just don’t like drinking.”


    She made a face. “Me either. It makes people change.”


    “Yeah, and causes trouble.”


    Leeann studied him for another minute, then she shrugged. “You can stay. Be quiet, though. I don’t want the guards to know we’re here.”


    “Because they’ll send us to bed?”


    “Yes. I need to do this so I can sleep.”


    Mike didn’t mind. He dug into the messy stall.


    Observing from the doorway, Ian was satisfied the kids weren’t getting into trouble. He eased away.


    Ian stopped, catching another shadow backing out of the opposite entrance. He narrowed in. Emma. What’s she doing down here?


    He stayed, using his training to go unnoticed.


    Emma watched the two kids with longing. She recognized the moment. Angela set this up. She wants them together. Emma understood. Their ages were closer and their interests were similar. They could finish growing up together and maybe have a normal relationship, if not a normal life.


    Emma saw Mike’s arms flex with new muscles under his black garb. He wasn’t dressed as an Eagle, but it was easy to pretend he was. If only real Eagles didn’t scare me! She’d gotten dozens of offers, but she’d refused them all.


    Emma turned away, fighting the loneliness. Running out of safe targets in this camp. She really did have an age line and Marc’s youngest son was way below it. Mike was almost too young, but he’d been the last unclaimed teenager beyond Timmy...


    Charlie came through the hallway, checking things off on a clipboard.


    Emma’s lust flared. It’s good Marc didn’t grill me about his oldest boy. Charlie is my type. I just have to get him away from Tracy.


    Charlie’s smiled faded as he picked up the vibe. His body responded, but his heart blocked it. “I was just teasing my dad. Not a chance.”


    Emma’s face fell. “Too old?”


    “No.” Charlie walked by her. “I’m already bonded to someone.”


    “But you could break those...” Emma stopped as Tracy appeared in the hallway. Towel around her wet hair, water dripped onto the floor as she stalked toward them.


    Emma waited, chin lifting. “You’re not married yet. He’s fair game.”


    Charlie grabbed Tracy’s arm. “I told her no. Don’t do this.”


    Tracy jerked away. She marched up to Emma, snarling as she spoke. “I’ll make sure the boss knows I can’t trust you as a teammate!”


    Emma paled. “Don’t.” She turned to leave. “I’m sorry.”


    “You will be!” Tracy grabbed her by the hair.


    Emma’s fear response kicked in. She spun as she swung.


    Tracy staggered back from the shoulder hit… Her feet slid in the water she’d dripped.


    “No!” Charlie lunged toward her. He missed.


    Tracy fell face down, smacking into the floor with her stomach and chest.


    “Tracy!” Charlie scooped her up. “Get a medic!”


    Ian hurried around Emma. “Quicker to take her there.” He spotted red blooming on Tracy’s pajamas. “She’s bleeding.”


    Charlie began shoving healing energy into her as he ran. “Help! Mom!”


    Ian followed, scowling. “She probably just cut her leg when she fell. What’s the big deal?”


    “She didn’t cut herself!” Charlie ran up the steps, panicking. “She’s pregnant!”


    Ian stopped. “Oh.” He changed direction, heading for the recharge cabins.


    Behind them, forgotten, Emma stared in surprised disapproval. Tracy’s pregnant... Which means she broke the age laws!


    Emma wasn’t sure what she should do. I wouldn’t have hit her if I’d known.


    “You won’t be in trouble for that. She attacked you.”


    Emma spun around to find Wade behind her, leaning against the wall.


    Wade didn’t grin or smile like he normally did with women.


    Emma got her breath back and scowled at the bruised man. “Shouldn’t you be sleeping?”


    “Yes, I should, but the boss asked me to handle a loose end before I crash.” Wade’s tone deepened. “You’re that loose end.”


    Emma ran.


    Wade stared in surprise. “Well that didn’t go as planned.” He waved at the guard. “Stop her!”


    Quinn saw Emma, running full out, and Wade standing still, giving an order. I hate these Eagle choice moments. Quinn tackled her.


    Emma went down under his big body; she immediately started screaming. Piercing shrieks echoed through the hallway.


    Quinn pulled her onto her feet and shoved her toward Wade as the man jogged to them. “That’s all you. I’m on duty.”


    Wade sent out a calming wave as Emma kept shouting. Her shudders and shakes made him very angry. “Easy, honey... Shh... It’s okay.”


    Emma slowly calmed. They didn’t hurt me. No one hurt me. I’m okay.


    Wade slowly lifted his hands. “We had to know.” He gently rubbed her shaking arms. “You were never going to tell anyone. Even Angela couldn’t get through your walls. I’m sorry.”


    Emma hated him and Angela at that moment.


    “I would too.” Emma was pale, with wild eyes that filled her pretty face. Her hair blew in the draft, covering a fresh bruise on her shoulder that Wade knew had come from a kai session. He filed that information for later. Wade set her away from him so he could make eye contact. “We want to help you. Please, let me help you.”


    “I’m not having sex with you!”


    Wade chuckled, ignoring her panicked shout. “Good, cause my sheet is full. Can we just talk?” He sighed. “I don’t get much of that.”


    Emma’s attention was snagged. She looked at Quinn, who wore an apologetic expression, and then back to Wade. “The boss set this up.”


    “No. She saw it coming and sent me to help you.” Wade held out his arm. “We have a table reserved at the mess.”


    Emma swallowed. “We’ll be alone?” She knew it was closed at this time of night.


    Wade nodded, not sure that she would agree. Her fear of being hurt had been well hidden, but it was loose now. It was coating her like a shroud.


    Emma sucked in air, forcibly controlling the shakes. “Okay.”


    Wade smiled. “I’m proud of you.” He held his arm out further. When she hesitated, then slowly put her hand through his arm, he blasted her with a wave of pleasure.


    Emma stiffened, fighting it.


    “I’m not seducing you. That’s the normal reaction when you make an alpha feel good.”


    Emma let him lead her toward the nearby mess. “What’s it like when you make them feel bad?”


    Ice came down the hall, cooling the air. Papers and signs riffled in the stiff breeze.


    Wade sent his mind to better thoughts. “Let’s not find out.”


    “Agreed.” Emma tensed, slowing them as a shadow broke away from the wall.


    Gabe fell in on Emma’s other side when Wade motioned him there.


    Emma forced herself to keep walking. The two men surrounding her were huge. Fear shoved into her brain.


    “Fight it. We’re almost there.” Wade pushed out another wave of comfort.


    Emma kept walking, heart thudding in her chest. “Do it again or I’ll never make it through that door.”


    Wade blasted her, hating the person or people who’d taught her to be so afraid.


    Gabe stayed close and kept his mouth shut. He was just the muscle on this one, sent by the boss on a quiet FND request. Gabe was honored to have been asked, especially since he’d only been with them since Ciemus.


    Emma entered the darkened room, scanning for exits and threats. The empty tables cast heavy shadows over the floor. Emma tried to be brave, but it was hard. They took me into the barn. It felt like this. Even the smell of fresh bread was a trigger. One of them had just eaten. I can still smell the cherries. I can still taste them on his mouth!


    Gabe took his post at the door.


    Wade led Emma to the far corner, where a single candle was burning at a small table.


    “Have a seat.” Wade let go of her and pulled out her chair.


    Emma sank down, glad that she was able to sit. Her legs were shaking. “What happens now?”


    Wade sat across from her. “We talk. I dig in and find the moment you became terrified. We set up those moments again, giving you the advantage this time. You slowly lose those fears and become capable of real self-defense.”


    Emma stared at him.


    Wade waited for her to get her emotions under control. He loved this part of his job. Helping free people from mental nightmares wasn’t as satisfying as killing, but it was in the top three best moments as an Eagle.


    “I thought she sent you to remove me.”


    “She did, Emma.” Wade put a hand on her wrist as she tensed again. “You can’t keep hunting teenage boys. The Eagles will no longer allow our sons to be abused either. You’re the example.” He sent a light zap into her arm. “Do you accept this correction from your team?”


    Emma frowned in confusion, barely feeling the pain. “I’m on Angela’s team.”


    “As soon as the recharge is over, the team lists will come out. Neil and I agree to take you on as a rookie, along with two others.”


    “No way!” Her tension eased a little as she considered what that meant. “She accepted me as an Eagle...and put me on one of the highest teams.” Her tension returned in full. “But she can’t really give that to me, because I’m a cougar.”


    Wade nodded. “You can stay a rookie and keep fishing shallow waters until the boss cuts your line, or you can take the loving punishment from your new team and have a clean slate. Angela thinks you’re strong enough. Are you?”


    Emma wanted to say yes, but she was terrified.


    Wade knew. He wanted to comfort her, but once they’d passed the threshold on that door, he’d become an Eagle again. He studied her, storing her thoughts and reactions.


    Emma sucked in a harsh breath. “Yes. Do it.”


    “Repeat after me: I accept this loving punishment...”


    Emma began repeating it.


    Wade slapped her, lightly, then leaned back. He blew out a breath. “I’m glad that’s done.”


    Emma opened her lids and her clenched fists. “One hit?”


    Wade’s voice hardened. “One tap. Do you need a hit?”


    Emma quickly shook her head. “I’m not that stupid.” She rubbed her cheek. It stung, but it was far from what she’d expected. “Now I stay away from the boys. What else?”


    “Nothing until training starts and the lists come out. As a first test of your compatibility to our team, you can’t tell anyone before then.” Wade waved off her coming excuse. “We understand descendants hear some of your thoughts. So don’t think about it.”


    Emma nodded. “I’ll try hard. And I’ll work hard. Thank you for the chance.”


    “It’s my honor.” Wade leaned in, voice softening. “Now, let’s dig into those bad memories and banish them so you can compete in the cage.”


    Emma tried to be brave. “That’s why I joined. I don’t want to be afraid anymore.”


    “I’ll make you so deadly that other people are scared of you. How’s that sound?”


    Emma did smile this time. “Even Eagles?”


    Wade shrugged. “Most of them. Some of us can’t be scared anymore. We can only be horrified or terrorized by someone else’s pain.”


    Emma’s fast mind flashed a connection to Samantha. Her mouth opened.


    Wade shook his head. “Don’t go there.”


    Emma understood it was true. “It fits.”


    Wade growled.


    Gabe peered in and found Emma snickering. Wow. He’s good.


    Wade flashed a quick hand message at the rookie. Pay attention. Someday, you might be doing this.


    ​Gabe turned back to his post. I can’t wait to help save the day or the people. This is where I belong. Gabe felt the cage rattle and strengthened the mental lock. Not yet, my powerful friend. I want to do it on my own first. Then you can come out and we’ll play together.


    Wade glanced over at Gabe. Interesting. I wonder if the boss knows... Wade chuckled at himself and turned his attention back to Emma. “So, who’s the bastard I wish I could go back and kill for you?”


    Emma paled. “Three of my brother’s friends.”


    Wade made a note: Three or more challengers. “We can do this quick and hard, or slow and–”


    “Hard, fast, and soon. I want this done by the time the recharge is over.”


    Wade chuckled. “The boss was thinking a few weeks.”


    Emma swallowed her fear. “The boss faces every challenge head on, at full speed.”


    Wade studied her. “And you want to be like the boss.”


    Emma snorted. “Who doesn’t?”


    Wade considered his own needs at the moment and caved to temptation. If it works out, it’ll be good, and the boss will be happy with me. And if it fails, no one gets hurt–not even me because she’s not my type. “We’ll have to spend a lot of time together. People will think I’ve gotten serious about one of the many women I’m servicing.”


    Emma flushed. “You’re not. We’ll know.” She saw his small disappointed flash and slammed pieces together. “You want a buffer who pretends.” She chuckled. “I can do that. Consider it my thanks for helping me.”


    “Awesome.” Wade yawned. “We’ll start after my recharge. If you decide you’d rather do the few weeks instead, let me know by then or I’ll already have plans made around it.”


    Emma stood up, sensing he wanted to be alone now. “Thank you.”


    Wade shrugged. “It’s what Eagles do for people who deserve another chance and just need a hand. Your turn will come to mentor someone. Remember how this felt so you can reach them. Without that, your plan is sunk before it ever sets sail.”
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    “You dragged me from a hot poker hand to wipe off her leg and slap on a bandage!” Morgan slammed the infirmary door. He motioned to the guard at the hall post. “She’s fine. Pass the word up so the boss will sleep.”


    Quinn hurried off as Morgan took his post until he returned.


    Morgan was glad he’d been able to pass that message. Tracy might have lost the baby if it had been worse. Her chest had a huge bruise where she’d landed, but her giant breasts had offset some of the damage.


    He spotted Ian coming from the elevator.


    “Morgan, good.” Ian jogged over to the guard station. “I’m one person light. Can you scan for me?”


    Morgan did it quickly, reading the name in Ian’s thoughts. He turned in a circle, head shaking. “She’s not on the...” Morgan frowned. “We can’t scan well through the ship. Check the top deck.”


    Ian immediately marched that way, frowning. Please, Candy, don’t jump on my watch. They’ll never put me on point duty again.


    Morgan scanned for another Eagle to send as backup. He scowled as he caught raised voices. Someone in the hot tub area was having a domestic moment. Morgan concentrated. Marc, time for rounds. Start with the entertainment floor.


    On my way.


    Morgan relaxed. Marc would handle it. Their substitute teacher was very good at his job, even when people didn’t want him to be.


    Dog appeared at Morgan’s side. Who do I help first?


    Morgan considered. “Top deck... No. We were all pulled from the recharge cabins.” Morgan scowled. “Go guard the boss.” Morgan keyed his mike as Dog took off. “Security check in, now.”


    The radio lit up, out of order.


    Morgan groaned in frustration and tried again. “Security check in, from top level, down.”


    “Bridge is clear.”


    “Recharge zone is clear.”


    “Camp cabins are clear.”


    Morgan scanned the voices, listening for hidden tension.


    “Bathrooms, deck two, clear.”


    “Infirmary, clear.” Morgan let go so the check in could continue.


    “Entertainment floor, now clear.” Marc’s voice was hard.


    “Cargo area, clear.”


    That was all of their primary areas, but the ship had multiple rooms and passages that weren’t being guarded right now. Morgan kept scanning as Wade joined him.


    Wade didn’t find any problems.


    Neither did Marc. He came from the elevator and joined the tense Eagles.


    Morgan grunted. “I’m sorry. False alarm... I guess.”


    Marc shook his head. “I felt it too. I was on my way down the stairs to the entertainment area when you called. One of the men spilled a drink on his date and she slapped him. I sent them all to their cabins.” Marc went to the top ramp to verify their captain was okay. Terry was only doing a short shift while Theo rested, and he had a guard that had just checked in, but Marc also wanted to scan Adrian and be sure that man wasn’t causing the bad vibes they were all still picking up.


    “What’s going on?” Quinn had just switched shifts to come help.


    Wade went to the elevator. “Morgan’s twitching. Run a complete check of this deck, then cover any empty posts. If they’re full, report to Marc.”


    Wade gave the same order to every Eagle and rookie who appeared. If there’s a problem, we’ll find it.
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    “Candy?” Ian hurried toward the woman leaning against the rail at the rear of the ship. The top deck was dark except for a few lanterns near empty guard posts. They’d decided it wasn’t needed up here right now except for the bridge. Ian now wished they’d put someone on the rear posts. “Hey!”


    Candy didn’t move from her hard stare at Adrian. He was standing by his wheelhouse, looking back. “Why won’t he talk to me?!”


    Ian took her cold arm and tugged her away from the rail. “He’s not allowed to talk to any of us or Conner will pay for it.”


    Candy came out of her teary daze. Her anger rose. “He didn’t do anything wrong!”


    Ian gestured to Adrian.


    Adrian walked down the ramp and vanished into his ship. Ian didn’t want Adrian reading their lips or body language. “Candy, I have a message from the boss.”


    She stiffened, becoming aware of how close he was standing. “Loose ends?”


    Ian retreated, frowning at her. “You can have answers after we set sail again, or you can spend your time in the brig until we reach the next port. We’ll row you to land and you can do whatever you want from there.”


    Candy’s tears coursed over her cheeks in angry waves. “I don’t deserve this.”


    “No, but you’re dangerous. You won’t obey the rules. You’re up here trying to communicate with the traitor. You don’t care about the dream or the future–you just want your toy.” Ian pointed at the ramp. “Go to the camp cabins and settle in for two weeks or go to the brig.” His tone deepened into stone. “Don’t make me insist. You’ll probably go into labor and the boss won’t be happy.”


    “I don’t care what she wants! I don’t care about those sheep! I want Conner!”


    Ian waited, letting her get it out of her system up here. Angela had warned them these scenes with Candy would be ugly.


    Candy realized Ian wasn’t going to cave. She scrubbed at her face so she could see to walk. “Two weeks! Then I want off this boat.”


    Ian snorted. “Where are you gonna go?”


    “To find Conner. He’d do it for me.”
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    Wade shut his eyes and leaned his head on his hands. The check-in was clear. He’d come back to the mess for the few minutes alone that he still needed. Lock it up now. You had to open it for the recharge, but you don’t have to dwell on it. Lock it back up.


    “Easier said than done.” Marc entered the mess and shut the door, not commenting on Wade’s harsh flinch. He joined the man at the counter.


    Wade waited, hating this part of the job. He normally enjoyed removing people when the orders came down. “What’s the verdict?”


    “I want him dead.” Marc shrugged, shifting for a better spot on the stool. “I decided not to do it.”


    Wade breathed a sigh of relief. “I didn’t want to do it.”


    “I didn’t want to order it. I wanted to do it myself.”


    “Why did Angela give you the choice? She had to know you might go the other way.”


    Marc snorted. “Kendle is still alive. Angela knew the odds were good on my final choice.”


    “Still.” Wade dug deeper, needing this connection to someone above his level. “How do you accept those choices and then let them go, even when you don’t agree?”


    “I didn’t before. Now, I see farther. The image has more details. As you evolve, the visions will change.”


    Wade wasn’t sure he wanted to go higher. “What about the cracks?”


    “No changes, so far. She’s holding steady.”


    Wade frowned. “I meant yours.”


    Marc lit the last smoke in his pack. He inhaled and passed it. Almost everyone was sharing their last stashes of tobacco. “She isn’t giving me those choices.”


    Wade noticed the evasion and let it go. “So only mass murder...”


    “As far as we know.” Marc blew out smoke, head spinning. “Your past doesn’t matter in that count. Only the choices you make as an alpha can open that door.”


    “Is that why I’m getting attention all of the sudden?”


    “That, and your loyalty. Plus, the females and kids have approved you. This last check lets you go higher if she approves it.”


    “The final Eagle level.”


    “Yes. She and Adrian adapted it for descendants.”


    “Do you have a chart? Or something that shows what all of us are and what we can do?”


    “Still working on it.” Marc wrote Wade’s name in his book. “Would you like to be in on the research?”


    “You know it!”


    “Cool. Make a list of names and what you know they can do. I have Neil and a couple others doing the same. When you get everyone scanned, I’ll set time for all of you together, to work out the chart and information we want known.”


    Wade frowned. “I didn’t think of that.”


    “Angie did. She forbade us from making books about our kind except for medical, and even that almost fell into the wrong hands when we fled the mountain.”


    “Maybe we can lock the books...” Wade lowered his voice. “The kids used art spells to protect their cabins.”


    “Yes.” Marc stood, eager to get back to the recharge floor. “You coming?”


    Wade took the hand up.


    Marc slammed into his mind, going deeper than an average scan. He came up with the same thoughts he’d found before.


    Marc let go and turned toward the door. “You have my permission to do that to everyone you scan. So do the others.”


    That told Wade the others were also descendants. He immediately began trying to figure out who Marc and Angela trusted that much. Wade paused. That means I’m on their good list. I’m in! The feeling was incredible.


    Marc enjoyed Wade’s waves of pleasure until they reached the recharge cabins. He felt a new wave of tension as they stepped into the hallway; his hand dropped to his gun.


    Wade did the same, scanning closed and open doors.


    Both men paused as they saw Quinn staring into the cabin where Kendle was sleeping on Tommy’s chest.


    Marc and Wade flanked him, hoping they didn’t need to drag him out.


    Quinn didn’t look away from Kendle.


    “Are you okay?”


    Quinn shrugged at Marc’s query. He tilted his head in concentration. “Do you think we’re having a sexual revolution?”


    Marc wasn’t prepared for the question. “I hadn’t thought about it.”


    Quinn shrugged. “Ralph mentioned it earlier. He’s lived through two of them. He thinks this is the third.”


    “This?” Wade was definitely interested in the topic.


    “You and your...harem, the women having multiple partners, openly. Everyone talking about the breeding tree. He said we’re living it, but only a few of us are enjoying it.” Quinn’s lips twitched. “Then Daisey smacked him on the ass.”


    Marc wasn’t sure where this was going. “Does it bother you that they’re free to do what men always have?”


    Quinn shook his head. “Not counting my jealousy, I think it’s awesome.”


    Marc’s tone hardened. “Will the jealousy be a problem?”


    Quinn sighed. “She told me I’d have to share. The surprise is with who. I was braced to compete against Adrian...”


    “And now?”


    Quinn’s tense shoulders relaxed. “I get along with Tommy. We don’t have to compete. We can still be friends if I smother my jealousy.”


    “Can you?”


    Quinn studied the couple, judging how much it bothered him. He sighed, turning toward the poker table. “For a while. I already know they’re a better couple, but I also know she doesn’t love him, so I’ll probably push her too hard at some point. I am a dumbass, after all.”


    Men chuckled, understanding. Men had been doing that for centuries, but love didn’t allow another choice. It insisted they do anything for a chance, no matter what they had to suffer or how long they had to wait.


    Quinn handed Marc a sheet of paper, falling into update mode. “It was a false alarm. The ship got a fast patrol and all posts are covered.” Quinn’s voice lowered. “You know we had a public scene in the hot tub area. That might have sent the bad vibes.”


    “Makes sense. We’re all on the edge right now. Keep going.”


    “One patient in the infirmary. Tracy swears she slipped coming from the shower. Hit a corner of something and got a few stitches in her leg. Charlie’s with her.”


    “Morgan kept her there?”


    “Just for another hour.” Morgan joined them. “I didn’t want her falling again. The painkillers hit some people hard. Charlie will get her back to her cabin.”


    Marc took Morgan’s report. He scanned it quickly.


    We need to talk.


    Marc chuckled as if it was something funny and put the paper into his notebook. “Tell him the wedding’s in a week. He can wait that long to hold her while she sleeps.”


    Other people laughed, distracted.


    Marc scanned the closed doors and calm mood on this deck. He frowned at a small sense of unease coming from Angela’s cabin. He searched for Neil.


    Angela’s door opened. Neil emerged, scowling. “How do you stand her?!” He gently shut the door.


    Marc snickered.


    Neil joined them, grunting. “Should have known you would think it’s funny.”


    Marc’s amusement fled. “No, what’s funny is you think I don’t know.”


    Neil, and everyone else, tensed.


    Neil kept his mind blank. “Know what?”


    Marc scowled. “She’s not in there, is she?”


    Neil stiffened. “What?”


    “Is Angela in there?”


    “Uh, in where?”


    Marc gestured, getting angry. “In her cabin, Neil. Is Angela in her cabin?”


    “As far as I know.” Neil nodded, happy with the wording.


    “As far as you know? You were just in there!”


    Neil shrugged. “Anything could have happened since then.”


    “It’s been 10 seconds!”


    “I know, right.”


    Marc’s eyes narrowed. “Neil?”


    “Yes, Boss?”


    Marc grunted at the innocent tone. “Where did she go?”


    “Who?”


    Marc realized Neil wasn’t allowed to give a straight answer. He marched toward the cabin, ready to key his radio for a search.


    Marc opened the door.


    Allison peered at him through the lamp light. “Everything okay?”


    Dog peered up from Angela’s ankle.


    Marc scanned Angela’s face and body. Her breathing was normal, as was her position, but... Her pulse was pounding. “What’s going on in here?”


    Allison scratched at a new rash on her arm. “She’s having nightmares.”


    That explained the pounding pulse. Marc sent a blast of calm that brought peace to Angela’s face and posture. A smile curved her lips.


    Marc left, giving Neil an apologetic glance. “She’s tricky. I’m trying to stay ahead of her.”


    “That’s a tough job.” Neil picked up the cards. “Are we still playing?”


    “I need to hit the head, then I’m set.” Marc walked that way.


    “Same.” Morgan glared at a rookie. “Don’t put your cold ass in my hot seat while I’m gone. I don’t need your bad luck.”


    The rookie flushed, sitting down as people laughed.


    “I’m crashing.” Wade crawled onto the couch, groaning in relief. “If any service calls come in, take a name or handle it yourself.”


    Marc was still chuckling as he finished in the stall and came out to wash his hands.


    Morgan was leaning on the sink, waiting for him. “Charlie thinks Angela sent him down there on purpose to be in the right place for it to happen.”


    “She did. We agreed this was the best of all the possible outcomes we studied for him and Tracy.”


    Morgan regarded Marc in the mirror as he washed his hands. “To lose the baby?”


    “Just the opposite. This is the only one that saves our grandchild.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “Tracy decided that not having the baby will free Charlie from his commitment. He knows and thinks it should all be her choice. Angela and I are showing them it’s more serious than that, now, while she’s strong enough to handle it. If she trips going down the steps, like she’s planning, the baby won’t survive.”


    Morgan wished he’d scanned her deeper. “She’s not that strong now.”


    “I plan to give her a private recharge... Unless you have a cover I can use?”


    Morgan considered. “I can say she has a cold. No one wants to be around sick residents right now.”


    Marc used the dryer on his hands. “Not sure how people will react to that.”


    “Should be fine as long as they can see her resting, not bleeding.”


    “Agreed. Then I can add her to the second recharge. Seeing her out so soon will calm people.”


    “That’s good. Charlie and I stopped the bleeding. She should be okay as long as she doesn’t get into another fight.”


    Marc sighed. “What triggered it?”


    “No idea. Tracy only said she got angry. I assumed she overacted, but Charlie wants Emma charged with assaulting her. The guards said Emma was provoked.”


    “Emma was Wade’s other intervention.”


    Morgan grinned. “He’s a riot. How does he keep them all from killing each other?”


    Marc went to the door. “No idea, but I want lessons.”


    Marc stopped, bursting out laughing.


    Morgan joined him. Wade was already covered in little bodies. Half of their kids were piled on him and the couch, wrestling for room.


    “He’s like the pied piper.”


    “Maybe he is one.” Marc went to the table and sat. “Whose deal is it?”


    Seats filled. Rookies leaned in to observe.


    Marc felt Wade crash. All the kids on and around him relaxed. Little grunts and snores began to echo. This is nice. Marc knew not to get used to it. It’s probably just a calm before the next storm.
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    Don’t Throw That Away
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    “Time to get up. It’s a new day.”


    Conner opened his eyes, instantly furious all over again. He jerked upright from his uncomfortable bedroll on the deck as Jonny dropped a kit by him. Everyone was sleeping up here. Safe Haven had dumped the bodies from this ship, but there hadn’t been time to clean it before the illness set in. The lower decks were reeking.


    “Clean clothes, rations.” Jonny brushed brown hair from his face, wishing he’d had it cut before they left. “Go easy on it. That has to last you.”


    Conner opened it, hoping food would quiet his stomach. “For how long?”


    Jonny shrugged, going to stand by the rail to enjoy a cigar. He hadn’t smoked before coming to Safe Haven. Now he craved tobacco in almost any form. “A week or so.”


    Conner’s upset stomach lurched. He stared at the calm ocean. “We’re that close?”


    Jonny grunted, sharing the excitement and the dread. “We’re about to slide into hell again, but this time, we have a known traitor with us instead of an undercover spy.” Jonny pinned him with a harsh glare. “Why did you follow in your dad’s footsteps? We all liked you.”


    Conner clammed up.


    Jonny studied the sullen boy, wishing he could dig into Conner’s mind.


    “I can let you in, but you won’t like what you find.”


    “I don’t expect to. You’re a Mitchel.”


    Conner connected them, showing Jonny his desire for Candy. “It outweighs everything else. You guys never understood. It isn’t a choice. When we bond to someone, we have to have them.”


    “Maybe you need a jail cell.”


    “Why? She loves me and I love her. Why is it wrong?”


    “Age, spells, honor. Lots of reasons.”


    “I’m legal now and I didn’t need a spell.” Conner didn’t have a defense for the honor. He’d slipped in to make a claim before she gave birth. There was no honor in that. But I still got her. We’re going to be happy together at some point. Conner’s arrogance faded as the rest of the kill team joined Jonny by the rail. Or maybe I’ll be dead. They mean business.


    Drew leaned against the rail and faced Conner.  “Lee was a good friend. He’d be horrified by your relationship with his wife.”


    “That doesn’t mean it’s wrong.” Conner knew the rules of the camp.


    Drew shifted his tool belt higher on his lean hips. “What about manipulating the camp so they’d accept it? You planned that, down to the exact words.”


    Conner realized they’d been given information by someone close to him. “Who told you that?!”


    Greg met his eyes. “Your father, when we threatened to banish you the first time. He said you had a plan. We watched you carry it out.”


    Conner didn’t respond. He was trapped and he knew it.


    “You broke the age laws.” Shawn glowered at him. “You know the Eagle punishment for that.”


    Conner slid the cookie back into the bag. No sense eating them just to throw them up. He slowly stood, bracing.


    The four men observing him were impressed. They’d expected more whining and denials, not someone set to face the music.


    Drew lunged forward and punched him. The other men followed.


    Conner took all four hits without falling. Then he slid to his knees and puked.


    Conner gasped in air, thinking of the single moment he’d shared with Candy. “It was worth it!”


    His moral board sniggered. That was the reaction of an Eagle. The boy sounded just like Kyle at that moment.


    Drew helped him up and gave him a gentle shove toward the locker. “Cleaning supplies are in there.”


    Conner went to get them, groaning, but he didn’t feel hatred toward the men. He felt bonded to them. I’m definitely a Mitchel. If we aren’t hunting a woman, we’re beating on someone or getting beaten on ourselves. It’s what we do.


    “Looks like it might rain.” Greg refused to think bad thoughts. He didn’t want to jinx their run.


    Shawn was feeling the same. “We’ll go below if it starts. The wind might clear it out.”


    Jonny watched Conner start cleaning. “We have a nice setup down there if we need it.”


    Drew grinned. “Thank you. I took a class in decorating haunted ships for suicide runs.”


    Chuckles filled the deck.


    Conner swallowed bile and envy. I want to be like them and then no one will ever be able to hurt me again.


    “That was quick.”


    Greg shrugged at Shawn’s comment. They’d all been watching Conner’s expressions, like they did with any rookie. “He’s a Mitchel. Of course, he wants to be one of us.”


    Conner glared. “You’re not descendants. How do you know that?!”


    The men chuckled.


    Conner went back to cleaning. It won’t always be this way. He listened to the Eagles talk, fuming. He was also worrying. It was eating him up to not know if Candy was okay. I have to get off this boat.


    Shawn saw the furtive glance. “Go on. You won’t get far, but you can try.”


    Conner’s shoulders slumped. “What do you want me to do?”


    “Watch, listen.” Greg glowered. “Become trustworthy very very fast.”


    “How do I do that?!”


    “No idea, but it’s the only thing that will save you.” Jonny moved into the wheelhouse and turned up the volume on the radio so they could hear it out here on the open deck. Loud static echoed.


    Jonny stared at his tall, bulky reflection, hating his dull brown features. He’d always wanted to be blond and blue. Like the damn Mitchels. Or even Greg. His brown hair has glints of red and yellow. Even Shawn’s brown hair is long and has thick curls. Why can’t I be like them?


    The men began setting up an Eagle course, joking and chatting.


    Conner watched them. He recognized a workout course. They’re training? Now?


    “Rookie lessons, Eagles, and you’d better remember them.”


    The other three men laughed at Greg’s imitation of Kyle, of the way he liked to start their lessons.


    Greg’s chest puffed out. “Eagles are men and women who care about the future of their country. So much that they are willing to sacrifice their lives for it. They are not afraid to get involved and can easily tell wrong from right. Eagles are not thieves. Some of them may have been in the past, but no longer. An Eagle can now be trusted with a life, the only possession that has any true value.”


    Shawn took over. “Eagles have hope and suspicion in equal amounts. They believe in the truth when it’s called for, and silence when it’s not. An Eagle helps, plans, searches, and defends without being asked, and no payment will ever be taken. They are strong and loyal defenders of those around them.”


    Drew loved this part of his new life. “There are a lot of reasons to join my Army. Worry over the future, a need to belong to something you can depend on, but it comes down to a simpler fact. We all want to be better than we are–mentally and physically. Humans are an ever-evolving species. Before the war, you were something else. Now, you’re an Eagle in my Army and I’ll accept nothing less than your best. There is no room in my army for slacking off. If you can’t cut it, get out now.”


    Jonny forgot about his petty desires for a moment, bonded through the words he now believed in more than anything else. “America comes first with us. Not that shit to enforce laws that hide greed, but only for the greater good–the survival of our country. The continuation of America is all I care about and there isn’t anything I won’t do, any one person I won’t sacrifice, to make it happen. Be sure you want this. It may be your life that I take to save theirs.”


    Conner dropped the rag. “I know why you’re doing this. It won’t work on me.”


    The Eagles ignored him. They liked repeating that very first lesson, but it was also a way to get in the mood for training. Kyle said it made it easier to remember if they heard it from their own mouths.


    Greg took his second turn in the rotation. “An Eagle is the only line of defense between the camp and this hostile new world. Extreme force is necessary and will be used at my discretion, no matter the age or condition of the threat. Mercy in this new hell comes from death and hardly anything else. Be prepared to not only face it, but to also be the one pulling that trigger. Lives are not to be taken lightly but they will be taken.”


    Conner was angry, but he was also drawn. He wanted to be like his dad enough to start memorizing the lesson as the Eagles kept reciting it.


    “We’re writing history, here and now. In this new world, we are the first military power. As such, we are duty bound to each other and the lives we come in contact with. Their needs are our needs, and we will always take care of them before ourselves. We are the guardians, the shepherds of the remaining American flock, and everything we do, all that we are, is for them, for Her. We will be closer than any army was before, more in tune with each other and the environment. Because of that, we have an edge. Knowing what’s coming will save us.” Shawn knew that was true. It had saved them repeatedly.


    “I’m going to ask you to do things you’ll hate me for and yourself as well. Do them anyway. The motions we make now, are waves we’ll ride later, when there are more of us. You’ll have doubts and questions, and moments of weakness when you think you’re about to fail and maybe cause the fall of these goals, my goals.” Drew loved this part; he identified with it more than the rest. “Accept it as hard duty and learn to live with your demons. Talk to me, I am here for that, but more so, talk to each other. The old saying of not letting one hand know what the other is doing does not hold with us. We will be a family inside the Safe Haven community and there will be none tighter than these first teams. You are more valuable than anyone will realize or give you credit for, and if the camp finds out about the things we do on missions, you’ll be run out or worse. You must be sure. There is no going back.”


    Jonny pointed at Conner as he took over the rotation. “None of you were where you belonged in the old world and you felt it every day. In this new world, in this moment, you are exactly where you should be, and I need you.”


    Magic flowed out, reaching into Conner’s heart with brilliant golden light.


    “Before the war, you were something else. Now, you’re an Eagle in my Army and I still have a place for you. That hasn’t changed.”


    Conner realized that was meant for moments like this one. He went back to scrubbing. I want to be with Candy and enjoy a real life. Why is that asking too much?


    The Eagles sensed it when he began to tune them out. They switched to the rookie sets, being careful not to put them too close to the railing. If someone went overboard, they weren’t stopping.


    The men started the set, laughing about how hard it had been the first time. Now they breezed through it without a pause or a misstep.


    After three runs, Greg scanned for Conner and found him in the wheelhouse, using the radio.


    Shawn sighed, moving that way. “Boss called that one right.”


    Greg followed. “Doesn’t she always?”


    Conner saw them coming and keyed the mike again. “I’m Conner Mitchel. I’ve been kidnapped. I need help!” He struggled to keep ahold of the mike. “Dad! Help!”


    Shawn hung up the mike while Greg shoved Conner toward the deck.


    Conner braced to be hit again.


    Jonny pointed. “You missed a spot.”


    Conner stomped toward the stinking mess, glaring, but he was relieved when the Eagles went back to their workout. I got a call out. Maybe my dad heard.


    The radio lit up.


    “Where are you? We’ll help a Mitchel.”


    “We need your location.”


    “A Mitchel was just on the radio!”


    The four Eagles exchanged satisfied glances. Angela’s plan was going according to schedule.


    “Ready for sets?”


    Conner glanced up at Greg in surprise. “Me?”


    “You are a rookie.”


    Conner was confused. “You beat me and now you want me to run sets.”


    “Yes,” all four men answered together.


    Conner slowly approached the buff, lethal Eagles. “I don’t know what to do.”


    Smiles met his admission.


    Greg’s tone was pointed. “That’s why we’re here, kid. Someday, you may be the anchor for a lost rookie. Remember this moment in your life. It’s where you made the final call.”


    Conner paused. “The final call on what?”


    Shawn waved it to Jonny, who was enjoying this. Shawn and Greg had done it too many times now to still be so eager.


    Jonny met Conner’s eye. “Being one of us or being our enemy. You’re either good or bad. Make your choice.”


    Conner straightened. That cool Mitchel attitude falling into place. “I’ll get back to you.” He went to the bedroll he’d been given.


    The Eagles watched him sit down and face the ocean.


    Greg shook his head when Jonny would have tried again. “The boss timed this one carefully. Be patient. It will all work out.”
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    “Congratulations on making it to level one, Eagles. You’ve proven absolutely nothing. You may think because you’ve reached level one that you can slack off, but exactly the opposite is true. I know what your purpose is in this hard new world, but I’m not sure that you’re strong enough to pull it off.” Greg stifled a yawn. He still believed in the words, but he was tired. “This is where you prove it–to me and to yourself, but more importantly, to the camp depending on you to be perfect. If you don’t spend the time drilling and practicing, sweating, and hurting, then you’re going to disappoint them and ruin the future we’re trying to build. This is the point where if you have any doubts left about giving this your all, you should take off that jacket and walk. Do it right now.”


    Shawn was missing his Eagle jacket right now. The ocean breeze was cooling as sunset neared. “Your rookie sessions drilled in how important it is to be on time. Level one is going to teach you the same thing, with your timing. If you shoot too soon, you’ll get a teammate killed. If you shoot too late, you’ll get yourself killed. Your timing must be impeccable. The only way that happens is constant repetition. I’m going to work those muscles until you think they’ll fall off, but by the time level one is done, your brain will have the pattern down so well you’ll be able to do it even when jerked out of sleep.”


    Jonny grinned as he took over. “I’m also going to hit you. Your teammates are going to hit you. You’re going to hit them. If you are afraid of physical confrontation, this level will help you conquer it. There’s no shame in being scared, but you have to be able to react anyway to be an Eagle. If you pass level one, you’ll have the basic fighting skills that will allow you to survive battles in my army. You will often hear: Remember your training. This is the moment they’re talking about. Remember these lessons and it will keep you alive.”


    Drew was getting restless, but he still gave the words the fire they were meant to have. “Self-defense class for the camp is different than what you’ll learn in my army. You can cry off at any point there because blood gives you a free pass. In the Eagles, if you don’t bleed, you’re not really one of us. That sounds harsh, but it’s all about mentality. If you know you’re going to be hit and you’re braced for it, prepared to react after it, it’s not that bad. You won’t really understand until you reach a certain point. We call that the moment of recognition. It’s when you understand that pain goes away, but failure stays with you forever, and you’ll do anything to keep from failing. That, ladies and gentlemen, is what makes you an Eagle–not a minute sooner and not after. The recognition moment is everything.”


    All four men paused in the oral recitation of the level one opening lesson. They found Conner leaning against the rail, listening.


    Greg motioned toward the obstacle course they had adjusted. “Level one is a faster repeat. Care to join?”


    Conner didn’t want to give in, but he was bored of looking at the ocean and the words had gotten to him. He recognized his father in them. He moved toward the men, but didn’t get too close. “What do you want me to do?”


    “Rookies go in the middle until they’re ready to join.” Jonny pointed.


    Conner was relieved to not have to run it yet even though he was sure he wouldn’t have trouble. He stood in the center of the scavenged obstacles as the four Eagles got set at various places around the long oval course.


    Greg gestured. “Every 7.5.”


    The other men grunted. That wasn’t level one, but they were already bored with these sets. Conner wouldn’t know the difference. Usually there was no half. They preferred even numbers because it was easier to remember. Greg was giving them a workout. All three men responded by straightening into Eagle form as if they were running it in front of Marc or Adrian.


    “Go!”


    Conner only watched them run it one time before he began trying to figure out where he should join in. The men were moving fast, with a new person joining the line every 7.5 seconds. Conner saw an opening and took it.


    The four men around him automatically adjusted to a five-man run, shortening their steps.


    None of them were surprised when Conner ran it the first time without falling or knocking anything over. He was clumsy on landings and dives, but much like his father, he adapted almost instantly.


    They ran the course again, not stopping or talking.


    It was hard for Conner after the third run. He was aware of the men slowing the pace for him, but he couldn’t help not being as fit as they were.


    The Eagles enjoyed some of the relief that came with just working out their bodies, but because of the lower level, it still allowed too much time for their minds to wander.


    Beep! Beep! Beep!


    Drew shut off his alarm, coming to a stop. He slid out of the way so Jonny didn’t slam into him.


    The rest of the men did the same, forming a quick line to the side that Conner was able to complete as he watched them. He knew where he was supposed to go.


    Greg turned toward the wheelhouse. “It’s time for a check in. Bring the rookie.”


    Conner didn’t resist as Drew and Jonny each took an arm. They weren’t rough, but it was obvious they were going to keep him from reaching the radio again.


    Shawn brought up the rear, heart hurting. This is where I find out if I’ve lost someone I love.


    Greg turned on the radio in the wheelhouse as Conner was put on a stool in the corner. Drew and Jonny stayed between him and the console.


    Static filled the wheelhouse. Greg adjusted the channel. “We’ll do home first and get it over with.” He was also terrified of what they might hear. They had left before the crisis was over.


    Greg keyed the mike. “This is UN ship 0186 hailing the unidentified vessel in sector three. This is the UN. Please respond.”


    The radio crackled back at them.


    “This is trap team... Damn it! I forgot our number again. McCleary is putting the passengers back to sleep. We had to stop for engine trouble, but it’s almost repaired now.”


    Greg swallowed a laugh at Neil playing a UN flunky. “Do you need assistance with your cargo?”


    “Negative. We’re keeping their sleep schedules tight.”


    “Copy. We’ll see you at the center.”


    “Copy, out.”


    Greg flipped to the Eagle channel and keyed the mike once.


    Neil’s voice echoed back. “All your doves are alive.”


    Relief went through the kill team.


    Greg blinked back tears. “Copy. Do not change their feeding schedule.”


    “Copy. Out.”


    Greg adjusted the channel.


    Conner glared at Jonny. “He didn’t ask about Candy!”


    Jonny chuckled. “Your doves are alive, kid. Read between the lines.”


    Conner flushed. “So don’t change their feeding means... We’re on schedule.”


    Greg nodded at Drew’s impressed look. “That’s why he’s getting this chance. He’s just as smart as his father.” Greg didn’t mention the other part of the code. If they’d radioed not to change the sleeping schedule, it would have meant Conner wasn’t joining the lessons yet.


    Jonny huffed. “Is he also as disloyal as his father?”


    Greg shrugged, adjusting the channel again. “We’ll find out in a few days.”


    More static filled the wheelhouse. Greg tried to clear it so they could hear.


    “Come in ship 1003.”


    “This is 1003. Say again?”


    “You are to patrol the next sector. Get on it.”


    “It’ll take us half a week to reach that zone.”


    “You’re the only ship in that area.”


    “Copy. Same map?”


    “Affirmative. We picked up a call between an unidentified vessel and ship 0186. Verify those are ours.”


    “And if not?”


    “Sink them.”


    The static grew too loud to hear anything else.


    Greg and Shawn checked their maps.


    Conner watched, staying on the stool. If he tried anything right now, these Eagles might toss him overboard.


    Shawn frowned. “No way to know what their next sector is, but I’d guess we’re in it.”


    “Speed up?”


    Greg shook his head at Drew. “We just reported that we’re on schedule. And we’re flying. We’ll be there in time to intercept.”


    “How long?” Conner was eager for even a glimpse of their boat.


    “Less than five days.” Jonny scanned the fuel gauges. “Enough juice to get us there?”


    “Yep. I think they refueled right before Kronus came down. Too bad we can’t switch the camp to this ship.” Shawn was impressed by the vessel. “It even has guns.”


    “I say we get ready early.” Drew didn’t want to spend the time drilling lessons anymore.


    Greg’s tone dropped into the leader he’d always been. “We do it by the plan. No deviations.”


    Drew nodded, disappointed. He understood why they had that rule. He just didn’t want to wait.


    “We have some toys to make.” Greg gestured. “We’ll give the rookie a lesson on blowing shit up, then get back to the sets.”


    “What about the patrol ship? Won’t they find Safe Haven?” Conner didn’t know if he was supposed to help them or stay out of their way when it happened.


    Greg shrugged. “Depends on you, kid. You’ll be in range of Adrian, Candy, and a UN patrol at that moment. The choice will be all up to you.”
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    “I can’t run it that fast!” Conner gasped in air, sliding out of the run. The Eagles had moved through level two and three very quickly. It was almost dark now. Level four is kicking my ass. I thought I could do this easier.


    Greg and the others didn’t stop or answer him. They kept flying through the sets. The obstacle course for this level had huge gaps to jump. It was fun for them.


    Conner sucked in more air, disappointed with himself. I can do this. He counted the four seconds, then jumped back in the line.


    Greg and the others adjusted for him, but they didn’t slow. When they caught up to Conner, they went around and kept going.


    Conner fought to control his body like they did. It wasn’t as easy as it appeared. He hurled himself over the next gap, arms flailing...


    Greg grabbed him by the shirt and shoved him away from the rail as he came by.


    Conner bounced off a pallet and sprawled on the deck. He stayed there as the men jumped over him and kept going. “I can’t do it...this fast.”


    “You can if you concentrate.” Jonny slid out of the set to clear room. “You’re letting mental crap cloud your mind. When you do sets, it’s time for an empty brain.” He extended a hand.


    Conner let Jonny pull him up, but both males stayed out of the way. With only three in the run, Drew, Shawn, and Greg were now zooming along.


    “How do they do that?!”


    Jonny chuckled. “Empty mind, kid. It allows us to just react. We have to be able to do that on a moment’s notice when something goes wrong.” Jonny counted, then jumped back in. He loved this level.


    Drew slid out as he came around, not as content as the others. He went to the rail, scanning the darkening sky while he got his breathing under control. In another hour, it would be full dark. The sense of bad things coming invaded Drew’s gut. He looked over at Conner.


    Conner was surveying the wheelhouse, where the radio had been shut off.


    “He can’t help you. He’s lucky to be alive at all.”


    Conner snorted. “Yeah, luck. Let’s go with that.”


    Drew frowned. “Conner?”


    “What?!”


    “You can’t be an Eagle if we can’t trust you. The UN will betray you. Your dad will sell you out to get what he wants. We’re the only possible friends you have. Don’t throw that away.”


    Conner didn’t answer, but he did try to see it from their point of view. He understood why Angela and Marc had done this. He just didn’t think it was needed.


    Drew knew what Conner was thinking. It was what had been in his mind when he’d joined and realized how much work was involved. “Are you sorry you learned how to ride a bike?”


    Conner glared. “This isn’t a bike.”


    Drew saw Conner grimace and understood his bruises were hurting. “Your kit has a small supply of pain relievers.”


    “You didn’t take any yet.”


    Drew realized the boy was trying to be as tough as them. He dug a bottle from his pocket and flashed it. “We all have our own.”


    Conner snickered, relieved. “I thought you were supermen.”


    Drew stored the bottle. “Compared to you, we are.” Drew locked eyes with the stubborn boy. “But we’ll give that to you. Once you go through it, you’re done, and nothing can take it from you.”


    “What about the traitors we’ve had?” Conner’s voice lowered to a grumble. “When my dad was leading.”


    Drew shrugged. “Safe Haven can only do so much. If it’s all darkness inside, the light can’t get through.”


    “And this run is to discover if I’m light or dark inside?”


    “No. This run is to save everyone, Conner. If we don’t get into the detention center and give some special help, even Angela won’t be able to get us out of this one. Candy will die. She’s normal. The UN hates normals.”


    Conner was shocked by Drew’s revelation, and furious. “You said she has a plan!”


    “She does. We’re it.”


    Conner considered that. Then he turned back to the set the others were still running. “Show me level five.”


    Drew followed him, hiding a smile. Angela’s always right. If she ever loses her gifts, we’re screwed.
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    “Shift change will commence in five minutes. Have your reports ready. Check out of your station on time.” The generic computer voice spoke calmly to all those living in the floating complex. “Shift change will be followed by lunch and training drills. Do not be late to your next zone.”


    Joel pushed a button to mute the speaker. He resumed his perfectly straight stance in the middle of the command center. Everything he needed was here, except for the oxygen that was pumped in. Unless there was a problem, he rarely left these three rooms.


    The main door opened.


    Joel held out a hand.


    Jordi placed a ledger in it. “All clear for the last round of checks. Two more ships arrived overnight from Europe. Nothing on the Adrianna yet.”


    Joel scanned the notes. Jordi gave him the basics orally, but the lower-level man didn’t always see the crucial details. “We have a patrol boat checking on an unknown ship?”


    “We do. Got lucky to have someone out that far.”


    “Looters...”


    Jordi nodded, sure Joel’s lip was curled even though he couldn’t view the man’s stern face. “We’ll make sure they follow rules once they arrive.”


    “Perhaps. What do we know about the unknown ship? Is it the Adrianna?”


    “We believe so, but they’re too far out to be sure.”


    “This indicates they’ve been stationary for a while. It means our trap teams failed.”


    Jordi sank into the second seat. “Probably. That call could have been a good fake.”


    Joel wasn’t surprised. “Keep training with the enforcers. They have to be ready to lock down that entire ship.”


    Jordi snorted. “Never going to happen, but I’ll work them as hard as you want.”


    “Good.” Joel studied the view of water through the glass. “How are you coming with the Brady child?”


    Jordi tensed.


    Joel grunted. “I see.”


    Jordi shrugged, head shaking. “She’s feral, man. I say we turn her loose on anyone who needs a punishment. She’ll get her workouts and you’ll have one less mouth to feed.”


    “No. Bonds with anyone?”


    “Not that we’ve been able to find.”


    Joel’s brows drew together. “Not even her twin?”


    “No, but they’ve been apart for over a year now. We do expect it to kick in when they’re reunited.”


    “On which side?”


    “Unknown, though her need for revenge may push it. As long as we keep her from making the connection to her father, it will swing our way.” Jordi had viewed that future many times.


    “Never forget about the wildcards.”


    Jordi frowned at the mild scold. “What wildcards? Even if Safe Haven has escaped our trap teams, when they come here, we’re ready.”


    Joel turned to stare at his cousin. “Are you sure?”


    Damn. I’m not. I don’t know why, except that Safe Haven, the Mitchel, has always slipped out of our reach. This trap feels too obvious for such a high-level prize.


    You’ve shown me it works.


    It does. They sail in. We open fire and lock them down. We knock them out and clear the ship.


    But?


    I don’t know. Something’s hinky.


    Joel scowled. “I hate that expression.”


    Jordi swallowed. “I’ll keep scanning for changes.”


    Joel turned back to the window. “Keep me informed.”


    “Yes, sir.” Jordi left. When Joel was in this mood, it was best to stay clear.


    Joel was glad when his fidgety relative was gone. He liked to be alone. The command center held basic furniture and had no decorations, only signs and rules for anyone who came in. He didn’t have personal items on display. In fact, he didn’t have those things at all. He had no need for sentimental trinkets. “They don’t get me. No one does.” Joel glanced at the drawer in his desk, where a folder of images and profiles waited for him to obsess over. “Except maybe you.”


    Joel glanced at the control panel.


    The speaker reactivated. A human voice echoed.


    “Shift change is now underway. Do not dally. Move to your next area and read the waiting report. Do not leave your assigned zone for any reason.”


    Joel checked the time. “Fifteen seconds early. Someone will pay for that.”


     


     


    2


    Jordi paused outside the prison corridor. I hate coming down here. He straightened, assuming a confident, angry air. He preferred to act like Joel even though he wasn’t on the same level.


    Guards snapped to attention as Jordi entered.


    Four fully enclosed blue cells sat across from each other in the center of this wide square section of the complex. Rails separated the troops from the prisoners, but they were only for a grip if the section needed to be detached. Rails didn’t stop their captives during these corruption sessions. Only the gas did.


    The shift leader hurried to meet him. Kane smoothed his brighter uniform, now wishing he’d taken the time to iron it. Jordi hated them being messy until after the shift. “All chairs are filled now, sir. We’re ready for a session.”


    Jordi caught the uneasy tone. He swept the troops manning the consoles and doors, frowning at some of their wrinkled uniforms and too-long hair. “You were late changing shifts.”
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