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Fearful of the Crest

 

 

The long voyage continues.

We’re all sick of the ocean.

We long for the land,

Not this horrible motion.

 

The ocean feels endless.

Will this ride never end?

It takes all we have,

Not to go ‘round the bend.

 

It’s never still.

We can never relax.

Even during moments of peace,

Fate always attacks.

 

It hits us in the back,

Then stabs us in the chest.

We ride the waves,

Fearful of the crest.

 

We keep hope alive

And flinch at every sound.

Dreaming of the day

We will claim our hard ground.

 





  
    
​Chapter One



    Don’t Give Up


    January 13th


    Midnight


     


     


     


    1


    “It’s hot in here.” Samantha switched the room air conditioner to high. She stood in front of the vent, smiling in relief. “That’s good.”


    Wade stood and put a hand on Amy’s arm. “She’s freezing. So am I.”


    Neil grunted. “We went through this a few months ago. It’s the babies. William said they’ll need a lot of heat.”


    “They’re making her temperature rise?”


    Neil nodded. “Drop another blanket over Amy. She’s out from her playground time. She won’t notice.”


    Wade covered Amy to her neck with the thickest quilt. Then he pulled on his jacket. The larger cabin was still cluttered in baby items, toys, books, and movie cases, but it felt nice to Wade, like a home. The thuds and voices from the cabins around this one helped that effect. They were a large family in a huge floating apartment complex.


    Neil waved at the minifridge. “Ice packs help too.” Neil resumed writing in his book.


    Samantha had ditched her jean jumper for stretchy pink boxers under a purple maternity tank top. Wade tried not to leer at her exposed skin as he got the ice pack, but it was hard. Her body was firm, rounded, perfect. With her hair pinned up, even her neck is sexy!


    Samantha smiled at Wade as he extended the ice pack. “Will you hold it on my back?” Neil was in his Eagle gear, as was Wade. Sam felt safe with two Eagles once again protecting her.


    Wade swallowed as she lifted her shirt. He held the freezing ice pack against her bare back. “I’m not as cold now.”


    Samantha chuckled. She pushed against the ice pack. “Nice.”


    Wade peered over at Neil. “How’s the baby book coming?”


    Neil frowned. “Slow. I’m making a lot of guesses.”


    Wade used his free hand to tug the chair over. He kept his hand on the ice pack until Samantha sat, letting her body hold it in place against the chair. Then he shoved his icy hand into his pocket. “But this is normal, right?”


    Neil didn’t answer.


    Wade moved toward the door. He shut it gently and went to the one person he hoped might be able to give him some answers. Now that he was part of Samantha’s life, his concern for her and the babies was growing.


    “He’s very hyper.”


    Neil snickered at her comment. “He has buildup now.”


    Samantha laughed.


    Neil glanced over at her. “I love that sound.”


    Samantha grumped. “Don’t get all sex-eyed on me. I can’t be distracted that easy.”


    Neil’s amusement faded. “You know.”


    She rubbed her large stomach. “You’ve been studying William’s book and notes for a week. You’re scared.”


    Neil wiggled his toes to pry his socks loose. He hadn’t showered or changed since the fight at the detention center. He wasn’t calm enough for that yet. “Aren’t you?”


    “Yes, but I’m surrounded by descendants with healing powers. As long as I carry to term, it’ll be fine.”


    “I wish I had your faith.” Neil resumed working.


    Samantha locked her thoughts. Neil didn’t need to know she was worried too. It wouldn’t help anyone if they panicked.


    “What’s wrong with the babies?” Amy sat up, keeping the blanket around her shoulders. The yellow quilt and wild hair framed her sleepy face. “Is they okay?”


    Samantha forced a bright smile. “They’re just being still right now. Nothing to worry about.”


    “Okays.” Amy snuggled under the blanket and crashed out.


    Neil and Samantha shared an honest stare, both terrified. The twins weren’t moving at all.
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    Wade hurried to the top deck and stopped next to Conner’s bedroll. “What’s going on with Samantha’s twins?”


    Conner peered up at him, confused. “Why are you asking me?”


    “Because you know.”


    Conner didn’t like being woken only an hour after he’d gotten to sleep on the top deck. “Why do you think I know?”


    “Because you were in the labs and you store information like your father did.” Wade dropped into a folding chair near the teenager’s sleeping bag. “Please.”


    Conner sat up, blowing out a frustrated sigh. “I don’t know why you guys are worrying.”


    “The babies stopped moving.”


    Conner smiled. “That’s great.”


    “Why is that great?” Wade refused to relax.


    “It means they’ll be born soon. Descendant babies go quiet. The scientists don’t know why, but it always means birth in the next month.”


    “She’s got eight weeks to go.”


    Conner shrugged. “Maybe she miscounted.”


    “Yeah...” Wade leaned closer. “If they come early, can you heal them?”


    Conner wanted to give Wade hope, but he couldn’t. “We can’t create. We only heal. If they come early and something isn’t formed all the way, they’ll die.” Conner now understood why Wade and Neil were full of panicked thoughts that they were trying to hide from everyone. “Is she hot or cold?”


    “Hot.”


    “Eating a lot or less than normal?”


    “Less, I think.”


    Conner flushed. “And sex?”


    “No!”


    “It sounds normal, except for the sex part. The closer to delivery, the more the women want it. You’ll have to tell her no.”


    “Neil will. I’m not doing that while she’s pregnant.”


    Conner grinned. “Gross, right?”


    “No. Just disrespectful to Jeremy’s memory.” Wade studied Conner’s bloodshot orbs and tense form. The boy hadn’t changed his filthy clothes or showered. “You didn’t take downtime with your team.”


    Conner frowned. “I didn’t know I was supposed to.”


    Wade didn’t say more, but it was clear from Conner’s tension that he hadn’t come down from the fight state yet. Neither has Neil. Does that mean it isn’t over yet?


    Conner grunted. “I’m just restless; no worries.”


    Wade’s unease grew. The boy who had left wasn’t the young man in front of him now. Conner grew up. That sense of danger isn’t coming from him, but he’s picking up on it.


    Conner was busy yawning and missed that.


    Wade let it go for now, but he stayed alert. It was common to be restless after a fight, but if it lasted, that meant the fight wasn’t over.


    The dark night clung to the ocean and made it impossible to tell where the water ended and the sky began. Conner hated it. I never want to be on another boat in my life.


    Wade agreed, though he didn’t say it either. They were Eagles. They went where orders sent them, but that didn’t mean they had to like it. “How was your reunion with Candy?”


    Conner didn’t blink. “Nice. I set some limits. We should be good now.”


    Wade grinned. “You really have grown up.”


    Conner shrugged. “It feels a little different, but the old me is still there too. I didn’t expect that.”


    “Welcome to manhood, where you now get to pick between the young, more fun, immature you and the older, wiser, a little boring you.”


    Conner laughed. “Yeah, that’s about how I see it.” The boy straightened, squaring his shoulders. “But I’ll listen to both, at different times.”


    “Smart.” Wade blew out a sigh. “I sure didn’t. That young voice led me into places I’d never thought to go.”


    “Why are you like you are?”


    Wade knew what Conner meant. “Maybe we’ll have a beer some night and talk about it. And why you are who you are.”


    Conner snorted at the evasion, but he hadn’t expected Wade to tell his life story anyway. “It’s cool. There will come a time when you want to tell me everything.”


    Wade froze. “Why? Is it about Sam? What happens?!”


    Conner chuckled. “Easy. I meant while you’re waiting on the birth. Having someone to talk to makes the time go by easier.”


    Wade’s anger flared. “I’ll be with Samantha the entire time she’s in labor.”


    Conner’s lips thinned.


    Wade sighed. “No, I won’t, will I?”


    “Neil has you on duty, outside the delivery room.”


    Wade hadn’t spent much time thinking about that moment. His shoulders drooped. “Whatever they want.”


    Conner gestured. “It’s all Neil. Samantha hasn’t said anything as far as I know. Neil doesn’t want you in the delivery room.”


    Wade stood up. “Thank you for the information.”


    Conner also stood, grabbing his sleeping bag. “I’ll crash on the couch by her cabin in case she needs something I can do.”


    Wade followed his instincts. “Tell Morgan I want him in a cabin near us, just in case.” Wade marched toward the steps to the bridge.


    Conner forced himself to walk below, fighting his new revulsion of being under the water line. I survived. I’m home. It’s okay.


    The steps to the bridge were slippery. Wade was careful where he placed his feet as the wind continued to whip sprays over the ship. It wasn’t storming, but the winds were reaching 40 mph in some gusts, according to the anemometer glued to the bridge window. Wade examined the other signs and notes for changes.


    He found it all normal. The reminders to check the air quality up here once an hour sent a shudder through his bowels. He guessed it always would. Some traumas were too ugly to forget.


    The clean bridge held newer, brighter bulbs in the fixtures and the light over the elevator was red, meaning it wasn’t available for this floor. That was a trick to give their captain a slight edge if anyone came up here again with hostile intentions. Theo had rigged the light a short time ago, and installed a rack of guns painted so well they blended in perfectly with the wall of Grant’s cubicle. The matching ammunition magazines were below those weapons. Velcro kept them from moving. Unless you were hunting for the differences, you weren’t going to know Grant was armed. All the improvements were from Ray and he’d bumped them through in a few hours by going straight to the bosses.


    Wade joined Grant. “If I need to call Adrian, do you know how to reach him?”


    Grant frowned. “Yes, but I’d have to get permission from Marc or Angela. I doubt they’ll clear it.”


    “If I need it, they’ll give the order.” Wade lingered, needing another piece of information he doubted Grant would want to give.


    Ray came from the shadows by the elevator. “Just ask him and save us all the next 10 minutes of chitchat. He’s working.”


    Ray was twitchy and wired. His eyes spun every few seconds, searching for the next threat. Wade knew that was normal. Grant had been in serious danger from Joel. Wade hid a smirk. Once he has that ass, it will only get worse. Men protect their mates. It’s hard to snap out of it. “Grant, do you know why William flipped when we came through, but not before?”


    Grant stiffened. “Yes. I’ve told Marc.”


    “Will you tell me?”


    “Why?”


    “Because I think it concerns Samantha. I’m trying to confirm it.”


    Grant turned to look at him. “It’s not Samantha he wants.”


    Wade’s stomach churned. “The babies. Son of a bitch!”


    Grant’s anger came through in his voice. “Twins have always been valued for spells, but your kind are special. William has wanted to reset the war since it happened. He said he needs three time keepers, or newborn twins and a time keeper.”


    “He’s 2000 miles from here.” Ray tried to make them both feel better. “He’ll never make it to the island. The ocean promised Angela.”


    Wade grunted. “But he could send someone.”


    Ray hated that answer. “Son of a bitch!”


    Grant sighed. “I think William was working with the UN. Our people didn’t know.”


    Wade scowled. “Why didn’t he attack before we left? He could have taken Sam hostage.”


    “He didn’t want to risk hurting the babies or making them come early, was my guess.” Grant hoped he was wrong. “I have no proof of this, you understand. It’s just comments he made and things I overheard.”


    “It’s true. It all fits.” Wade’s big fists clenched. “He tried to charm Angela to get our time keepers!”


    Grant’s brow puckered. “It’s not all about the reset. He really does want Angela, as much as Adrian does. I doubt we’ll be on the island long before he shows up.”


    “I’ll be ready for him.” Nothing would be allowed to interfere with Wade’s new life. If I have to commit mass murder and become byzan to fight him, I will.


    “Okay...”


    Wade scowled. Grant appeared calm in his clean captain’s outfit, but Wade caught the muscle twitching in his jaw. It matched Ray’s constant scans. Ray’s twitch rubbed off on him. That’s normal too. Wade continued to find signs of trouble, but his training allowed him to match actions to causes, and come up with what was normal for the situation. And yet I’m still not satisfied.  It’s time for another check of the ship. I’ll do this one myself so I’ll know it’s all clear. Wade descended the steps, inspecting guard booths and patrolling Eagles for any signs that didn’t fit.
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    “This is Somchai, calling the ship now approaching the Falkland Islands. Please come in. We need help!”


    Everyone who heard the call turned toward their radios. The Adrianna hadn’t had contact from land, any land, since the Cayman Islands.


    Half a dozen people sat up or stopped what they were doing. They recognized the name.


    In their cabin, Marc stared at Angela. “It’s in the book. That name is one of the founding families of Ciemus.”


    Angela was already reaching for her radio. “Do not answer them, Grant. Change course to get us close enough to scan.”


    “Copy.”


    Angela put the radio on the nightstand. She rolled over, studying Marc. The cool air blowing through their open cabin window smelled of fresh water and the freedom of late-night adventure. It made the hair on her arms stand up. “I have an idea.”


    Marc frowned. “Who am I killing?”


    Angela saw the haunted glaze hiding under his calm expression. She hated his guilt, but that would forever be a part of their lives now, like her decision to trek up the mountain to face Vlad alone. She forced a chuckle. “I was thinking more along the lines of stress relief and cardio exercise.”


    “We have to let you finish healing...” Marc’s breath caught as she arched, stretching. Hard nipples poked against her shirt. “We should wait...”


    “Okay.” Angela ran hands up her ribcage and over her full breasts. “If you’re sure.”


    Marc’s mouth went dry. “I... Uh...”


    “You can stay over there. That way you don’t break the medic’s rules.” Angela ran her hands over her breasts again, lifting the tank top.


    Her bare skin gleamed with good health in the lamplight. Her scars glinted at him too, but this time, he was able to find beauty in them. She gives everything in life, no matter the job or chore. She’s fearless.


    Marc locked the door and leaned against it. “Yeah. I’ll stay right here.”


    “Good. If I get too hot, you can call for help.”


    Marc chuckled. “You’re mean.”


    Angela rolled over and sat up, blocking his view as she pulled off her shirt.


    “Now that is mean.” Marc moved toward the chair in the corner as his balls grew heavy.


    Angela froze.


    Marc groaned, already sure it was bad news. “What now?”


    “Damn it!” Angela started fixing her clothes. “Morgan needs us in the infirmary. Allison just collapsed.”


    Marc went right then, waving Ivan from the booth to guard Angela. He used the elevator to get there faster. We’re about to perform magical surgery for the first time. Marc locked up his nerves and concentrated on everything they’d figured out about this side of their gifts. It wasn’t much. Please let her survive. I can’t take anymore death right now.
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    Jennifer paused near the QZ, reading the thoughts of those inside before she entered.


    Kyle didn’t disturb her even though he knew she was exhausted and the people inside were impatient. They needed this last chore finished so they could both rest, but it was important. He wasn’t going to interrupt her.


    Neither were the other three men he’d chosen to come along and provide security.


    Jennifer felt the people inside become aware of her. She waited, letting the tension build.


    The quarantine process had three stages now. The first was a holding area until the medics called them, one-by-one, for a checkup, blood work, and a conversation. The medics decided from there if the person returned to the same holding cell or if they were placed in the real QZ. The real QZ meant the medics were okay with the person. Being put back into the first holding area meant the medics wanted someone else to clear the person or group.


    All the detention center people had been moved into the dorm-style quarantine zone that was still being worked on, even now. Each adventure had shown Safe Haven what they needed to update or upgrade. Jennifer was here now to move this group into cabins, after a basic tour of important areas. They’d all passed Tonya’s blood tests. By the time they reached the camp living area, Ralph and Daisey would have the buddy-system in full swing.


    There would be bags of clothes so they could change out of the basic paper pants and shirts the medics had given them after their showers. There would also be supplies, assigned cabins with a buddy, and a constant guard until their buddy declared them safe on their own. The other people they’d rescued were in the infirmary. They’d been sedated and their injuries were healed. Someone would debrief them as soon as the medics cleared it.


    Jennifer strode into the quarantine zone, holding a sheet of paper. “Good morning, new people! You’re all cleared to move into cabins.”


    Tobias and his wives stood, eager to thank their hosts.


    Laura and her nieces frowned at the thought of being mixed with the camp.


    Joey grinned. “Can I play on the swings now?”


    Jennifer smiled at the cute little boy. “We’ll stop by there first.”


    “Yeah!” Joey waved at Laura’s nieces. “We get to play!”


    The girls smiled at the boy. Jennifer estimated their ages to be around ten. With short, sandy blonde hair over thin, bruised skin, it was obvious they were much older mentally.


    Both girls smiled at her, but they didn’t send thoughts.


    Jennifer sensed a lot going on in their minds. She didn’t pry. She saved her energy for when it was needed.


    Jennifer saw Laura’s green eyes inspect each of the Eagles in her protection detail. She searched them in seconds, then turned her attention back. Jennifer lifted a brow. “See something you like?”


    Laura nodded, causing her blonde spikes to wave. “Nice stock here.”


    Jennifer shrugged, cheeks darkening. “Not my department.”


    Joey tugged on Jennifer’s arm. “Can I visit Cate?”


    “Yes. Give me a few minutes and I’ll take you, okay?”


    Joey immediately sat and pinched his lips shut.


    Jennifer studied Laura. “How are you settling in?”


    “We’d be better off staying here.” Laura put her arms around her nieces. “Normals don’t like us.”


    Jennifer frowned. “We no longer have that problem here. Our camp won’t attack you.”


    Laura snorted, but she didn’t call the girl a liar. She scanned her instead.


    Jennifer zapped the woman, using a child’s strength. “Only with permission.”


    Instead of getting angry like the witnesses expected, Laura relaxed. “You follow the old ways.”


    “As much as we can, but be clear: we will not tolerate breaking camp rules. You’ll get a cabin; you’ll mingle.” Jennifer’s lips thinned. “People will accept you if you do that. Break the rules and our enforcer will handle you.”


    Laura paled. “You have an enforcer here?”


    Jennifer let her eyes glow red. “And I’m very, very good at it.”


    “We’ll follow the rules.” Laura brought out her own red orbs. “But don’t think we’ll take their abuse. We’re fighters, survivors. Our destiny doesn’t change that.”


    Jennifer’s eyes faded to normal. “You know.”


    Tobias snorted scornfully. “We’ve always known. Ciemus wouldn’t accept it. They think we’re meant to share that future.”


    “You know William.”


    When Tobias shook his head, Jennifer looked at Laura.


    “I know of him. My parents took me away from that cursed town when I was little.” Laura let her anger show. “He’s there now, trying to blast through their walls. We heard their calls for your help.”


    Jennifer wasn’t surprised. “We told them they should come with us. That was before William snapped. They wouldn’t listen.”


    Tobias’s profile darkened. “Then they haven’t changed. He might kill them all.”


    Jennifer dug for more information. “Why is he only hurting our kind now? First reports said he was slaughtering normals.”


    “We think he’s trying to lure you back since killing innocent humans didn’t do it.” Laura took the bag of gear that a black clad sentry handed her. “We’re grateful you didn’t fall for it.”


    Jennifer frowned. “Why?”


    “Joel was worse.” Tobias ran a hand through his gray hair, stopping to scratch behind his big ear. The other hand stayed wrapped around his dirty coat. He’d refused to burn it with the rest of their things. He and his wives had been treated for lice. The medic had sprayed the coat and put it in a sealed bag that he couldn’t open for a week. Tobias was embarrassed, but his wives were thrilled that the itch was gone. They didn’t care if their curls reeked of chemicals. The relief was worth it. “He would have consumed all of us.”


    Jennifer wasn’t sure she agreed. “And that’s worse than William burning people alive?”


    Tobias snorted. “Yes. If Joel had gotten all our gifts, not even Safe Haven could have stopped him. William won’t have that advantage.”


    Jennifer stored the information. She smiled at the twin girls huddled under their aunt’s strong arms. “Do you like puppies? We rescued one from the water.”


    Neither girl answered, but their expressions lit up.


    “They don’t talk.” Laura got them to their feet. “The government scientists cut out their tongues to prevent them from using charms.”


    Jennifer was horrified. She sent out waves of kindness. “That abuse will never happen here.”


    Both of Tobias’s wives flinched at the loud noise of an Eagle team going down the hall toward the hot tubs.


    Kyle stuck his head out the door. “Hey! What is rookie rule Z?”


    The three men stopped, staring in apprehension.


    Kyle scowled. “You’re not alone yet. Do not celebrate until alone!”


    Jennifer hid a smile as Kyle resumed his place. She turned to Tobias’s wives. She shoved into their minds. Are you with him willingly?


    The females nodded, but they didn’t talk either.


    Jennifer scowled. “Speak up!”


    “I’m not sure they can. One of the spells Joel cast hit them both. I’m not getting anything from their minds either.” Tobias kept the nervous women close. “They used to talk all the time. I miss it.”


    “Our medics might be able to help.” Jennifer led them out of the quarantine zone and up the stairs. “What do you know about Somchai?”


    Kyle walked behind the group, scanning for trouble while Jennifer tried to get the information they still needed. He didn’t expect any problems from this group. They appeared to be good people, except for Tobias. Kyle dug into the man’s mind while Jennifer had them all distracted. I’m not taking any more chances with her life. Joel was the first descendant to try to capture her, but I doubt he’ll be the last.
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    “What are you doing here?”


    Conner stepped aside to let Marc enter the medical bay. “I made a deal. Helping the cancer patients is part of it.”


    The infirmary was now separated by three large partitions. Minor issues were handled in the front, near the door that would send them to the lab for blood work. The center area, where they were now, was for emergencies and operations. It was wider than the other two areas. The third zone was for those who needed to be quarantined or healed. Morgan didn’t know what they would try with Allison. He’d directed the other medics to prep the center area while he carried Allison from her post where she’d collapsed.


    Marc scowled. “Mitchels and their deals.” He stomped over to the desk and waited for Morgan to update him. Allison’s waxy face and sweaty skin said her body wasn’t doing well under that Eagle uniform. We don’t need Mitchels here, getting in the way and forming their own plans that screw with mine.


    Conner let out a deep sigh. “Are we going to have trouble?”


    Marc gawked at the cocky teenager, a little shocked. I didn’t think Conner had any balls.


    Conner locked eyes with him. “You’re pissed that I passed my test. I get it. Don’t take it out on Allison.”


    Guilt swept Marc. He grunted. “Yeah.” Marc motioned. “What can you do?”


    Morgan came over to Conner, needle in hand.


    Marc braced for more ugliness even though he didn’t like Conner.


    Morgan slid the needle into the vein on the first try and taped it in place. Blood began rushing into the tube. “We don’t know how to do this the other way yet, but Tonya’s working on it. We’re not sure filtering it is a good idea at all. Tell the boss she’ll need to make a choice on that.” Morgan directed Conner to the chair next to Allison’s bed.


    Marc frowned. Morgan assumed Angela was back in charge now.


    Conner smiled at Allison, who was staring in glazed fear. “We’re going to try this first. Marc will stay in case we don’t have time to wait for it to work.”


    Allison shivered, breathing shallow, skin clammy. She was covered in thick medical blankets and she was still cold.


    Morgan didn’t want to have the conversation now flashing in Marc’s mind. He gestured at Conner. “Tell him what you told me and Angela.”


    “I’m an everyone type, literally. In the lab, they found out I’m immune to almost everything. There can be bad reactions if I mix with a non-descendant, but our kind will improve almost immediately.” Conner was glad to have it out in the open. He hadn’t wanted to hide it from Marc. He also felt more fear now. He planned to mix in other, more powerful ways later with Candy, and she wasn’t a descendant.


    Marc was examining the boy’s thoughts now and storing everything for later examination and use. “But Samantha was fine when she got back to camp. She didn’t act like she’d had a medical treatment.”


    “The lifeforce pushes it into remission. The antibodies in my blood kill the dormant cells that are still there. The lifeforce really isn’t needed unless the person is critical. They just need a few transfusions.” Conner shrugged. “Other than Angela, no one ever asked what we did for her.”


    “We.” Marc sighed. “It wasn’t just you.”


    “No. My dad gave her a lifeforce while I gave her blood. She was distracted by the magic. She missed most of the medical.”


    Morgan had put the pieces together after hearing it a second time. “Are you telling me the government had the cure for cancer all along?”


    Conner nodded. “Of course. Haven’t you ever wondered why Congress people never died from cancer? Neither did Supreme Court Justices or Joint Chiefs. Just like they had passes to bunkers, they also had other advantages the average person never saw.”


    Allison whimpered as the pain increased.


    Conner regarded Marc. “We need the boss.”


    Marc felt her approaching. “She’s on the way.”


    “She’s here.” Angela loathed being back in the infirmary. The harsh smells of a clean room ready for use made her guts boil. She went straight to Allison, forcing a cheerful tone and grin. “Let’s get you back on your feet!”


    Marc and Morgan both studied how Angela brought up the struggling lifeforce and then forced it into Allison. The screaming soul protested the entire time. It hurt Marc to watch it.


    It made Morgan angry. He turned away from the sight and went to fill out the paperwork for this treatment.


    Angela shuddered, gasping.


    Marc put a hand on her arm to replace the energy she’d used.


    Angela leaned against him, eyes closed while she recovered.


    Conner didn’t usually get to witness this forbidden side of magic. He also studied it intently.


    Allison groaned, heart thumping.


    Marc connected to her like he had during the recharge. He narrowed in on the mass they’d found. “It’s breaking up!”


    Morgan came over and joined the connection. “The pieces are dissolving!”


    “They’re dying.” Tonya came hurrying into the room and sat at the desk with a stack of folders. Her wild hair covered her face as she sat. Tonya shoved it back impatiently, opening the top folder.


    Marc kept inspecting the x-ray-like images as he spoke to Tonya. “Dying?”


    “The good blood cells are killing them, using the energy blast from the lifeforce.” Tonya dug out a paper. “We have to stop my experiments.”


    Marc and Angela both turned toward her. “Why?”


    Tonya gestured. “Her blood work shows elevated levels again. The food cocktail I used actually fed the cancer. We have to stop.”


    “Don’t you dare!” Allison fought the pain to yell at Tonya. “You find the one that kills it! People won’t have the options of transfusions and lifeforces after we’re all gone. You have to cure it!”


    Everyone stared in surprised sadness.


    Tonya’s shoulders drooped. “We at least have to tell them there can be side effects.”


    Allison shuddered, tears welling as the pain finally began to subside. “Don’t give up on us, Tonya.”


    Tonya smiled at the feeling of being needed. “I won’t, as long as we can tell them this might happen.”


    “Also tell them there are not enough lifeforces left for everyone.” Angela’s tone hardened. “And no one outside this room hears about Conner.”


    Tonya paused. “But I want to use his blood for the next cocktail.”


    “So?”


    Tonya frowned. Angela was saying she could do it, but she wasn’t allowed to tell the patients what was in the treatment. “I don’t think I’m okay with withholding information.”


    “I understand.” Angela let Marc handle this one, hoping he was ready to really be trained for this job.


    Marc had already thought it through. “Conner will be hunted for his blood. Someone with no medical knowledge will try to take it and kill him by accident. Then there’s no cure for anyone.”


    Tonya didn’t yield. “This is one of those slippery slope moments. If we do it for this treatment, it’ll be easier to do it for the next one.” Tonya shrugged at Angela. “I need rules or I can’t be a part of it.”


    Angela smiled. “Honor looks good on you.” She motioned to Marc.


    Marc took out his notebook and recorded it. “Under privacy?”


    “For now. It may get moved to a medical slot.” Angela turned to Allison, still smiling. “You’re patient zero in our first medical constitutional law. How does it feel?”


    Allison grimaced.


    Angela chuckled. “Rest for the next day or two. You won’t want to, but I’m ordering a recharge for you as soon as Conner and Morgan clear it.”


    “And it covers Conner, right?” Allison hoped so. She didn’t want anything to happen to him because of this.


    “Yes.” Angela focused on Conner. “We have to protect him.”


    Conner’s mind had already moved on to other topics. “I saw you cut my dad loose.”


    “It was time.” Angela swept him, finding the new maturity. “Are you ready for the next stage of your life?”


    Conner shrugged angrily. “It won’t be much different. I’ll follow the rules and pretend I’m not a Mitchel.”


    Angela winced.


    Marc frowned. “It’s a good deal, kid.”


    “No, it’s not, but it will give me what I need, so I’m doing it.” Conner glared at Marc, not holding back. “But it didn’t have to be this way. Both of you should step aside.”


    Angela held up a hand to stop that argument. She switched the topic back to where it mattered. “I want you to donate, often.”


    “I will, but it’s not just me.”


    Angela’s expression brightened. “Really?”


    “Add yourself and Marc to it.” Conner held still as Morgan detached the IV. “All founding families can do this.”


    Surprise filled the medical bay.


    “How do you know?”


    Conner held the cotton ball while Morgan opened the Band-Aid. “The scientists.”


    Marc denied that. “Mitchels? Sure. Bradys? Yes, but only recently. Angela’s family has never been in the labs. Try again.”


    Conner regarded Angela. “Yes, they have. Joel had files on his private computer in the detention center. He had records on three of your bloodline. Two were from 60 years ago. The third was listed as your father–Darius Wells Jr.”


    Angela had frozen at the revelations.


    Marc asked the next question he knew she would want answered. “Who were the older two?”


    “His parents.” Conner kept going even though he no longer wanted to. “They were both removed right after the war. No one knows where Darius went.”


    “I have family alive?” Angela’s fury lashed out, warming the room. “He’d better not come here. If he does, I will have justice for being abandoned to that life!” She strode to the exit, needing a minute to get her anger under control. She’d swung to pissed in seconds.


    Marc let her go out alone. Ivan was on her heels and she was pissed enough to fry anyone who threatened her. He caught a flash of people in the halls and sighed. “Zack’s coming.”


    Allison knew what was expected. “Just the lifeforce.”


    “And an IV treatment. You don’t know what was in it.” Conner smiled at her. “And you don’t, you know. It could have been anything. You were sick. It was hard to keep it straight.”


    Allison slowly closed her eyes. “That’s exactly right. Thank you!”


    Conner shocked them all by placing a soft kiss to her forehead.


    “Get better.” Conner pulled her sleeve over the bandage as Zack came in.


    Zack didn’t even notice the boy as he rushed to Allison’s side.


    Conner held his chin up and enjoyed being one of the good guys. “I have a quick errand and then I’ll be on the couch outside Samantha’s cabin if you need me.”


    Morgan watched Conner leave. He sensed the changes and was relieved that it had gone well. He was also glad the boy would be close if he was needed. I have no idea how to birth one descendant baby, let alone two. We have to learn fast.


    Morgan ignored the need for rest and went to the rear right corner instead, where he opened the partition and began lugging in the boxes that might help them save those two precious lives.
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    The Hive
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    Angela’s anger faded. She didn’t like letting people know she was upset, but it also didn’t matter. The odds of fate bringing her and her father together were high as far as she was concerned. Before the war, she would have said things like that only happened in the movies. Marc’s twins proved it wrong, as did the many Mitchels who kept popping up. Some families were harder to kill off. And now that she knew the moment might happen, she could plan for it and be ready. Conner’s revelation was a good thing.


    Angela winced at a weak cramp. She was glad PMS was over. The leftover hormone blast made it harder to be cool and calm in moments like this. A wave of lust slapped her next. Angela continued to the bridge. She could ravage Marc later. Right now, they were only 16 hours away from the debris site that had once been the international detention center. She wanted an update.


    Ray met her at the top of the steps and quickly moved aside.


    Angela approved of his caution.


    Grant nodded to her. “Boss.”


    Angela joined him near the front of the bridge. “How are things?”


    Grant was ready for her. “You want the long or the short?”


    “Just the full.”


    Grant got started, enjoying the feel of having the real Angela back in charge again. He hadn’t liked it when she was locked. It felt safer now. “We’ve had a few blips on the radar, but nothing for the last two hours.”


    “We’re leaving them behind?”


    “I assume so. If they were going to attack, I would think it would have been sooner.”


    “That’s good.”


    “The ship is fine, but I’d feel better if we could check it out fully before we reach the tip.”


    Angela heard the fear and understood sailing around South America scared Grant. She felt their bond light up. She was scared of it too. “Tell me now if you know you can’t do it.”


    Grant let out a shuddering sigh. “I want the challenge. I can’t promise anything but to try my best.”


    “That’s not good enough, but it’s all we’ve got.” Angela made a fast choice. “I’ll try to look ahead as soon as I stop swinging so hard.”


    Neither man knew what that meant, but they were relieved she would try to find out what was coming.


    Marc slowly came up the steps to join them, hating the idea. She was marked now and not allowed to search the timestream.


    Angela gestured.


    Grant resumed the update. “The weather radar still isn’t clear. I’d like to have Samantha...” Grant stopped as Angela began shaking her head.


    “Samantha is off duty until delivery.”


    Grant assumed the blonde storm tracker was having trouble. “Is there someone else who can try to read it for us?”


    “I’ll find out.” Angela made a note in her book and waited for the rest.


    “The ocean is calm, and it appears cleaner. We’ve fished out debris twice today and it’s had very low radiation levels both times. We’d like to start testing the fish.”


    Angela was relieved. “Good. What about the air?”


    Grant smiled. “No traces at all today.”


    “Excellent.”


    Grant stiffened as her pleasure came through their bond.


    Ray frowned at Angela. “Leggo my Eggo.”


    Grant chuckled. “No worries. She isn’t built right.”


    Marc leered. “I disagree.”


    Their laughter rolled across the deck and out over the water.


    “The radio is quiet.” Grant revealed his biggest concern. “Dead quiet.”


    Angela wasn’t surprised, but she didn’t tell him why. She lifted a brow at Marc.


    Marc concentrated. “...people are waiting to discover who won?”


    “Very good!”


    Angela’s pleasure hit all of them this time.


    Marc immediately wanted to do it again. “Should we...” Marc recognized her expression. She was waiting for him to make this choice. “You already know the best way, right?”


    Angela felt no need to baby him anymore. “I’ll probably always be a step in front on most of this side. Don’t sweat it. You’ll cream me in other areas.”


    Marc leered again. “You know it!”


    Angela flushed as they all burst out laughing again.


    Marc finished thinking it through. “It depends on the call from land. If we answer them, people will know we survived. If we don’t, maybe we can fade into the sunset until they come for us on the island.”


    “And are we okay with that plan?”


    Marc nodded. “This time. It’s been a rough trip. We need to get them to the island before we lose any more normals.”


    Angela was thrilled at his answers, but she held in the pleasure this time.


    Marc frowned. “Hey!”


    Angela snickered. “Work harder to earn it.”


    Instead of getting angry, Marc grinned. “Okay, I will. I want to make the pickup and refuel here. It will save one fill from our reserve. I’ll only need to find one good load when we’re ready to go home.”


    “Perfect...except for two things. What are they?” Angela loved teaching. She knew how to reach most of her people and help them attain levels they might have missed if left on their own.


    Marc wanted to please her. His obsession was starting to take over again. “Uh... Who makes the call...and what they say.” Marc realized she’d already covered that. There has to be two I’m missing.


    Angela turned to Grant. “There are a lot of dark monitors in this room. What are they for?”


    Grant pointed as he spoke. “Ship security, public places, employee areas, engine room.”


    “When something happens, do alarms sound if the monitors are on?”


    Grant thought about it. “There might be one for fires or leaks... I’ll work on it.”


    “Good.” Angela looked at Ray.


    Ray clamped his lips shut. I’m locking it up. I got scared for Grant when Joel came aboard.


    Angela’s wave of anger singed them all.


    Grant slowly turned around to stare at Ray, stomach churning. “What did you do?”


    Ray didn’t want to do this, but only because he liked being an Invisible. Now, he wouldn’t be able to hide anymore.


    Angela held out a hand.


    Ray touched her. Bright blue magic flew through the air and sank into his chest.


    Grant stared. “What happened?”


    Ray let go, anger blazing. “She connected me to the damn hive!”


    Grant didn’t know what to say.


    Neither did Marc.


    Angela waited for the full effect to kick in, staring into Ray’s eyes to make the emotional hit stronger.


    Ray groaned as voices filled his mind; the other descendants onboard peered upward, sensing a new member. Ray quickly realized he now had a connection that would bring people to help him even if he couldn’t call for assistance. He immediately thought of Grant. He’ll be safer this way. I should have done it sooner.


    “I’m not mad over the choice. You’re not allowed to be either.” Angela peered out the windows at the rising sun. Rare beams lit her hair and sparkled over her skin.


    Ray admired the sight of her the same as the other males, but it wasn’t just them. Men and women across the deck turned toward her light. The Eagle outfit and jacket couldn’t hide the fact that she was different from the rest of them–even from the other descendants. Her hair glinted and her body glowed. Ray blinked, but it was still there. What’s happening to you?


    Angela smiled. I’m healthy again.


    Will that happen to the rest of us?


    Some. Angela refused to tell him the people who’d helped her plan the mass murders in the detention center would also evolve. Her gifts had strengthened again. Her draw was stronger than it had been. Around strangers, she would have to assume an icy air of control to keep it in check. Angela moved toward the exit. “I’m still waiting for the other two things. We’ll be back to scan in...?”


    Grant found his voice. “Three hours will put us within 10 miles of the Falkland Islands.”


    Angela walked down the steps.


    Marc hurried to catch up, mind going in two directions now. Ray is one of us. And what did I miss?


    Angela studied the water, giving him time to find the concentration to search for answers. She refused to look behind them.


    The ocean sloshed against the boat, making unsettling noises that drew flinches from the sentries. No one wanted duty up here anymore. It was quickly becoming a punishment post that worked their nerves. If the noise didn’t freak them out, the sight of so much water and no land did. Ocean sickness was starting to affect a few of their members, though most of the motion sickness had faded.


    Marc got the first one as he realized why she didn’t want to look behind them. “It will give Adrian time to catch up.”


    Angela nodded. “And?”


    “I have to decide what to do if he does.”


    Angela turned to face him, leaning against the rail.


    Marc wanted her more than anything in that moment. She’s beautiful!


    Angela gave him a sultry smile. “We could take an hour and find something fun to do.”


    Marc stepped closer, wrapping his arms around her. He whispered in her ear. “We should take a few days to celebrate our wedding.”


    Angela chuckled. “We aren’t married yet.”


    “We could be.” Marc kissed her cheek. “I know you aren’t ready. But we should still take the honeymoon time now, while we can.”


    Angela shrugged. “If things go well on this run, we’ll arrange it.”


    Marc leaned back. “What if we don’t handle this one?”


    Angela ran through the options. She matched them to the names in his mind. She smiled. “Make it so, XO.”


    Marc laughed. He wrote it in his book, marveling at the change between them.


    Don’t bring it up. Don’t bring it up. Angela held her breath as his mouth opened.


    “When do you want to tell them?”


    Angela let out the breath in relief. “I can be packed in 10 minutes. I’ll need 18 hours to get the kids settled.”


    Marc laughed as they walked toward the steps. He felt her stealing glimpses at him from the corner of his eye and made sure to keep his face expressionless and his mind on the choice he might have to make in three hours.


    Angela studied his handsome profile and lean body, hunger lighting up her mind with thoughts of being alone for days. The need between them had finally returned, but she had a feeling this was only the beginning. And he knew what had caused it. So did she. She just didn’t want to talk about the two cancerous wounds that had been cut out of their souls. Reopening those injuries was dangerous. Either of them could bleed out, with no way to plug the hole.


     


     


    2


    “Make a hole!” Missy pushed against the adult legs in her way. “Move! My Shawn is out of the QZ!”


    Most people moved, chuckling. They were happy she’d waited while Shawn went through his time in quarantine. The others frowned at her, not sold. They didn’t like the relationship and they didn’t like Missy.


    Missy didn’t care about any of them. She tracked Shawn to the deck below and flew down the stairs. She tried not to bump into anyone unless she had to. She was slowly learning to control herself.


    Shawn appeared in the hallway outside the playground.


    Missy threw herself into his arms. “Shawn!”


    Shawn had showered in the QZ, but Missy could still smell the blood, smoke, and gunpowder under the clean sweats and black t-shirt. His damp hair pressed against her cheek. It was longer now. Missy tangled her fingers in it.


    Shawn nuzzled the girl with his beard to make her laugh. He held her back and studied her, happy with the clean blue dress and short hair in two ponytails. She seemed like she’d been well-cared for.


    “I was.” Her happiness faded into misery. “You were gone so long!”


    “I’m sorry.” Shawn caught her in a tight, happy hug. She’s okay. I can breathe again.


    Missy moaned against his neck. That’s how I feel too! Old magic swirled over them, bringing time to a slow crawl.


    Missy smiled, lips slowly stretching. “I never want this to end.”


    Shawn heard the distorted sound of her voice. He froze, almost unable to believe time really was slowing. Then he shifted her to his hip, aware of how slow, how wrong, it felt. Let go right now!


    Shawn’s mental shout hit Missy full blast. Her concentration broke. Time snapped back into motion, sending a pressure wave that delivered immediate headaches and nosebleeds.


    Caught between that proverbial rock and a hard place, Shawn protected Missy. “We need to get checked out. Go to the medical bay! I think we were hit by a new wave of something.”


    The people who heard him followed the advice. The rest were already moving that way, holding their bleeding noses.


    “Cleaning crew to the hall by play area one.” Shawn subtly swept for any other signs of time slowing. He didn’t see anything. But I bet the boss felt it. Shawn led her into the crowded playground area and acted like nothing had happened.


    Missy tried not to cry. “I’m sorry.”


    Shawn shushed her. “Swings or slide?”


    Missy ran toward the slide.


    Shawn followed, heart thumping at the looks he received from descendants who were here. They knew something had happened and they already suspected Missy was involved. Shawn pinpointed the right reaction and flashed worries over one of the new people trying to hurt them somehow. He was sorry to cast those doubts, like he was sorry to flood the medical bay with people who weren’t really injured, but when it came to Missy’s safety, he would always make this choice.


     


    Outside the playground, a group of people paused with their escort.


    Jennifer kept her mind blank, but she inspected the kids, searching for the one she would have to punish later. Keeping time gifts under control was the job of an enforcer, though Jennifer already hated it. She didn’t want to punish little kids, but only they had those gifts. It faded as they aged.


    Jennifer quickly narrowed it to three possible choices, but it was hard to be sure when all of the guardians were blocking to keep her from finding out. Jennifer was touched by their loyalty to the children. She was also annoyed by the attempt. No one keeps me out and only a few can get in. I’m special.


    The playground was covered in running, jumping, shouting, laughing children who were enjoying getting to be here early in their day. They hadn’t even had breakfast yet. The colorful blurs of happiness were soothing despite the noise and the smells of babies being changed.


    Jennifer pointed. “Cate’s in there.”


    Joey ran in. “Cate!”


    Jennifer watched as the little boy tore through the playground and made a beeline straight for the area lined in picnic tables. Cate, along with Cody and their Eagle escort, were staying back to avoid attention. Jennifer sensed things were getting tense. She hoped Joey’s arrival calmed the little girl. Cate didn’t like being thrust into public life. She wanted to be alone with her brother and maybe her father. Jennifer knew the little girl hadn’t made up her mind about Marc yet. It was a little soon in Jennifer’s opinion. They’d been apart for 10 years. They’d been reunited for less than 24-hours. It took time to heal wounds, time that Marc wouldn’t always have due to his position in leadership. Jennifer wondered if Marc might resign because of it.


    Cate heard Joey coming. She braced to be touched and then opened her arms to the first happy hug she’d had since being split from her brother. The reunion with her father didn’t count. Marc had only done it because he was feeling guilty. She could tell the difference between a sad hug and a glad hug.


    Next to her, Cody caught the thought, but he didn’t try to explain that things were different here. Cate would understand it in time. Until then, she was in Safe Haven, where she was allowed to think anything she wanted to. Freedom still means something here.


    Joey wrapped his arms around Cate, little heart pounding.


    Cate squeezed him. “I’m sorry for not picking you over the alpha.”


    Joey patted her arm. “I’m glad. This alpha is good.”


    That was the first time Joey had said anything about his father, in any form, since being brought aboard. Jennifer memorized it, keeping track of the conversation for later updates. The little boy didn’t want to talk about his life. Jennifer understood, but at some point, Angela would ask questions and the child would answer.


    Jennifer stayed in the entry, blocking access to their kids. The new people were being cleared, but they hadn’t been cleared yet. Until then, they were off limits to certain parts of Safe Haven’s population.


    Laura peered over Jennifer’s shoulder, observing the many magical signatures.


    Tobias scanned as well. He matched the feel in the hallway to one side of the playground, but Jennifer moved them on before he could narrow it to which kid.


    Laura and Tobias both turned their attention back to Jennifer.


    Jennifer gestured in Eagle code. Kyle stopped his automatic instinct to take them out for their thoughts of tracking Safe Haven’s time manipulator. He wiped his mind, assuming Jennifer was setting a trap by not responding to their thoughts yet. The new people usually wouldn’t have been near the kids this soon, but after the fight, everyone was still wound up. Angela had ordered extra play time.


    Jennifer led the group to the mess, switching from her plan of going to the medical bay first now that it was busy.


    The mess was mostly empty, but not still. The cooks were serving batches of breakfast to guards on duty, to the medics, to people who hadn’t been cleared to be in the mess with everyone else yet, and to those who were on their way to bed or to lessons. The den mothers were also in and out to gather meals to feed the kids at the play areas and in their cabins. The children would get a nap soon, with quiet time for the ones who were too old for naps. The last few days had been hard on everyone. They all needed the rest.


    Laura swept the mess and stopped, expression darkening. “I don’t understand. I thought Safe Haven was against slavery.”


    “We are.” Jennifer’s frown grew as she realized what was happening. “You see a group of blacks working in the kitchen and you think they’re slaves.”


    Laura flushed, but she didn’t apologize. “Everywhere we’ve been, the races are segregated. Those who do live together only do so through force.”


    “You know we don’t support that.” Jennifer pointed. “The elderly man and woman are Thelma and Dwight. They’re Brittani’s parents and in charge of every meal that goes through this camp. They pick it and prepare it. We’re grateful and eat it without complaint.”


    Before Laura could speak, Jennifer pointed again. “Their daughter, Brittani, is on Angela’s Eagle team and the Safe Haven Council. Her ex, Gus, is the huge guy in Eagle gear in the corner. He’s on duty over the mess in case you new people get out of hand. They’re all doing what they want, what they chose upon joining. Safe Haven isn’t like the rest of the world. And really, you know that or you wouldn’t have come to us.”


    Laura stiffened. “We were captured. We didn’t have a choice.”


    Jennifer gestured. “And if I check your niece’s memories, will I find plans to get captured because you heard we were going to destroy the detention center?”


    Laura refused to lie.


    Jennifer regarded Tobias.


    Tobias’s nostrils flared. “You’re too smart for your age.”


    Jennifer chuckled without humor. “Funny. I’ve always thought I was too young for my mind.” She waved. “You’ll come here for meals. The food is free as long as you do the job we assign to you.” Jennifer stepped aside so they could view into the mess. “We have three meals a day.”


    “You lie.”


    Jennifer smiled at Tobias, but her tone was icy. “Hardly ever. I find the truth easier to remember.”


    Tobias caught her warning. He flushed, chin dropping.


    Laura chuckled, impressed. “A teenage enforcer. I never would have guessed that was the backbone of Safe Haven’s power.”


    Jennifer followed her instincts. She let the woman believe that and pointed at the short line for coffee. “You can get a mug now to bring along if you like. I’ll wait.”


    The adults all went toward the line, giving Jennifer and Kyle time to observe the kids who were staring around in surprise and unease. It was normal for the situation, but Jennifer wasn’t sure about them. The sense of something being wrong was too clear.


    Tobias came to where she and Kyle were standing. “It’s me.”


    Jennifer glared. “Are you a threat?”


    Tobias snorted. “I believe in the old ways. I need to talk to your boss. Our group needs to remain separate. We will not be consumed by this group either.”


    Jennifer believed him. She made a note in her book. “The boss will address your concerns.”


    “And when will that be?”


    Kyle didn’t like Tobias’s attitude, but he let Jennifer handle it because she didn’t need to be violent.


    “But I want to be.” Jennifer frowned at Kyle. “Is this the moment for it?”


    Kyle reluctantly shook his head. “The nerves and attitude are normal. Let his rudeness go this once and we’ll see what happens next time.”


    Tobias realized he’d offended them. He retreated, waiting for the fight to start.


    Jennifer smiled at his wives, who were returning with their coffee.


    Both females smiled back.


    Tobias frowned, but didn’t forbid them to have contact. He already knew that wouldn’t be allowed. “When are we going to the doctor? And the boss?”


    “When I clear you for it.” Jennifer waited for the next complaint. I don’t like you. Keep pushing me.


    Tobias’s anger came out in thick waves.


    Kyle put a hand on his gun.


    The wives stepped between them, shaking fingers at Tobias.


    Jennifer and Kyle were surprised when Tobias immediately began apologizing to his mates.


    Kyle kept track of the mental argument, glad the women had Tobias in line. We don’t need troublemakers here.


    Both women turned toward Kyle, silently begging for compassion.


    Kyle grunted. “That’s up to him. If he keeps that attitude, the boss will remove him. We won’t have to.”


    Jennifer was glad the mess was mostly empty. The new people would have a bad reputation if there were more witnesses. Then Angela would find out and things would get ugly from there.


    “Great Java.” Laura joined Jennifer with a mug in hand. She kept observing the kitchen crew.


    Jennifer’s hand came to her hip. “Are you a threat?”


    Laura frowned. “Listen, I’m sorry, but it’s odd after so long. It’s surprising you have no race wars here.”


    “Why do you keep coming back to race?”


    Laura blew out a sigh. “You don’t understand. These islands are segregated. That means you can only pick one group to come aboard or you’ll be attacked by the others.”


    Jennifer didn’t like the sound of that. “I’ll make sure the boss knows. But we don’t have that problem here. We have a common goal.” Jennifer tried to sound menacing. “And we enforce the rules.”


    Laura patted her pocket. “I have my copy. Read them all. It’s fair to everyone except our kind.”


    Jennifer’s scowl took over her entire face.


    Laura waited. Why should I listen to a child? I’m decades older.


    Jennifer snapped her mouth shut. She smiled coldly.


    Laura felt a quick burst of danger run up her spine.


    Jennifer continued to stare, digging into the woman’s secrets.


    Tobias and his wives retreated, not wanting to be part of the fight.


    Kyle snickered at Laura’s paling face. He put a gentle hand on Jennifer’s shoulder. “Be nice. The boss hasn’t made a call on her yet.”


    Jennifer slowly withdrew, sneering at the brick walls Laura had erected in defense. She sent a nasty zap to be sure her point was made.


    Laura grimaced, hand clenching around the mug. Pain ran up her arm and sank into her neck. It traveled her spine and brought Laura to her knees in front of the angry teenager. “Please! Stop!”


    Jennifer reluctantly pulled the power in. “Satisfied now?”


    “Not really.” Angela cleared her throat, standing in the doorway. Marc was right behind her. “I see you’ve angered our enforcer already. That’s not a good sign.”


    Marc slid closer to Angela as she approached the new people. Several Eagles, on duty and off, did the same.


    Laura stood up, mesmerized by the sight of the power couple coming toward her. Her heart thumped. I want them both!


    Marc snickered.


    Angela concentrated on Jennifer. “Explain your actions.”


    Jennifer replayed it word-for-word. She assumed she was in trouble, but she didn’t stop glaring at Laura.


    Angela yawned. “Let it go, both of you. We have bigger things to discuss.”


    Jennifer immediately let go of her anger and smiled at Angela.


    Laura scowled. “That’s not fair!”


    Marc and Kyle chuckled. The new woman was challenging the boss and XO on her first day. It felt like a rookie Eagle trying to make a name for herself on a new team.


    And that’s what this is. Marc relaxed. He went to the coffee line.


    Kyle stayed by Jennifer, but he got Marc’s thought and was also relieved. If Laura thought balls would get her onto an Eagle team, she was partially right.


    “Balls without brains are useless.” Angela went to the counter and sat on the stool.


    Jayda hurried to bring her a mug of tea.


    Angela captured the woman’s hand. “How are things?”


    Jayda relaxed at the contact. Angela’s touch was soothing. “Better. It’s almost normal again.”


    “And your lessons?”


    Jayda shrugged, not pulling away. “Hard, good. Thank you for asking.”


    Angela patted her wrist. “May I look for myself?”


    Jayda nodded.


    Brittani listened as she worked, approving of the conversation. She was glad Angela was taking Jayda under her wing. Brittani began mixing the next batch of pancake batter. She studied the new people while she worked. The results weren’t encouraging or disappointing. The new people were very closed off. She didn’t get much, but what she did find was sad. Being hunted your entire life was awful.


    Angela gently unlocked Jayda’s gifts while drawing energy. She hid the discomfort at the mismatched levels.


    Jayda felt their bond strengthen. She connected to Angela’s mind easily.


    Angela chuckled. Hello.


    Jayda flushed. I’m sorry!


    “Don’t be.” She smiled at the sweaty black woman. “You were one of us before this. Don’t forget it.”


    Jayda was stunned. She’d wondered if she was an Invisible, but she’d been terrified to ask. She hadn’t wanted to hear Angela confirm that she wasn’t special.


    Angela frowned at her, voice hardening. “What did I just say?”


    Jayda forced it through her lips. “I mattered before. I was special before.”


    “Yes. People will say your magic came before the important jobs. Many will be related, but the jobs are the effect, not the cause.”


    Jayda tried to see it through Angela’s point of view. “The cause of the jobs is because I’m good. You’ve always known. Now, I can do more and that power should be used.”


    Angela hesitated. “You spit that out too fast. This has been bothering you.”


    Jayda sighed. “But not you or any of leadership. And most of those people are gone now.”


    “There will always be race, sex, or gender haters in our group. I’m sorry, but they have a place here too. As long as they follow the rules, I will never persecute people for dreams of being the only kind to survive.”


    Jayda teared up, dismayed. “Then it won’t ever end.”


    “But it will.” Angela directed attention toward a small group now entering the mess.


    The den mothers saw the new people and immediately turned the kids around and left.


    “The kids will know it’s wrong. We’re going straight to the people who matter most in this fight. When the children no longer view color, the adults who did will be gone. We’re teaching all of them the old ways are wrong.” Angela shrugged. “Until then, we keep fighting to be fair for everyone.”


    “Even the others.”


    “Yes.” Angela handed Jayda a napkin from the counter. “Wanting to be with your own kind isn’t a crime. It’s not what Safe Haven will ever be about, though. You’ll help me by accepting the others as equal members who haven’t broken any rules.”


    Jayda sniffled. “It’s hard when I know they don’t want me here.”


    “I understand.”


    Jayda grimaced. “How can you?”


    “Easy. I’m a female leader. There are men here, and women, who don’t approve. And here’s another truth for you. Change comes in many forms.” Angela smiled. “There’s nothing wrong with being the one to reach out. A few good moments in that way might give your life the meaning you’re searching for.”


    “You think?”


    Angela nodded. “It’s not about being the bigger man, or even a goal for peace, though both of those are noble and possible. It’s about handling your life in a way that satisfies you, makes you happy. And it isn’t standing behind this counter anymore, is it?”


    Jayda slowly shook her head. “No. I need more.”


    “Good.” Angela stood. “Workout?”


    Jayda took off her apron, handing it to Brittani. She followed Angela out into the hall.


    Marc stayed in the mess to give them privacy and to continue observing the new people before they got personal time with Angela.


    “That was a great act for our arrival.” Laura ignored Jennifer’s glower, eyes finding Marc. “What does she want from us?”


    Marc refused to give the new woman an easy way out. “You’re smart. Use that brain.”


    Laura dug in harder, fighting the need to belong that had settled over all of them as Angela talked to the cook. The love between those two women was powerful. “She used us. She already got what she needed.”


    “What she wanted.” Marc shrugged at the fresh snort. “Keep digging. You’ve missed the best part.”


    Laura replayed the entire conversation, hesitating. She kept coming back to the kids... Her voice raised. “She just gave our children a lesson on getting along!”


    Marc chuckled. “Not just the kids. All of you now know where she stands on it. She’s amazing.” Marc went after them, unable to take being away from Angela yet. His obsession was still growing, but this time, he wasn’t fighting it.


    Jennifer motioned toward the other exit. “Next on our tour is the camp cabins. You’ll need to pick roommates. Our rule is at least three people in every room. You’ll also have a settling partner in there with you.”


    Kyle stayed close to Jennifer as she led them out of the mess. He thought about everything that had happened, but he saved his questions for later. He didn’t trust the new people and he wouldn’t until they proved themselves. It’s how life has to work now.
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    “Should I call the boss?” Harry lowered his voice. “Or sound the alarm to get the plastic up?”


    “No.” Morgan forced out a lie. “These ships experience pressure releases. People who aren’t used to them get nosebleeds and headaches.”


    “Oh. Cool.”


    Morgan finished writing in his notebook. “However, I’m about to give Angela updates on the new people. I’ll get her opinion. Be back in about 10 minutes. You can save the blood work on the new people for me.”


    Harry frowned deeper. “When I said boss, I meant Marc.”


    Morgan didn’t reply. He wiped his hands on the alcohol rag and left the infirmary.


    Harry realized Morgan didn’t agree. The medic resumed delivering cloths for the nosebleeds, but his mind stayed on that moment. Who’s in charge of us now?


    Morgan saw Jennifer coming down the hall with the group of new people. Her quick gesture telling him they were going to the camp residence was a relief. The medical bay would need an hour to clear out and be reset.


    Laura paused, gawking at Morgan. “Yummy!”


    Her girls cringed in embarrassment as Kyle snickered and Jennifer snorted.


    Not far enough away to miss it, Morgan flushed bright red. His embarrassment faded as he spotted Shawn escorting Missy through the far hallway. He was scolding her and she was submitting without a fight. Must be bad...


    Morgan hurried toward Angela’s location so he could deliver his notes and then go find out what had happened.


    Pam appeared in the corridor in front of him. She kept going, tracking Shawn on her own. She didn’t see Morgan.


    Morgan felt better knowing she was on it. He rounded the corner and jogged down the steps to the training room that they were using for their private lessons.


    He heard them before he saw them. The shouts and nasty words weren’t a surprise, only who was saying them.


    Morgan waited outside, flashed to his early days of training men for Adrian’s army. All their fears and anger had to be pulled out so it didn’t cloud their judgement during missions. Angela and Jayda were having one of those moments right now.


    Morgan hadn’t realized how angry Jayda was. Her hits were hard. She didn’t care that it was the boss. Morgan wondered how Angela felt about it. He knew she would remain professional, but inside, she would have another reaction. Her other face. Morgan hated it that humans had to hide what they really thought, who they really were, what they really wanted or needed to be happy. He hoped Angela was also able to affect that change for their future. It was sad to think they would just keep repeating the same mistakes.


    He also didn’t see how it was possible. Some of the things people thought, wanted, or needed were bad for everyone else. Where do one person’s rights stop or start? In America, it was supposed to stop when it encroached on someone else’s rights, but the courts were clogged with cases that almost always contradicted older laws that then had to be challenged. How can we change a flawed system without destroying it? Morgan’s repair-minded brain brought up the image of a house that was leaning, cracking, crumbling. Maybe we have to tear it down to the foundation and then rebuild.


    Angela came to the door of the training room, face bloody and happy at the same time. “Don’t forget a check of those foundations. Maybe that’s what caused the house to lean, crack, and crumble.” Angela stepped by him, wiping off on a towel. She slung it around her neck like any other Eagle after a kai session.


    Morgan peered into the room.


    Jayda was at the small table, now going over the rookie handbook. “She didn’t kill me.”


    Morgan saw Jayda’s split lip matched Angela’s. “You must have made progress.”


    Jayda’s smile faded. “I was able to get a hit in on her this time. I hated it. She loved it. Crazy flip, huh?”


    Morgan paused, mouth half open as his mind lit up. Flip it...


    Morgan felt Angela stop and wait. He pulled the new ideas together, trying to make sense of the connection. They have to make the rules and the penalties. Flip it on them.


    Angela stayed in the drafty hall as Morgan caught up. It was nice to have her plan validated, but she needed to be sure there wasn’t a better way that she’d missed. “I need you in on this. Spend some time considering other options and be at the meeting. Someone will let you know when and where.”


    Morgan nodded. “I’d be honored.” She wants me to help rewrite the constitution. I’m special too!


    It bothered Angela how many of her people were showing that weakness. Wanting to be special wasn’t the problem. Not understanding they already are, is a problem waiting to happen.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Three



    Calling the Hive


     


     


     


    1


    “Updates?”


    Morgan didn’t ask why she was upset. Like any man would, he assumed he’d caused it without meaning to. “I’m sorry. We had a medical issue. I wrote notes.” Morgan gave her the folded paper. He watched her face fall as she read it. Again, he felt like it was his fault. “I’m sorry. ...I think it was Missy.”


    “She’s the only one strong enough to do it.” Angela thought about it. Then she shrugged. “Camp people won’t notice, making our people the problem on this. Do some listening and see what punishment they can all agree on.”


    “Shawn and Pam are with Missy now. I haven’t talked to them yet, but Shawn is handling her.”


    Angela realized Morgan had come to her first. He was showing loyalty to the boss. His brief moment of weakness was a reminder that he had a high place here. Morgan was on a straight, narrow path for a while. And I can use that. “Go check on your family, then do my listening and digging. You also have a medical appointment with the new people. After...” She paused to let him get his book out and start writing. “We’ve cleared the infirmary. People are restocking it. You’re putting equipment together and figuring out how to use it. Ideas to keep it quiet?”


    “I’ll add a little QZ in the rear corner.” Morgan’s pen didn’t stop. “It’s on our list of procedures anyway. We’ll say it’s to handle more than one person at a time to explain the size.” Morgan shuddered. “And then I’ll pray we never have to use it.”


    Angela didn’t tell him it was for a good reason. They didn’t know if it would turn out that way. It was too soon to tell. “You’ll be off duty then, but I’ll still want an update.”


    “You’ll get several.” Morgan left, feeling better.


    Marc came from the shadows. He didn’t think Morgan had known he was there. Practicing going dim had been at the top of Angela’s list last night. “That went well.”


    “Yes. Morgan is smart. I’ve never needed to use my alpha pull on him.”


    Marc thought about it. “Who else would be on that list?”


    Now Angela paused to think, running through the hundreds of names in less than a minute. “You, Adrian, Conner, Debra, Greg, Gus, Ivan, Jayda, Jennifer, Kyle, Kenn, Morgan, Tonya.”


    Marc ignored his twinge at hearing Adrian’s name. “What do all those people have in common, if anything?” Marc guided her toward the kids’ area. He knew her schedule because Kenn had cleared it with him this morning. She was due to help get the kids settled for their naps.


    Ivan followed the couple and swept for trouble. Things were calm. Allison’s treatment had gone well. The kids were going to learn to get along in time. So why is she still upset? I can see her hand clenching in her pocket.


    Angela relaxed her hand and gave Marc another smile. “Smart, inventive, hard-headed, fighters...”


    Marc took her elbow to help her down the stairs. He tensed at the flare of heat.


    Angela grinned, then went back to her list.


    Marc knew she would keep working on it until they reached the play area. It gave him a minute to scan the ship and the people they were passing. Things felt better than they had since the illness. It had been calming under his leadership, but it hadn’t been leading to this feeling of confident resignation. Only Angie gave them that.


    Marc held the door for her, able to hear the happy kids now. He also smelled bleach from the cleaning crew that had just left. He didn’t ask what Angela was going to do about the time slip. He didn’t want to know. Camp people were already starting rumors about the migraines and nosebleeds.


    He caught sight of his twins sitting at a picnic table, alone. He realized they wanted it that way. The kids had a shield up to make sure they were left alone.


    Marc went that way.


    Angela checked in with Molly, the top den mother here.


    Molly didn’t pull any punches. “Cate’s wilder than even Missy. She demanded we unlock her. When we refused, she sent a blast of rage out even though she’s locked. Little Amy blasted her back and then Cody brought up his shield. He refuses to lower it so neither girl fires again.”


    Angela caught Amy’s eye.


    Amy dropped her head.


    Standing not far from Cate, little Joey didn’t know what to do. He watched and worried, wringing his hands.


    Angela joined Marc, not sure if his twins needed basic comfort or just more time alone with their dad.


    Marc sat on the edge of the bench. He didn’t try to get through the barrier.


    Angela moved through it and sat across from the almost identical boy and girl.


    Cate gasped.


    Cody paled. “I told you she could!”


    Cate braced for a punishment.


    So did Joey. He wasn’t sure if he could stand to be here when Angela delivered it.


    Angela studied the nervous kids. They were clean and neat, wearing matching jeans and green shirts. If not for Cate’s new shorter hair, it would have been hard to tell them apart. All she would have known for sure is that they were Marc’s children. His glow of health and strength was all over them. Pain lanced into her heart that she hadn’t birthed them. Angela looked at Marc.


    Marc was digging into Cate’s mind. He didn’t like what he found. “She thinks she’s going crazy without her gifts. She...used the witch to stay sane.”


    Angela wanted to unlock the girl right away, but Cate had to learn to follow the rules. “Let’s make a deal.”


    Cate’s face grew dark.


    Angela realized her mistake, but it was too late to pull it back. She went on. “Behave and I’ll unlock you.”


    “Go to hell!”


    “Cate!” Marc’s parental instinct took over. “That’s the boss!”


    Cate began to cry.


    Angela studied all of it, seeing some was an act but the rest was real. The little girl didn’t know who she could trust. “It will get better here for you as soon as you stop fighting us.”


    Cate shoved her cup across the picnic table. Cold liquid splashed over Angela’s shirt and face.


    Marc froze. He didn’t know what to do.


    Angela did. She leaned in. “Go on. Do what you really want.”


    Cate slapped her. “He wasn’t there for us! Because of you!”


    Marc winced.


    Angela barely felt the sting. “He wasn’t there because he didn’t know about you. Your mother took two children from him.” Angela wiped her face on her sleeve. “Tell me why you’re upset. Do it now, before I lose my patience.”


    Cody whimpered. “Behave, Cate! We just got you back!”


    Cate assumed she would be tossed overboard. “I’m sorry! I can’t stop it!”


    “The anger?” Angela was still adding up the clues. “And deciding which voice in your mind is telling the truth?”


    Cate nodded as big tears began rolling over her thin cheeks. “I need my witch. She helps me.”


    Angela unlocked the child. She stayed ready to change that if the child’s witch was the problem.


    Cate relaxed. Her frustration faded. “Thank you...Alpha.”


    Angela listened to the strong voice in Cate’s mind and was comforted. She examined the child’s witch in depth, then passed the decision to Marc.


    Marc nodded. They couldn’t take a few days away right now to have the honeymoon that wouldn’t be possible on the island. The kids needed them to stay close.


    Cody smiled at Angela. “You said yes. You’ll be my mom?”


    Angela tensed. “Is that okay with you?”


    Cody dropped the shield as he lunged over the table and wrapped his arms around her neck.


    Angela held him and tried not to cry. “I love you too. I always will.”


    Cate’s lips curled.


    Marc wanted peace for both of his children. He held out a hand. “Let me show you why he feels that way?”


    Cate slowly put her hand against her father’s. She watched the images of Angela and all she’d done for their people, all she’d done for the children.


    “She loves you guys more.” Marc knew it was true as soon as he said it, but he hadn’t caught that before. “The alpha has more hope for the kids than for the adults. She spends a lot of time making sure they have what they need to be happy. It’s not always time, though.” Marc didn’t want Cate thinking Angela would be able to spend time with her whenever she wanted. Like with the other kids, and even himself, their needs had to come behind leadership or none of them would survive.


    “I’ll make special time for her, if she wants a bond.” Angela now knew how to handle the girl, but it was still hard. “I have enough love for her too. She’ll let me know when she’s ready to try. Right?”


    Cate’s face squished up. I think she tricked me.


    “I did, a little.” Angela set Cody next to her and kept an arm around his shoulders. “It’s called reverse psychology. I’m giving you what you need, by making you think you’re getting what you want.”


    Marc frowned. “Is she old enough to understand?”


    Angela ignored him. She waited for the girl’s response.


    Cate’s witch helped her snap it into place. “That’s not right!”


    “But it works.” Angela shrugged. “I could have been mean. I could have insisted and not given you a choice at all.”


    “But I don’t have a choice.” Cate glared. “You won’t stop until you get what you want.”


    Angela leaned forward, smiling. “Very good. Now tell me what I want from you.” Angela opened her mind.


    Cate tore through it like a tornado, having no respect for anything she saw. Until she came to the loss of Angela’s daughter on the mountain.


    Marc observed in horror as both females began to cry. He felt his own sadness try to wake up. He quickly shut it down.


    Angela wiped her eyes. “Well?”


    “For me to live, because your baby didn’t.”


    “And that’s it. You’re special. You’ve been hunted because of it. All I want is for it to stop so you can have a life.” Angela studied the playground that had come to a quiet standstill as both kids and adults observed the moment and tried to take comfort from it. “I want all of them to survive, to live. The normals and the descendants matter to me. I’m the guardian of the future now.” Angela turned back, smiling at the girl. “And I want Marc to be happy. He has his children back. That hole in his heart can heal.”


    Cate picked up her napkin and held it out. “I’m sorry.”


    “So am I.” Angela wiped off, smelling grape Kool-Aid. “For everything you’ve been through.” She gestured. “Your dad has been through hell too. You can talk to him about anything, even me.”


    Joey and everyone else relaxed.


    Cate fell into respectful mode without realizing it. “I’ll try hard to behave.”


    Marc didn’t like her submissive tone. Neither did Angela. They exchanged glances that said Cate’s wildness would not be crushed. She would be taught to control her emotions.


    Cate smiled at Angela. “My witch likes you. She says you’re the true Alpha.”


    Angela gave Cody another fast hug, then stood up. “Apologize to Amy and then spend a few minutes getting to know her.” Angela waved Amy over.


    Amy had been listening. She sat on the bench next to Cody and crossed her arms over her chest.


    Angela swallowed a snicker and went to the other end of the playground to give the kids privacy and a break from her presence. When she was here for good reasons, they could be around her all they wanted. When it was for a negative reason, her emotions smothered them unless she stayed closed off.


    Angela noticed the adult descendants were purposely not thinking about the huge rule that had been broken. Someone slowed time, but no one is thinking about it? Angela snorted. Sure. Okay.


    Adult descendants didn’t meet her eye.


    “Morgan determined it was a pressure wave from the boat’s hull settling. Everyone will be fine.”


    Nods and smiles met her announcement. Angela didn’t smile. She liked it that they were protecting the kids, especially since it was Missy, but as the alpha, she was supposed to be upset because they weren’t coming clean.


    Marc joined Angela, but kept the table in sight. “How did Cate send a blast with her gifts locked and memory wiped?”


    Angela knelt, digging a clean shirt from her kit. “Your daughter is unique. Like Conner can go through shields, Cate can go through locks. Not all the way yet, but I believe age has a lot to do with it. When she’s older, no one will be able to lock her.”


    “Damn.” Marc was proud of it. “She’ll be safer.”


    “Yes. And more dangerous.” Angela slid behind Marc and stripped her shirt. She yanked on the clean one and put the other into her kit. “Schedule them both time with every member of leadership. Add Missy, Leeann, Amy, Caleb, and Hawk.”


    Marc wrote it in his book. “Why the two normals?”


    “You tell me.”


    “Uh... So both sides are still represented?”


    “Yes, but also to encourage friendships.”


    “Cool. What do you want them doing?”


    “Tell each adult to design a 10-minute lesson to teach our kids what they consider to be the most important part of society and why we need those kids to take our place when we die.” Angela waved at the kids and jogged over to the swings, leaving her kit.


    Marc watched her rotate with the den mothers and guardians so every child got a turn with her. Even Cody and Cate went. It helped Marc’s heart to hear the twins laugh like normal kids who’d never been separated from parents who loved them. For a brief moment, he was able to pretend he’d been with them since they were born.
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    “Samantha’s babies will be born soon.”


    Tim glanced up from the notes he was making in his Bible. “That’s good, right?”


    Neil nodded. Tim was surrounded by dusty books, folders, and loose papers. I guess big plans require big space. “She wants you to do the christening, at the birth.”


    Tim frowned. “Besides not being ordained, I think they do it when the child gets older.”


    Neil saw Tim had changed to slacks and a blue sweater and approved the choice. If you were going to be religious, dressing like an Eagle was a contradiction considering the violence it required. The slacks and sweater were warm, caring. The black Eagle outfits were cold and off-putting. “You can check on it, but Samantha is adamant about both of those.”


    Tim scowled. “I’m not ordained. It will be months yet before I take the test.”


    Neil clapped the man on the shoulder and walked away.


    Tim understood he would be expected to perform the ceremony even if he hadn’t taken the final test. He resumed his studies, hoping he could learn faster.


    Neil entered the employee hall and used it to reach the infirmary without being seen. He peered through the window and was dismayed to find a group of people inside. Neil narrowed them to the new people. He hadn’t met them yet, but he’d heard stories. None of those were bad yet. None of them were good either.


    Neil took the steps to the cargo hold. As he reached the bottom, the sound of grunting and sliding echoed. “Who’s down here?”


    “Conner.”


    Neil joined the boy; he spotted the box he needed in Conner’s hands. The boy was trying to tug it, carefully, to the cart he’d brought.


    Neil went to the box and lifted it, but he let Conner help. There was no reason to be rude when the teenager was trying hard.


    “Thanks!” Conner wiped dust from his hands onto his jeans. “Did you see all those people in the infirmary?”


    Neil nodded. “I assume you’re on team twins?”


    Conner chuckled. “Yeah, but Candy’s name for us is better. It covers all the births–single or double.”


    Neil braced. “Hit me with it.”


    “The Fetus Fighters.”


    Laughter floated through the cargo room, drawing attention.


    “Who’s down here?”


    Conner and Neil grinned, responding together, “Fetus Fighters!”


    Tonya’s laughter joined theirs as she found them. She shut off her flashlight. “That name will get around. I think I’m honored, but I’ll have to let you know.”


    Neil saw she had a clipboard and so did Conner. “Who else is on the team?”


    Conner swept the next stack of boxes in this medical section of the cargo bay. “I assume Wade and Morgan.”


    Tonya took Conner’s clipboard so he could lift the next box. She compared it to hers. “Not the same.”


    Neil glanced over her shoulder. “Who gave you the lists?”


    “Wade, a few hours ago.”


    “Angela, a week ago.”


    Neil lifted the next box when Tonya pointed it out, heart easing. Angela was still helping him and Samantha even after what he’d done. All these boxes contained equipment and supplies to keep the babies alive if they came too soon, and she was doing it quietly, so Samantha wouldn’t know. Scaring her was a danger to the babies. Angela had sent orders last night. Samantha was on bedrest, with mood control and treatments. She was doing it to all the mothers who were due in the next few months, but that was another cover to keep Samantha from freaking out. If Conner was right, Samantha would give birth within a month. They were on the way to being ready for it. Angela really did care about the kids.


    “And you counted on that, didn’t you?”


    Neil slowly nodded at Tonya’s sharp question. “Completely.”


    Tonya pointed at the next box.


    Neil lifted it.


    Conner stored the dramas and details and enjoyed being home. His turn to worry over Candy would come soon enough. He didn’t need to be upset yet.


     


     


    3


    “You don’t need to be upset.” Morgan smiled at the older woman as he leaned in. “It will sting, but I’m only taking blood, not putting anything in.”


    Daniella gazed into Morgan’s eyes. She knew he was using a calming charm, but she didn’t mind. This was much better than the fear that had paralyzed her at the entrance to the infirmary. She’d barely tolerated the medics doing this the first time. Now she had to go through it all again because she couldn’t speak. This sucks!


    Morgan hurried, finishing in record time. He smiled again as he placed her hand over the cotton ball. “Hold it right there and I’ll get you a Band-Aid.”


    Daniella smiled back this time.


    Tobias scowled, but he didn’t protest. “So what’s wrong? Or do you need to wait until those tests are done?”


    Morgan labeled the blood and stored it in the refrigerator for Tonya. “The test might confirm it, but I think it’s normal for our kind. They’re locked because they’re in the middle of an evolution.”


    “No!” Tobias rose, going to the door. He punched it repeatedly. “No!”


    The ship groaned, walls dimming.


    Tobias flinched, anger fading into fear. “What was that?!”


    Morgan rubbed his shoe gently over the floor. “The ship doesn’t like being abused.”


    Tobias stared at him.


    Morgan switched the topic back. “Why don’t you want your wives to evolve?”


    “It’s none of your business!”


    Morgan shrugged. “The boss will discuss it with you at some point. Better have a good answer ready. She likes us to have gifts.”


    “It’s dangerous!”


    Morgan’s eyes narrowed. The wives were thin and scared, but they weren’t starving. Tobias was. His bones were poking through the skin in places. “True, but so is living.”


    Tobias glared at the very fit medic. I used to look like that too. Magic used me up. It’ll do the same to you.


    Morgan frowned at the man. “Would you like a sucker for that bitter taste?”


    Tobias flushed.


    Morgan went to the other wife. “Would you like me to handle it the same way as I did your sister?”


    Anna nodded, cheeks dark.


    Morgan chuckled. “It’s okay, but to be clear, I’m not on the market. Are you?”


    Anna shook her head, eyes going to Tobias. Morgan saw the love there. He immediately marked the man from his list of people who might be dangerous to leadership. “Here we go...” Morgan used a light charm and saw the woman’s nipples harden through her shirt. He dropped his eyes, mind spinning. His magnetism was stronger today than usual. He wasn’t sure why, but he was trying to figure it out between his jobs and chores. “The gifts that are gone are the ones about to evolve. Sometimes they snap in and fire a blast. Try to keep those doors locked even when they feel empty.”


    The women nodded, both relaxed.


    Morgan was proud of his way with patients. He’d gotten much better at it. Now, if I could just learn how to handle kids. The quick talk with Missy hadn’t gone well. After being scolded by Shawn and Pam, she’d needed a break from it with someone who would listen to her. Instead, he’d yelled and made her cry. Morgan had quickly realized what he’d done wrong, but it had been too late to take it back.


    “Got a minute?” Shawn settled into the chair by his desk as the new people left with their camp buddies.


    Morgan leaned against the wall. “I’ll apologize to her.”


    “No, you won’t.” Shawn gave him a frustrated look. “Nothing gets that kid to follow the rules unless she wants to. Even Pam, a mother figure, has little control over her. But one short yell from you and she burst into tears. As I left our cabin, she was insisting that Pam teach her how to make your side of the bed.”


    Morgan recoiled. “No way. You’re not using me as the dad!”


    “Why not?”


    Morgan tried to find a way out. “I can’t discipline girls. Even the Eagles know it. They never give me that chore, remember?”


    “I do, and it’s funny you should mention it. I just saw Marc in the hall. I have a message for you.”


    Morgan groaned. “Shit.”


    Shawn got comfortable in the chair. “He said you can’t be one of us if you can’t treat them like one of us. You did well in your lesson with Wade, but it’s not enough to retain your status on a Special Forces team.”


    Morgan hadn’t known that was coming, but he should have. “I’ll get my shit together.”


    Shawn tried to smile at him. “Good. The other descendants decided not to punish her. Marc told me that too.”


    “I heard.” Morgan leaned down, voice a shocked whisper. “They protected her, man! Everyone insisted on leaving her alone. They said she’s just a kid learning to control her gifts.”


    Shawn let out a miserable sigh. “She is. I wish I could make it easier for her.”


    “Pam asked me to talk to you about Missy.”


    Shawn’s face darkened.


    Morgan sighed. “It’s true.”


    Shawn gave a curt nod. He refused to speak it.


    Morgan grunted. “We’ll both be watching every move you make with her. Can you handle that?”


    “I’m counting on it.” Shawn let out a ragged breath.


    “Good. We trust you, but we love her. It’s not personal.”


    “I know.” Shawn took in another rough breath. “It shook me today when she did that. I saw the future for us.”


    Morgan lifted a brow. “And?”


    “And I need to go away. When she hits puberty and starts pushing, I won’t be able to tell her no.” Shawn dropped his head. “I’m not staying on the island for long. The first time she gets to me in that way, I’m gone until she grows up.”


    Morgan put a hand on the man’s drooped shoulder. “Good. Don’t make me kill you.”


    “I won’t.” Shawn looked up. “But don’t hesitate. Her life means so much more than mine!”


    “I agree.”


    Shawn was glad to move on. “We also need you to thank Jennifer. She spoke up first.” Shawn forced the rest out. Morgan had a right to know. “Jennifer said it was because they were all hurt in the labs for mistakes and they don’t want to do that here...”


    “But?”


    “Jennifer was never in the labs, Morgan. She defended our little girl for some other reason.”


    “Not for me.”


    Shawn shrugged. “I haven’t gotten farther than that since I caught the lie.”


    “Why are you telling me this?” Morgan was angry. “It will cause trouble.”


    “Actually, she’s trying to tell people to leave us alone, that we’re okay. You have to tell her thank you, Morgan. She didn’t have to defend Missy, but because the enforcer said she’s okay, Missy will be treated better. We owe her now. Start with thank you and we’ll go from there.”


    “He’s not wrong.” Neil entered the infirmary, hands full. Neil pretended he hadn’t heard any of the conversation or thoughts. He was glad they were handling it so Angela didn’t give him an order to do it. “Now that Jennifer cleared her, Missy’s life will get easier and she’ll settle down, but it’s more than that.” Neil put the books on the table, then went back to hold the door for Conner. “Jennifer will need a successor. It would be a great job for Missy.”


    “Yes, it would.” Morgan was relieved. “I’ll encourage that.”


    “Good. Jennifer’s been working hard. She deserves to hear some good words from the senior Eagles.” Neil watched until Tonya was in her lab with the door shut and locked, then he turned to Shawn and Morgan. “Jennifer is just now going to bed even though shift change was an hour ago. On her way, she’ll check on Allison, who’s in the cabin across from her. Jennifer pulled another double today, on top of all the fun we had at the detention center. And right when she gets comfortable, Kyle will be pulled from her arms to go on the next run. Be nice to her. She’s earning it with every day that passes.”


    “I will. I’ll be on that run with Kyle. I’ll let him know.” Morgan didn’t tell them the bell was already sounding in his mind. He wasn’t going to bed after this. I’m going to land. He gestured at Conner. “You should sleep soon.”


    Conner grinned. “I’m young.”


    “Asshole.”


    The males laughed, aware of the connection glowing between them. They were Eagles. They mattered to the future. It felt good.


    Morgan gestured. “Before you crash, check on the hot tub room for me? We have a noise report, but I need to go gather my gear.”


    Conner swallowed a yawn. He really was tired now, but being given a job by a senior Eagle was part of his new status. “You got it.”


    Neil waited until the boy was gone, then he grinned. “The kill team sent for him?”


    Morgan nodded, also proud. “He did a solid job on their run. Conner is officially one of us now.”


     


     


    4


    “I have to go.” Daryl kissed Brittani’s cheek and gently eased out of the bed. Falling asleep with her in his arms was amazing, but he knew duty time was almost here even though he hadn’t been called or even officially assigned yet.


    “Okay.” She’d only been back from her mess shift for an hour, but they’d made out and then dozed. She would sleep now, while he went off to do his shift. She didn’t know where he was going to be and she didn’t ask, though she wanted to. No matter where he was, she would worry over him.


    Brittani rolled over to watch him, blushing a little. They’d had several intimate moments, but he refused to go all the way yet. Daryl insisted on waiting for their wedding and she’d agreed. There was honor in waiting.


    Daryl pulled up his pants, then sat on the bed to get his socks and shoes on. He smiled as her hand trailed across his spine. He felt the urge to tell her to be careful while he was gone, but swallowed it. She was a full-grown woman who could do as she pleased.


    “I’ll be careful.” Brittani kissed his arm, then rolled over. “First, I’m going to sleep for a few hours.”


    Daryl tried to be quiet as he gathered the rest of his gear. For the first few months as an Eagle, he’d listened to Kyle and Neil say they could feel a call coming for their services. He hadn’t understood, but it was clear in his mind right now, like a little bell being smacked against a counter. Is this the run where I don’t make it back?


    Daryl forced the thought away. We all have to die sometime. Might as well be quick and today as versus slow in a month or a year.


    Brittani lifted her head. “But don’t you want that extra month, or year?”


    “Of course.” Daryl shifted his gun belt into place. “I just know fate makes those choices, not me.”


    “Is that part of the training?”


    Daryl smiled. “It’s a guy thing, I think. If I accept that it could happen, it’s less likely to because I’m not fighting it.”


    Brittani yawned. “Just bring your ass back here ASAP. I can’t sleep alone anymore.”


    Daryl rubbed her arm and left the bed. He wasn’t anticipating their time apart, but at least he was the one going. Waiting here while she goes on her first run might kill me.


    Daryl grabbed the kit he kept ready, muscles already protesting the weight. He ignored the discomfort, hoping he was able to keep up for the entire run. There was a chance that he hadn’t gotten a call yet because he’d been ill. The medics hadn’t wanted to clear him for Eagle training, let alone missions, but Daryl was determined to do his share. Angela put me on the Special Forces team. I’m going to prove I deserve it.


    Daryl saw Kyle coming down the hall, fully geared. He fell in behind his team leader, absorbing Kyle’s approval. As XO, more was expected from him.


    Daryl smiled as Jennifer sleepily shut her cabin door behind Kyle. He heard the lock click and approved. Jenny was popular with all the kids. They would go right on in if it wasn’t locked. Jennifer needed to sleep while she could.


    Kyle agreed. They’d only gone to bed an hour ago, but they’d both heard that mission bell ring. Jennifer had briefly looked ahead and found them bringing a group of new people onboard around this time tomorrow. It was a comfort he knew not to put faith in because shit happened and then things changed.


    “Hey!” Cathy leaned against her door, vision blurry. “Who’s ringing a damn bell at this hour?!”


    Kyle and Daryl exchanged glances, stopping in the hall.


    In the cabin next to Cathy, Molly poked her head out. “Stop with the bell already!”


    Kyle grunted. “Both of you get dressed for a run and meet me on the top deck.”


    Molly’s mood snapped into good. She shut the door. Loud noises echoed as she tore into her closet for her gear.


    Cathy frowned. “Huh?”


    “If you heard the bell, you have a mission run coming up. Get your shit and let’s go.”


    Cathy shrugged. “Whatever.” She slammed her door.


    Kyle pounded on it, waking everyone in the hall. “Get your gear, Eagle! That’s an order!”


    “I’m doing it!”


    Kyle and Daryl moved down the hall, snickering.


    Morgan appeared in the far hallway. Ray was behind him.


    Ivan stumbled along after Ray, trying to wake up. He’d only slept for an hour and then the bell went off.


    “Why can’t it be a woman moaning my name in ecstasy?” Jeff fell in behind Kyle’s team. “I’m just sayin’. That would get any of us up.”


    People snickered, including Molly, who had kept her gear ready. She finished donning it as they went, not caring how much skin was showing.


    Kyle frowned as another shadow joined them. “This should be a fun run.”


    Kenn yawned as he pulled on his kit. “She’s expecting trouble if this is the pickup crew.”


    All of them realized Kenn was right. Kyle’s mood improved. Action! Yes!


    Everyone who caught the thought shook their head or glowered at him, but they agreed. Being stuck on this ship was mind-numbing. Action was a welcome relief now.


    “Sounds like someone is enjoying the hot tubs.” Cathy glared toward the sauna room as she caught up. She shifted her kit onto her shoulders and took a place at the end of the line.


    “The Kill Team.” Kyle led the group up the next steps. “Returning teams get leeway.”


    “Downtime?”


    Kyle was surprised Cathy knew. “Yes.”


    She shrugged, shifting her bra straps around now. “Makes sense. What’s the run, Boss?”


    Kyle stumbled, almost falling.


    His group snickered, but they didn’t rub it in. Hearing Cathy sound like an Eagle was a surprise to all of them.


    “Haven’t gotten the details yet.” Kyle held the door for them, preferring to appear last in this group. “Also haven’t been given lead.”


    Cathy snorted. “Well, I don’t want it, and I doubt anyone else here feels like they can take your place, so that makes you the boss as far as I’m concerned.”


    Daryl chuckled at Kyle as he walked by. “This is gonna be a fun run, Boss.”


    Kyle sighed. “Maybe we should get a drink first.”
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