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  Someone’s Mind

 

 

Watching like a hawk

To see a sin or crime,

Sarah’s heart is cold

And older than her time.

 

Waiting like a bee

To sting those who offend,

Sarah’s fist is harsh

And no mercy does it lend.

 

Walking like a lion

To stalk all that have gone wrong,

Sarah’s feet are relentless

And shriek a dangerous song.

 

Winding like a coiled snake

To strike down the vile,

Sarah’s mind is rigid

And quick to fully rile.

 

Whetting like a sword

To pierce the veil of mankind,

Sarah’s eyes are chips of ice

And only in someone’s mind.

 

 





  
    
​Chapter One



    Betrayed


     


     


     


    1


    “Do you owe me any favors?”


    Tonya tensed, not glancing away from the slide she was examining under the microscope. “Why do you ask?”


    Shawn knew better than to rush in and give away his hand; he was used to playing Eagle poker. He didn’t stiffen or think about anything she might catch. He concentrated on the environment instead.


    The infirmary was calm and quiet now that the cleaning crew had finished and left. Shawn hated the smell. Inhaling bleach fumes couldn’t be good for their lungs.


    Tonya slowly looked up. Shawn was back to a respectable weight now that he wasn’t spending so much time in his mind. His focus on sex had allowed him a physical recovery. Tonya assumed that was Angela’s design so she didn’t have to punish him or put a guard on him to stop him from blinking himself to death.


    Shawn had come by for an update on the boss and then lingered for the last half hour, watching everything that was going on. Tonya had assumed he was being careful because Angela was in the infirmary right now. As she studied him, Tonya realized that wasn’t why he was here at all.


    Tonya slid back from the desk and crossed her arms over her ample chest. Her swollen, purple nose and fat lip glared at him in warning. “Just tell me what you want.”


    Only a few medics and helpers were in the area around them. Most of the exam rooms were empty. Shawn wasn’t worried about being overheard by anybody who would use the knowledge against him, but he still hesitated. When Tonya found out, she would be pissed. She had a rough temper anyway, but redheads were also wildcards. It was impossible to say how this might turn out. “We’ve never had problems, right?”


    She sneered. “Other than being an asshole to me while we were under Adrian’s leadership?”


    Shawn refused to feel guilty for that. “You’re not the same now as you were then.”


    His simple answer allowed Tonya to let it go. “Yes, Shawn, I do owe you a favor.”


    Shawn needed it clear. “And what is that favor for?”


    Tonya couldn’t help the softening of her voice or the slight edge of fear in her words. “You guys brought Kenn back from Reicher’s lab alive and mostly whole. I owe each and every one of you a favor for that.”


    Shawn pushed ahead, carefully. “And now that you’re a respected Eagle with her own team, you’ll follow our rules even when you don’t like them.”


    Tonya was getting fed up. “Just spit it out before you choke on it.”


    “I’m calling in the favor you owe me.”


    “I’ve figured that out. Get on with it.” Tonya had no idea what Shawn was about to ask of her. They weren’t friends, but they also weren’t enemies. They barely had any contact.


    “Someone did something, but someone else stopped them before any harm could come from it. When you find out what happened, I want you to let it go. No charges filed, no evil revenge plots.”


    Tonya’s sharp mind snapped pieces into place. “This is about Missy.”


    Shawn denied that. “Missy has no problem with you. She considers you a friend.”


    Shawn knew Tonya expected more information, but he refused to give it. He drilled in his point instead. “Under Eagle rules, if the person has already been punished, they can’t be disciplined twice. Obey our laws and pay the debt that you owe me by doing nothing and we’re all square.”


    Tonya’s anger rose. “I won’t agree to that until I know what it is.”


    Shawn drew in a deep breath and then delivered the ultimatum that hadn’t been his idea. “If you don’t agree, all of the mission men are going to rebel against your plans, against the boss’s plans. This is a pivotal moment in our history, Tonya. If you don’t agree, women will never be in charge of the world. We’ll see to that with our last breaths.”


    Silence fell through the infirmary as men and women alike tuned into the conversation. Almost everyone knew what the future held for them, but it wasn’t openly discussed because they were all afraid of it.


    Tonya recognized the trap. She wanted women to be in charge almost more than she wanted a happy future with Kenn. “I agree.”


    People around them resumed what they were doing while storing the knowledge that Tonya was firmly behind Angela’s plan.


    “As long as you stick to that, you now have a favor from me and no matter what it is or how hard it is, I promise to give it to you when you ask for it.” Shawn left the infirmary, hoping that would be enough to save Selina from Tonya’s wrath.


    Tonya watched him go, snapping more pieces together while controlling her anger. She knew she’d just been tricked. Now she would figure out how.


    Observing from the shadows, Kenn also began trying to figure out the puzzle. Unlike Tonya, his mind had gone straight to the woman in Shawn’s life. Selina did something…to me.


    Kenn immediately locked down on his thoughts so Tonya wouldn’t catch that thread. He had no doubt she would unravel the mystery on her own. There was no reason for him to make it faster or easier. Shawn and the others are protecting me.


    Another dark spot in Kenn’s mind filled with light and banished some of the evil that was still lurking there.
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    Shawn went down the stairs to the cargo bay, joining the half a dozen people who were already waiting there.


    Selina looked up in concern. “Did she accept your deal, mate?”


    Shawn shut the door to the cargo bay, stomach boiling. He didn’t want to do what had to happen now. “Yes. Let’s get this handled before anyone notices we’re gone.”


    The cargo bay was cluttered again, dusty, and bobbing gently in the soft waves around the docked ship. Anyone could come down for a load of supplies and find them here.


    The mission men were still messy, smoky-eyed from the fire bugout, and eager to be done with this so they could be on their own time for a while. The rest of the ship was sleeping or enjoying the comforts. These men weren’t jealous, though. They were too tired for that emotion.


    Selina removed her Eagle jacket and put it on the chair. She’d heard about the loving corrections that were given when a teammate screwed up. She didn’t want her jacket to get bloody.


    The mission men moved closer. Most of them were like Shawn, reluctant to do this at all. Kenn was the only one not present.


    Marc went first, leading by example. “Do you accept this correction from senior Eagles?”


    Selina quickly nodded. “I’m sorry for it. I will never do it again.”


    Slap. Marc retreated, motioning to the others. His light tap on Selina’s cheek made him feel awful.


    Selina held perfectly still while each of the men delivered a mild tap of correction. She had expected a beating. Because she wasn’t getting one, relief refused to enter her mind.


    Gus barely touched her, not enjoying the moment at all. He only wanted to punish people who deserved it. In his mind, Selina’s error in judgement didn’t qualify because Kenn hadn’t consumed the poison in her canteen.


    Biff hit her the hardest, wincing at the sound of the slap. “I won’t do this again. Find someone else to punish the rookies. I’m out.”


    He marched toward the exit, stomach churning. He had lost his temper with Madison and now she was scared of him. If she found out about this, it would cement her aversion.


    As the last man stepped forward, Selina glared. “No one is going to believe I was corrected. I won’t even have any marks from this!”


    Shawn knew she was right, but he didn’t have the heart to hurt her either. He delivered a light slap.


    Selina regarded Marc in frustration. “Help me!”


    Marc realized she was feeling the same way the rest of them were. Without pain, life didn’t feel real now, but he just couldn’t do it.


    Selina pushed. “Reicher would have removed me for interfering with one of the subjects.”


    Marc stiffened. “Kenn is not a subject in that damn lab anymore. None of us are.”


    Selina slowly put her jacket back on. “Don’t be silly, mate. This is just a free-range experiment.”


    She headed toward the door without protesting further. Safe Haven was an odd place and she was still adjusting to it.


    Greg regarded Marc with his one good eye. “Do you think she’s right?”


    Marc refused to answer.
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    “Your numbers are all good.” Terry put the blood pressure cuff on the hook and then took a bottle from his pocket. He handed Angela one of the pain pills, ignoring the imposing guard standing motionless in the corner of the small medical room. For some reason, Amanda was more intimidating than the other Eagles who usually did duty over the boss.


    Angela took the little cup of water and acted like she swallowed the pill. She slid it into her bathrobe pocket with the others that she hadn’t taken. She didn’t want to be drugged up right now and not just because the baby would get some of it through her breast milk. They were low on all of the pain medications. She would slip these back into the medicine cabinet.


    Amanda acted like she didn’t know what Angela was doing. She glided to the open door, scanning the medical bay. It was almost empty. The medics were waiting for a couple of tests to finish and then they would be off duty unless Angela needed something.


    Terry went out into the lobby, shutting the door in relief.


    “They’ll get used to me.” Amanda hoped they would, anyway. She had chosen the right side during the situation with Somchai. That should be enough to convince people she was one of the good guys.


    Angela put aside her thoughts of the date. All of their plans for the 4th of July were on hold because of the fire, including Ray and Grant’s wedding. “You still have another test to pass before they can accept you.”


    Amanda faced Angela with a small grin. “I already know you plan to sneak out.” The medics had warned her that Angela might try it. “Where do you want to go?”


    Angela rubbed Dog’s ears. He was lying on her bed, guarding the sleeping baby in the bassinet. “I want to go to the chapel, with a stop at the guard post along the way.”


    Angela flipped on the baby monitor sitting next to her bed and then put the other part of it into her pocket. The baby had just been changed and fed. She wouldn’t have long, but she needed to get out of this cramped room for a few minutes.


    Over in the corner, Jack dropped his shield, scowling. “You should still be in that bed.”


    Angela smiled sweetly. “And you should still be in that prison.”


    Instantly humiliated and furious, Jack brought his shield back up and leaned against the wall. He already knew Angela wanted him to stay here with the baby.


    Amanda frowned as she quietly opened the door. “Somchai was wrong to think you’re all nice inside.”


    Angela limped to the wheelchair and eased down into it. “People see what they want to see.”


    Amanda knew that was true. “What’s the plan here?”


    A loud noise echoed at the front of the clinic as Stanley came through with a stack of trays. Two of them slid out of his hands and splattered food all over the floor, creating a mess and a distraction.


    Amanda chuckled quietly, pushing the wheelchair out of the room. “I’m starting to see why everyone wants you back in charge. It’s easier to keep track of you that way.”


    “They’re not wrong. I can count on one hand the number of times that everyone didn’t know exactly where I was for the last 15 months.”


    Amanda winced. The lack of personal time explained more of Angela’s ruthless attitude.


    Angela pulled her robe shut against the draft rolling through the cruise ship. “It’s not just them. If I take time out, I feel guilty, so I don’t do it very often. It’s put a strain on my relationship and my sanity.”


    Amanda pushed Angela through the rear of the medical bay and out into the hallway. “I’d say you balance those pretty well, considering how much you’ve gone through.”


    Jack gently shut the door behind them so the medics would think she was still inside.


    Amanda got the chair out into the hallway. She pushed Angela toward the nearest guard post. “Are you checking up on Marc to make sure he has everyone accounted for this time?”


    Angela locked eyes with the rookie at the guard post as they approached it. “I’m having a vengeance moment while testing two camp members that people are leery about. Marc won’t do it. This one has to be me.”


    Amanda stopped near the guard post, glancing around. “Who are the two camp members?”


    Angela stared up at her pointedly.


    Amanda stiffened. She and Bret were the only ones here and they were both Mitchels. “This is about Adrian.”


    “Yep.” Angela shifted in the chair as footsteps echoed smartly down the dusty steps nearby.


    Bret pulled the envelope out of his pocket, stomach churning. “This isn’t right.”


    Angela didn’t answer. She smiled sweetly as Adrian came down the stairs, spotting them.


    Adrian was in a great mood. He’d gotten good sleep and then he’d been woken by a blow job from Piper. It was an amazing way to start the day. “Hiya, Boss.”


    Adrian was thrilled to see her with his family. The more time they spent around Angela, the faster the camp would accept them.


    Adrian was only wearing his boots, jeans, and a tank top that showed burns, charred smudges of hair, and a body that was recovering from their trip. It made Angela angrier. She motioned to Bret.


    Amanda read Bret’s rebellious, resentful thoughts in dismay. “This really isn’t right.”


    Angela rested her arms on the chair and watched Adrian as he stared between them, trying to figure out what was happening.


    Bret keyed his mike because his orders had been to do it openly. Only the guards had radios now, but it was still enough to make sure the story would spread. “Adrian Mitchel, you are under arrest for a violation of the magic laws. Hold your hands out so I can put the cuffs on.”


    Adrian stared at Bret as he understood what Angela was doing.


    Bret put the envelope down and pulled the cuffs off of his belt with his free hand. “Please come quietly. I don’t want to do this. I don’t have a choice.”


    Adrian was proud of his son for making the right choice. He was furious at Angela for putting the boy in this position. He held out his hands.


    The sound of the cuffs clicking echoed loudly over the radio on Adrian’s belt.


    Angela stared at Adrian. “It’s entirely possible that you’re going to be executed.”


    Adrian had no choice but to stick to his original plan. “Name the law that I broke.”


    Amanda saw Greg and Gus coming down the hallway and assumed they would be escorting the prisoner. She barely stopped herself from lifting a shield around her brother as the two massive men reached them.


    “You are not allowed to procreate because of your family’s history. Piper is pregnant.”


    Adrian celebrated on the inside. On the outside, he pushed through with the plan. “That’s against the constitution.”


    “New laws have already been added.”


    Adrian drew in a breath. “I challenge your right to make such a law.”


    Angela huffed. “I’m the alpha and the elected leader of this camp.”


    “Then I challenge the law itself. Magic laws should not come before the constitution of our country. In fact, magic laws shouldn’t exist at all!” That was the real reason Adrian had done this. He didn’t want any of them to be ruled by magic. If he won this challenge, it might prevent Angela from taking over the world and enslaving the normals.


    Angela’s vengeful tone faded as she stared at him. “I love you for doing this.” She didn’t really want to enslave the normals either.


    Anger returned to her voice. “I also hate you for it. When the vote happens, I’ll be putting my mark under execution.”


    People throughout the hive were paying close attention now. None of them had ever thought they would hear that from her.


    Adrian was aware of Piper coming his way, along with several others to give him support, but most of the listening people agreed with Angela.


    When Adrian didn’t accuse him of betrayal, Bret’s guilt increased. I need to be punished.


    Amanda glanced over.


    Bret quickly put it out of his mind. No, thanks.


    Angela gestured at Gus and Greg. “Gus will be your lawyer. Greg is going to be the prosecutor. The trial will be held as soon as we’re ready for it.” She motioned. “Lock him in the brig and post a 24-hour guard.”


    Greg and Gus both took one of Adrian’s arms and led him away.


    Bret returned to the guard post with tears rolling down his cheeks. This was the hardest thing he had ever done and he’d survived for years in Reicher’s lab.


    Amanda fought with herself. A rescue attempt right now might not go well, but there wouldn’t be any chance at all for it later.


    Angela glanced up, delivering another sweet smile.


    Amanda tensed, expecting real pain this time.


    “You can’t serve two masters, Amanda. You either belong to me or you belong to them. Make your choice and do it now.”


    Amanda scowled. “What happens if I pick my family?”


    “It won’t stop his trial or change the outcome. You’ll be sent on the next run, along with your daughters. You won’t be allowed to come back.”


    Amanda was already going to transfer one of her daughters away from here. She was positive she could find a place for herself and Margret to hunker down and hide where they would be safe for a while. But the need to serve Angela had already settled into her heart. “You’re a hard, cruel bitch.”


    Angela nodded at the compliment. “At least now you recognize it.”


    Angela motioned toward the hallway. “I want to go to the chapel.”


    Amanda knew it was another test as she slipped behind Angela to push the chair, but she didn’t consider attacking the woman. Even if she decided to rescue Adrian, she would still try very hard to make sure no one got hurt. Amanda didn’t like violence even when it was needed.


    “In time, that will change.”


    Amanda shivered. “That’s part of what I’m afraid of.”


    “And the rest of it?”


    Amanda admitted what had been holding her back all along. “I’m afraid I’ll turn out like the rest of your damn army. I’ll want it more than anything else you can hit me with.”


    Satisfied, Angela leaned against the chair and let Amanda push her to the chapel. She didn’t look at Bret as they went by.


    He and Amanda now had to make a hard choice. If they went the wrong way, Angela didn’t plan to have any mercy. It was entirely possible that there would be three executions instead of one.
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    “It’s all gone.” Jennifer leaned against Kyle, fighting tears. “All of the work we did was for nothing.”


    Comments like that were running through the entire camp, along with remarks about Adrian’s arrest. Almost everyone was up here on the top deck together for a first view of the island since the fire.


    It had been a full day now. Marc had kept everyone off of the top deck to give them a chance to calm down, but also to make sure no one bothered the turtles that were still nesting all along the beach. He hadn’t been able to wait any longer. If he had, people would have thought he was hiding something. A lot of them had already gotten the depressing view from the windows on the ship, but it wasn’t the same as standing up here and staring at the smoldering remains of what had been their home.


    As far as Marc could tell, the fire had burned itself out. He didn’t see any orange or yellow glows that implied it was still going. Faint smoke was still rising in several places, however. It would be hours before they would be able to set foot on the island to view the damage up close. Marc wasn’t looking forward to it.


    Standing nearby, Kyle glanced at him. Mood spell?


    Marc shook his head. In moments like this, the camp needed to be allowed to express their grief. It wasn’t causing panic. And sadness is a part of life that we all have to adjust to.


    Marc’s mind went to his wife. Amanda was on duty over her in the medical bay. But she’s not there.


    Marc pointed at Kyle and Jennifer. “You two have point until shift change.”


    Jennifer stood straighter, delighted with the choice.


    Kyle was happy for her, but it didn’t matter to him if he was in charge of the shift. That wasn’t his position in this camp.


    Marc headed for the ramp. A few people also moved that way, unable to take any more of the depressing view.


    Marc scanned the guard posts as he walked through the dusty ship, while also making mental notes of things they needed to accomplish. He was positive Angela wanted them all back on the island as soon as possible. Until then, there was a lot to do. All of their normal cleaning was underway by small crews, but there were bigger issues to handle, like making sure the water was still safe to use. Marc needed to check Grant’s notes to see when that had been done last. Being on the island had caused them to be lax about more than just security.


    Marc skipped the elevator and jogged down the stairs even though his body protested. The kai lessons and shooting competition, combined with the evacuation, had produced several sore spots that were lingering even though Jennifer had healed his ankle. Activity would ease that. He didn’t want to take a painkiller like a lot of people were doing. He hadn’t checked with the medics about it yet, but he was certain they were running low on all of the things people used the most. We need more than one supply run.


    Marc took the steps down to the next deck, passing Parker, who was coming up the stairs. A lot of people had already spent time in the chapel since getting back onto the ship. Now that they had paid their respects, the entertainment floor would be the busiest area for a while.


    Marc stopped in the doorway of the chapel, spotting Angela sitting near the crated memorial. She was crying.


    Marc didn’t send a mood spell to stop her sadness either. He knew she wasn’t saying goodbye to the people they’d lost. She was mourning the other children she would never have.


    Wade was kneeling next to the memorial with a small jar of paint and a brush, adding names to it. “How are things up there?”


    Marc came over and kissed Angela on the head. “The same as here.”


    Marc didn’t mention the live radio arrest of Adrian. The camp was finding out now from guards who couldn’t resist such juicy gossip, but that was Angela’s pet project and he wasn’t going to get involved until he had to.


    Marc scanned the names on the memorial. Harry and Mr. Sneaky had been put at the top where no one could miss them. Marc gestured. “Put Mel’s name on there.”


    Wade found a small spot to do that. “Amanda tried to keep the boss in the medical bay, but well, you’ve met her.”


    Marc chuckled. “Once or twice.”


    Marc eyed Amanda’s long cloak. She looks like an old west gunfighter with tits.


    Amanda snickered.


    Marc scowled. “Permission!”


    Amanda rolled her eyes. “No one asks before they snoop on thoughts in this camp.”


    “Well, they should.”


    “You want it to stop? Petition the Law Council, unlike the cowards who won’t do it over cheating.”


    Marc gaped at her.


    Angela chuckled carefully. Amanda’s personality was abrasive and cool. Marc was glancing in a mirror and didn’t know it.


    Marc could feel how weak Angela was. She needed a long break now to recover. He sent her some of his bored energy and watched her graying hair turn shiny black.


    Angela wiped away her tears. “Give us a minute, will you?”


    Wade immediately got up, passing the paint set over to Marc. He and Amanda went out into the hallway, shutting the door.


    Marc glanced at Angela, hoping she wasn’t about to deliver more bad news.


    “I want you to add Kendle’s name.”


    Marc scowled even though he wanted to do it. “She wasn’t a hero.”


    “She saved lives in our camp, including yours. Put it on the back if you think people will disapprove.”


    Marc stopped arguing. He found a spot on the rear of the memorial and began adding Kendle’s name while pain went through his heart. But it’s not as bad as it used to be.


    Marc recognized that in relief. Time was starting to ease that ache, though he doubted the wound would ever actually heal.


    Angela looked toward the window, not getting out of the wheelchair. The odd clicking noises were still echoing. She’d been told it was turtles, but she had no desire to go up and see them. She didn’t want to view the island yet.


    “What’s up?”


    “When your mind is on it, you really are good at this.”


    Marc finished the name and then touched up one of the others that were starting to flake off. “Spit it out, woman.”


    “I think you missed something.”


    Marc stiffened, understanding she meant about the camp and not the memorial. It matched the bad feeling he’d woken with. “Do you know what it is?”


    “No.” Angela fought a yawn and the dull pain in her stomach. She would need another healing session before she was able to use any of her energy to look ahead. “I dreamed about Hell. I assume it’s connected.”


    Marc put the lid on the paint and stored it in the crate. The laminated pictures hadn’t been put up on the walls yet. Parker would do that later. Marc slipped the picture of Kendle into the pile with the others. “Joel can’t attack us except through new births and we don’t have any of those yet.”


    “I know, but I’m absolutely positive that we missed something.”


    Marc didn’t doubt her. He sat in the wooden pew next to her wheelchair and got his notebook out. He began scanning it, searching for the mistake.


    Angela stayed still and quiet, letting him work while her mind also went over everything that had happened.


     


    In the hallway outside the chapel, Wade also tried to figure it out. He knew they’d made mistakes, like letting Ned and Dario be on a ship by themselves, but other than that, he didn’t know what it could be. I thought Marc covered everything pretty well.


    A thick wave of panic came down the hall toward them.


    Amanda lifted a shield and stepped in front of the door to the chapel to keep anyone from getting through.


    Wade spotted the little boy running full out toward them and froze. Terror went through his mind, transferring to him from Cody in an instant. “Cate’s in trouble.”


    Marc came to the chapel door and opened it right as Cody reached it.


    Cody flung himself into Marc’s arms. “You have to go save her!”


    Marc held the boy, heart thumping. “Where is she?”


    Amanda went into the chapel to stand by Angela. “I’ve got her covered.”


    Cody was shedding tears all down the front of his wrinkled shirt. “Cate went to visit Joey and now he won’t let her come back! He said the alpha has to trade herself for Cate!”


    Amanda froze. Someone is going to die for this. It might be the ugliest end of life I’ve ever seen.


    Wade immediately sent out a call to the mission men. Need you guys, now!


    Marc looked at Angela with bright red eyes. The dual timbre of his furious demon emerged. “I’m going!”


    Angela sent a fast mood spell to buy time. “Think, Brady!”


    Marc shuddered, trying not to fight it. “That’s what I missed.”


    “Cate has always been a wildcard; she doesn’t need red hair.” Angela fed her anger and fear into her mind, waking it up. That’s my little girl! “The enemy just took his first hostage.”


    Marc brought the Marine forward and shoved him into the mental cell with his demon. Give me every plan you’ve got, no limits.


    Angela approved of the clever, malicious ideas now filling Marc’s mind. They wouldn’t be using his plans, but she still liked them. “It’s time for us to deal with the dead.”


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Two



    Choices Made


     


     


     


    1


    Marc felt the mission men hurrying toward them. Other descendants were also coming their way, drawn by his waves of panic, but it wasn’t enough. “I need Adrian on this one.”


    Cody quickly moved out of Marc’s arms and left the chapel.


    Angela’s face iced over. “No.”


    Marc’s panic and fury burst out. “You’ve used him whenever you wanted to and I didn’t get a say in any of it! I need him this time!”


    “No.”


    Amanda retreated to be out of the line of fire as two angry byzan energy waves met in the center of the small chapel.


    Wade held his breath, certain of what was coming next, but not how it would go. Don’t do it!


    Marc clenched his fists. “I’m pulling rank.”


    “Damn.” Wade also retreated out of the line of fire.


    Pain went across Angela’s face. She slowly pulled in the fury. “As the temporary leader, you have that right.”


    It was one of the hardest moments she’d faced over the chain of command. She’d given him control. She had to obey him.


    Marc knew he’d crossed a line. “I’m sorry. I have to do what’s right for my daughter.”


    Angela nodded coolly. “I understand.”


    “But will you forgive it?” Even in a moment like this, Marc was worried about their relationship.


    “I can if you can.”


    Marc frowned at her cold answer, not sure what she meant. The mood spell began to fade, sending fresh panic through his mind.


    Angela gestured at Amanda. “Stay with him. This would be a perfect time for an assassin to try something. Stay alert.”


    Amanda’s chin lifted. “I know my job.”


    Angela glared at her. “Good. Do it while you still have it!”


    Marc ran from the chapel, waving Amanda along to get her out of the damage path. Angela’s anger would target every Mitchel she saw after this.


    As soon as they were gone, Wade came over to Angela’s chair. “Let’s hear it.”


    Angela brushed lint from her robe. “Hear what?”


    “The plan that just formed in that dangerous brain of yours. I felt it the minute he challenged your leadership.”


    Angela smiled at Wade, at his intelligence. “Push me to the infirmary. I’ll fill you in on the way.”


    “Why the infirmary?”


    “That’s where he’ll bring Cate. That’s where she’ll be safest. I want her in my room. Get us switched to the largest space and set up guard shifts.”


    Wade didn’t feel that angry wave anymore. “You wanted him to challenge you.”


    Angela sighed. “Wanted, no. Needed, yes. After this, Marc and Adrian will be bonded and very little will be able to break it.”


    “And the downside?”


    Angela shivered as Wade began pushing the chair through the hallway where the mission men were now appearing. “He may do so well that the camp doesn’t want me back. Saving Cate may cost me leadership.”


    “Never gonna happen, Boss.” Wade stopped the wheelchair as the mission men surrounded them.


    The mission men had cleaned up and slept for a short time, but it was obvious that they needed a full night’s rest soon. All of them had already gotten an update from Marc through the hive, as well as from Wade’s mind. They’d still come to Angela first for orders.


    Wade got them moving toward the infirmary while handing out her instructions. “The medical bay is being put under lockdown. We’ll need a small separate clinic area to treat camp members. Have Tonya or Terry pick where it goes. No one goes in or out of the medical bay until this is over. I want trustworthy guards posted and a schedule made that Jennifer approves of.”


    As if conjured by Wade speaking her name, Jennifer appeared at the top of the stairs they were passing. She hurried down, lifting a thick shield around the boss.


    Jennifer knew Amanda was covering Marc right now. She still refused to admit how handy it was to have more than one capable enforcer.


    The group entered the medical bay together, drawing attention and concern.


    Angela glanced at Cody, who was now in a chair in the reception area.


    He nodded, eagerly accepting the job she’d given him. He couldn’t go with them to rescue Cate, but he could still be useful while everyone else was busy.


    The mission men began to carry out Wade’s instructions, motioning for Anna to leave while informing Tonya of the new security procedures that were about to be put in place.


    In the small room across from the main desk, Sadie watched and listened without speaking. She didn’t know if they might move her to the brig now, where it would be easier to control her if she had another rage episode. She was still cuffed to the bed, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t be able to hurt anyone if they got too close.


    Sadie was horrified that her actions had distracted Marc and Adrian during the bugout and contributed to Angela’s newborn being in danger. I’m going to make that up to her even if it’s the last thing I do!


    Angela held up her hand as Wade started to push her into her room. She regarded Sadie. “You owe me.”


    Sadie quickly agreed. “Just name it.”


    Sadie hadn’t been awake long from the sedative she’d been given. The medics were all frustrated that they didn’t have more of the vaccine to help the wild girl, but Angela was more concerned with Sadie’s personal future. “Let go of your vendetta against Adrian.”


    Sadie had already decided that was part of what had caused the problem. “I’ll try.”


    “And break up with Panaji.”


    Sadie’s face fell. “Why?”


    Angela’s voice became cold. “Because you’re not good enough for him. Because you don’t really love him. Let him go to someone who does.”


    Wade pushed Angela into her room.


    Sadie started to cry.


    Wade wasn’t sure if Angela meant that or if it was a trick to get Sadie to see how lucky she was to have such a sweet guy, but he approved of it. None of them liked Panaji being treated this way.


    Kenn stepped out of the shadows and came over to the doorway of Angela’s room to provide an extra guard, but also to give her an opportunity to assign him to the run. Thanks to the quick hive mind the mission men shared, he already knew what was happening.


    “You’re going.”


    Kenn shuddered.


    “Does Marc know yet?”


    Kenn made his mouth work while locking down on a plea to stay behind. “All he’s thinking about right now is wiping out the people who took Cate. His mind is closed to both hives.”


    “Keep it that way as long as you can.” Angela slowly stood up, glad to see the baby hadn’t woken yet. She let out a small moan of relief as her stomach pain sank down to a tolerable level. Being in a sitting position was hard on her.


    “How can you go on a run when you can barely walk?” Kenn was positive he should forbid it and insist that she give someone else leadership. He just didn’t have that authority.


    “Dream walking is different.”


    Kenn heard footsteps coming into the infirmary. He spun around, hand dropping to his gun.


    Marc came into the medical bay with Cate in his arms and a furious expression that made people hurry out of his way. The little girl was limp in his arms and as pale as her white pajamas.


    Greg pointed toward the largest room in the rear of the medical bay. “We’re moving the boss in there with her.”


    The infirmary was busy now. Marc knew Angela had put everyone to work. He was glad she was handling the mundane things. All he had time for was the fury in his heart. They took my little girl!


    Marc carried the unconscious child into the rear room where Tonya and Terry were prepping the beds and clearing out equipment that wasn’t needed. He put her on the bed and adjusted her so she would be comfortable. “I want an exam done on her.”


    Tonya had already planned on it. “I sent Timmy a message to bring me a lab kit. What am I searching for?”


    Marc began running through his mental list of what he wanted to take with him for this run. “I need to know if she’s been drugged and if so, how to counteract it.”


    “I’ll take care of it.” Tonya came over to attach a blood pressure cuff on the girl.


    Dog padded in and jumped up onto Cate’s bed. He settled down across the girl’s legs with his fur bushed out and a nasty gleam in his golden eyes. No one would get close to Cate while her humans were working.


    Marc picked up Cate’s arm and began studying the bracelet Joey had given her on their last visit to Hell. He tugged gently and searched for a clasp, but there didn’t seem to be a way to get it off of her.


    Amanda was now standing just inside the doorway. “You can’t remove it. Artifacts bind to the lifeforce of the person they’re on. If you cut it off, she’ll likely die.”


    Marc had already come to that conclusion himself, but it was frustrating that the enemy was able to hear everything they were saying. It would make it a lot harder to form a rescue plan.


    Jennifer had told him about the bracelet being a spying device, but Cate hadn’t been in danger at that point and the camp had been. Marc had planned to talk to Angela about it after she’d had time to rest, because she’d had one like it. He was still hoping she might have more positive information than what he’d come up with.


    Morgan entered the infirmary next, with a hand on Adrian’s arm. Adrian was still cuffed. Morgan took him directly to the rear room and handed Marc the keys. “I filled out the paperwork. He’s been released on bail.”


    Marc’s attention was snagged for an instant. “We have a bail system now?”


    Morgan shook his head. “No.”


    Marc understood the council hadn’t gotten that far yet in the new laws. He signed the paper Morgan held out, making him responsible for Adrian.


    Adrian went over to Cate and examined the child visually while the workers around them continued to shift equipment, bring in beds, and make more room. Adrian didn’t detect any signs of a struggle or that the child had been drugged. He did feel evil on the object.


    A horrible wave of depression sank into his mind and then it was gone. “I think this is a soul charm.”


    Amanda stiffened. “There hasn’t been a soul charm performed in the recorded history of the labs or in any of our books.”


    Marc glanced between them. “Tell me!”


    Amanda didn’t want to say it.


    Adrian didn’t care about Marc’s feelings. “If you try to remove the bracelet, she won’t just die. Her soul will go to Hell. She made a deal of some sort. If she backs out of that deal, she’ll be forced to stay there forever and there won’t be anything any of us can do about it. This is old, dark magic that was never used by the labs because they were afraid of it.”


    Jennifer entered the crowded room, clearing a path for Angela and the baby.


    Amanda left to do rounds of the ship now that Jennifer was here. She headed for the bridge first to make sure their captain was awake and not in danger. The fog was gone and the clicking noises were fading as the turtles finished laying their eggs and reentered the ocean. There should be a clear view from the top deck all the way around the ship. Amanda wanted to be sure no one had snuck up on them in the fog.


    Marc reached over with the keys and unlocked Adrian’s cuffs. “How do you know about it if it’s never been done?”


    Adrian rubbed his wrists as he was freed. He hadn’t been in jail long, but it had already started affecting his mind and his mood. “It was covered in the Keeper duties you gave me. Several of the voices claimed to have been locked into one of these deals.”


    Marc was glad to have another information source. “I’m putting you in charge of the camp. You’ll have to start gathering support from all of the members who owe you a favor.”


    Adrian reluctantly refused. “You can’t do that.”


    Marc’s arrogant voice echoed. “I’m the leader. When they find out Cate’s been taken, people will understand. They know Angela isn’t ready to take back over yet.”


    “No, I mean you can’t go, Marc. Leaders don’t rush out to the front lines. They send their best people for the job.” Adrian used a firm tone. “You have to stay here and run the camp.”


    “I just gave you that job! I’m not going to stay here while someone else rescues my daughter!”


    Adrian stopped arguing with him, certain that Angela would cover it. And if she didn’t, the Eagles would have to put their foot down. Adrian wasn’t going to do it. Marc had just gotten him out of jail and challenged Angela to do so. There was no way he was going to go against Marc after that.


    Greg worked outside the room, aware of Angela’s daughter not liking him. He wasn’t sure why, but that was a mystery for a different time. He ducked into an exam room as Angela came by.


    Marc was already well beyond anger. He spun around as Angela limped into the room, carrying their newborn. “I’m not staying here!”


    Angela winced, cradling the baby closer. “Stop yelling at me.”


    Marc was able to control himself because he didn’t want Angela to be afraid of him. He quickly came over and took the baby from her so she could get into the bed. He refused to give in, however. “I mean it, Angie. I’m not staying here.”


    “I didn’t say you had to.” Angela crawled into the bed, letting out small whimpers of pain that made everyone feel bad for her, even the people who knew she was hamming it up.


    Marc handed the baby back to her, eyes starting to glow red from forcing himself to stay calm instead of rushing in blindly to rescue his little girl. “What’s the plan?”


    “You have to get the camp under control.”


    Marc gestured wildly. “It is under control!”


    Angela shut her eyes. “Shifts, food and water, medical, people arguing, radios still have to be handed in, the animals, the kids, we have to know if the fire is out, weather check.” She drew in a quick breath and went on before he could protest. “We have to figure out what caused the fire and if we have an arsonist who has to be hunted down. Today is the Fourth of July. We were supposed to have a party and a wedding. The camp will still expect something. You have to verify the batteries were put in the smoke detectors. Sometimes the rookies don’t do what they say they’re going to. We have to figure out what we’re doing with the garbage and if we’re dumping it, the garbage ship has to be fueled and a crew picked. We have to assign guards over the captains and leadership.”


    Marc’s face had changed with every new chore she listed. “That will take me all day!”


    Angela glared back. “That’s why you aren’t doing it alone. Adrian will be your right hand and guide you through it as quickly as he can. Then he’ll be taken back to the brig where he belongs!”


    When Marc started to protest again, Angela snapped at him. “I need time to think of a plan! Stop rushing me!”


    Marc remembered what she had just gone through and forced himself to agree. “I’ll take care of it.”


    “We’ll get her back. Have faith in that and have faith in yourself. You can do this.” She yawned. “Now get out of here and let me work. Use the sling and take Karleen with you so I can concentrate.”


    Marc was suddenly positive she wasn’t telling him something, but he was willing to trust her on this because she loved Cate too. And no one is better at planning the demise of an enemy than my wife. Whatever she came up with, he would add to and carry out ruthlessly.


    Tonya shooed them out. “Let her feed the baby real quick and I’ll get her changed for you. Go make sure security is set up while we cover this.”


    Adrian followed Marc out of the room, keeping his voice down. “She just gave you a lot of work to keep you busy.”


    “I caught it.” Marc gave Adrian a quick nod of approval. “I like it that you told me right away. Keep up the honesty and you may get your wish.”


    Adrian grunted. “Which one?”


    “The one where I support you against my wife.”


    Adrian was too stunned to reply.


    Charlie came into the infirmary, carrying little Mathew in a sling. His free hand was on the holster of his gun. “Where do you want me?”


    “In here with your mom.” Marc wanted overloaded security in the medical bay while he was gone.


    Conner entered right behind Charlie. “Me too?”


    Marc hesitated.


    Adrian motioned. “Go do a round of the ship. Make sure things are okay with the normals.”


    It was barely dawn. Adrian didn’t think many people were up yet, but it wasn’t a good idea to take a chance on the normals doing something crazy while they were all distracted.


    Conner left.


    Charlie settled in a chair near Angela’s room and got ready to bring up his strongest shield when things went crazy. It was calm right now, but he had no faith that it would stay that way.


    Marc saw a line of kids coming down the hall toward the medical bay and groaned. “She said the kids. I thought she meant camp kids.”


    Adrian chuckled. Then he got serious. “You can give them duties to keep them busy and fill in gaps in security.”


    Marc considered it for a moment. “Do that with all of them except for Amy and Missy. I want those two doing duty with Samantha as gophers. Tell Samantha she’s grounded to the ship until this is over.”


    Adrian wrote it down. “I’ll need to give her a reason for that.”


    “Nature.”


    “Wouldn’t she be safer on the island?”


    “Of course, but we don’t even have a chair left on the island now. Have her stay in her cabin and use the kids as gophers to do some research.”


    “Topic?”


    “Breaking a soul charm.”
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    Angela handled Bret as soon as Marc was out of earshot. “He’ll be very distracted. I’ll be under heavy security. He won’t. I want you, Danny, and Amanda alternating guard duty over him.”


    Bret was relieved to have a role in Angela’s plan. His shift on guard duty here was over, but he just couldn’t sleep yet with so much going on. He didn’t mention his dad being out of jail, but they both felt his satisfaction over it.


    Angela also felt his carefully controlled concern. Bret loved Cate. Marc would have to accept that at some point. “I’ll bring her home.”


    Bret nodded. He had every faith that Angela would be able to do it. She’d beaten Reicher.


    Angela began nursing the baby who latched on without waking up.


    The mission men glanced away, giving her privacy.


    The medics stayed busy getting the room ready.


    Jennifer fought a yawn. “Covering your list won’t really take him that long.”


    Angela stroked the baby’s soft hand. “It will when you remind him that leaders have to do rounds. People will be upset over this. They’ll need to see him.”


    Jennifer understood what wasn’t being said. “You want Marc off the ship.”


    “Yes. He’s safer on the island.” Angela yawned.


    Jennifer couldn’t stop herself from asking. “Who isn’t coming back from this run?”


    Angela was careful not to think of the other people who were also going with her. Jennifer wouldn’t like it when she found out. “I don’t know.”


    Jennifer snorted.


    “I mean it. I’m too weak to view ahead and it’ll just change with the choices I make down there anyway. I really don’t know.”


    Jennifer hadn’t been to sleep yet. She doubted she would until this was over.


    Tonya hadn’t been to bed yet either. The smell of smoke still running through the ship hadn’t allowed her mind to come down out of that higher gear yet. “We’ll keep each other awake.”


    Angela looked at Tonya. “It might be Kenn. Say your goodbyes while you can.”


    Tonya froze.


     “It might also be you.”


    Angela didn’t deny Bret’s insight. “Yes. If I have to trade my life for Cate, I will. She’ll be back with her father when this is over. Nothing will be allowed to come before that.”


    Tonya’s anger filled the room. “Why is it okay for you to trade anyone for Marc’s daughter?”


    Helping move beds around, Kenn came over and kissed Tonya on the cheek while swallowing his terror. “Because Cate’s innocent and we’re not. Stop bothering the boss now. She’s working.”


    Tonya quit protesting as she remembered what they’d been told during the fire. She grabbed Kenn and hugged him tightly. “I love you.”


    Kenn held her, aware of how Tonya’s reaction had produced guilt and resignation in Angela. “You’re slick.”


    Tonya shivered. “Not as much as she is.”


    Kenn kissed her again and then got to work, forcing his mind to go through his mistakes, his sins. It was almost time to pay for them and he wasn’t anywhere near ready. Even the thought of death wasn’t as ugly as facing all of the things he’d done that had damned him.


    Angela understood completely.


    Jennifer dug out more information. “Are you taking all of the mission men?”


    “No.”


    “You’re pulling some Eagles for this.”


    “The mission men are Eagles, but yes.”


    Jennifer was curious. “How do you pick the teams for these runs?”


    “By their skills and minds, Jenny. If they can get the job done and stay sane, they go.”


    “And if they can’t stay sane?”


    “Sometimes I take them anyway.” Angela answered before Jennifer could ask. “Because Safe Haven is a place of second chances, but those second chances have to be earned.” As she spoke, a faint bell began to ring in the minds of her chosen team. Half hour to go. Get your affairs settled. Don’t be late.


    Mission men left the medical bay, using a rear hallway that didn’t have a guard on it yet.


     


    Kyle and Neil watched the activity in the medical bay from a spot down the hall, observing and making conclusions. Neither of them were offended that they hadn’t been called in to help. One of them still expected to go on the coming run. The other hoped he wouldn’t be called for that duty.


    Kyle went to his cabin to leave a will for his wife.


    Neil refused to do it, hoping Angela wouldn’t call him because he wasn’t prepared to die.
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    Angela concentrated. She had to hurry and get this done before the medics or the mission men came back in.


    The hum of power filled the room.


    Still on duty under his invisible shield, Jack began thinking of how angry they all were that Cate had been taken so Marc didn’t pick up on what Angela was doing.


    Jack also slid over to be between the two beds so he could protect both females. Jack liked Marc and he thought the man had done a good job during the evacuation, but Jack’s loyalty would always be to the alpha.


    Angela made the connection, using precious energy to hold it. “Are you there?”


    Doug’s clear voice came right back from the Weigh Station. “Congrats on the birth!”


    “Thank you.”


    “I’m sorry we couldn’t pick a more gentle soul.”


    “That wasn’t your choice.” Angela refused to speak about her deal with Michael Mitchel.


    Doug waited, hoping she wasn’t calling for the reason he suspected.


    Angela didn’t have time to ease into it. Her energy bank was draining fast. “How many slots are open, Doug?”


    Disappointed, Doug sighed in tolerant resignation. “Three, Lass.”


    She shuddered, forcing the words out that might doom a member of her camp. “Get one of them ready for a good soul.”


    Doug’s hard voice echoed in her mind, “That’s a relief.”


    Angela frowned. “Why?”


    Doug’s words blasted her like a slap. “You said it’s a good soul. That means it won’t be you!”


    The connection broke, leaving Angela stung and in pain.


    Jack couldn’t take her misery. He tried to think of anything to say that might improve her mood.


    Angela looked at him with tears in her eyes.


    Jack couldn’t think of much. Her pain was almost physical to him. “You need to get laid.”


    Angela laughed, but tears still rolled over her cheeks. Picking who lived and died was the hardest part of the job. No orgasm in the world could ever ease that agony.
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    “We’ll get this done as fast as we can.” Adrian could feel Marc’s agony as another line of people came down the hallway.


    Marc forced himself to do the right thing while internally screaming. In a moment like this, he absolutely hated being in charge. He wanted to go rescue Cate and instead he was stuck standing in this drafty hallway talking about smoke detectors and wedding parties.


    The curious, concerned people looked like they’d just come from their beds. Puffy faces and wild hair framed nosey eyes. Adrian doubted any of them had even had coffee yet. He held up a hand to stop them from interrupting as Marc finished handing out shift orders to Kyle.


    “Get it all straightened out by Eagle standards and then do rounds and make sure everyone shows up for their shift. I want a senior Eagle to go around and make sure batteries were put in the smoke detectors. Take the rookies with you who were supposed to do it. Beat on them a little if you find out they skipped any.”


    Kyle didn’t need to write it down. He gave Adrian a hard look as he left.


    Marc motioned toward Thelma, who had just brought trays down for the medics and the patients. “Do you have meals covered for a few days?”


    Thelma unloaded two trays from the cart she’d brought down via the elevator. “We’re having bowls of rehydrated beef stew over rice tonight and oatmeal with eggs in the morning. Quincy is working on the menu for the rest of the week.” She put the trays on the counter next to the reception desk.


    “That’s fine.” Marc stepped out of the way to allow her to push the cart in and get the patients fed. He knew most of her family was in the cafeteria, getting things ready for the camp that was now waking up. Marc was able to feel hundreds of souls around them reaching alertness and starting to realize something was wrong.


    Marc gestured at the first group of waiting people while noticing Ralph in the rear of it.


    Ralph whispered something to one of the church members next to him, unaware of Marc’s attention.


    Fresh anger went through Marc.


    Parker delivered a smile of sympathy to the torn leader. “I know we have a meeting later. For now, I just wanted to ask if there’s anything we can do to help.”


    Marc didn’t reschedule that meeting, leaving it for Adrian. “Yes, there is. You can escort Ralph to the brig and do it right now.”


    Silence fell through the church group and most of the people waiting in the hallway around them.


    Before anyone could ask, Marc glared at Ralph. “You haven’t even been cleared by the Law Council yet, and you’re still gossiping.” Marc glared at the man standing next to Ralph. “What were you two just talking about?”


    The man swallowed nervously and refused to lie. “He was asking if the normals knew yet. He thinks this might stir them up again. He wants to tell them and then calm them down.”


    Marc scoffed. “Gossip is what will stir them up. Get him locked in the brig. The church group can do rotating patrols over him until we assign someone later.”


    Ralph’s face fell. The religious people around him scowled at Marc.


    “Do it.” Even though Adrian liked Ralph, he approved of that decision. The last thing they needed was rioting normals. The camp was already upset that two of Somchai’s hiders had been church members.


    Adrian expected them to be shunned for a while. The issue with Bernice and Parker was adding fuel to that fire. Then there was the fact that three more normals had died during the fire. Ned and Dario had been liked, even if Tim hadn’t been. Only their dog didn’t notice or care. Duke was happy here.


    Terry came down the hallway in his white coat, moving through the small crowd to reach the medical bay. “My shift is starting now.”


    Marc moved aside to let him in.


    Jayda was right behind him. Marc motioned at the small hallway where they were now setting up a little clinic for the camp members to use. “You have guard duty there.”


    “Cool.” Jayda noticed Terry marking something off in his book again. He refused to look at her. Her curiosity was whetted, but she didn’t follow through. Now wasn’t the right time.


    Marc waved Trent into the medical bay so Jennifer could give him the next healing session on his ankle. Trent had been punched by Ray over the stupid dare while they were on the submarine. He had a black eye to show for it, but no one cared about that because Trent had saved Kenn and Tonya during the explosion at the treehouse clinic.


    Trent went into the medical room.


    Terry hurried over to the counter to fill in Trent’s file, while Jennifer quickly healed the limping man so they would both be free to handle other chores.


    Marc noticed Piper lurking in the shadows at the far end of the hallway by the stairs. She also had her notebook out and was writing things down. Greg’s update from the submarine came to mind.


    Marc still wasn’t sure if Angela had given Piper the job to spy on everyone or if the woman was just extremely snoopy. Either way, Marc wanted the information she was gathering.


    Adrian nodded. “I’ll cover it.”


    Isabel marched down the hallway toward them, winding stiffly through the crowd. She was off duty for the day and she hated that. “Can I get a minute with you, Mr. Brady?”


    Isabel was wearing her Eagle jacket, jeans, and black boots. The braided gray hair detracted from the youthful image she was trying to project. Marc didn’t have time to treat her gently. “State your business. I’m busy.”


    Adrian frowned. Isabel wasn’t unreasonable and she never wasted people’s time. He didn’t understand Marc’s hard tone.


    Isabel immediately straightened under that tone, responding to Marc like he was Reicher. “I’d like to volunteer for an assignment, sir. I don’t have anything to do today. It feels wrong.”


    Marc was impressed with Isabel, but he still didn’t trust her because she was so new and because she’d come from the lab. He gave her a chore away from the medical bay that would also help with her aversion to water. “You’re on duty over the dock. Keep the camp members from bothering the turtles and keep an eye on the workers.”


    Isabel smiled brightly and hurried off, tugging her jacket closed against the draft.


    Marc sighed. “I wish they were all that easy to please.”


    “Is that wise?” Tonya gestured. “She’d die for the boss.”


    “I’m using other guards in here while I’m gone.”


    Tonya’s lips thinned. She didn’t argue. She knew it wasn’t the right time for that. But it’s coming.


    Adrian interrupted their possible argument. “Here come more camp members.”


    Marc realized he hadn’t made a radio announcement yet. That was why everybody was coming to find him. He reluctantly keyed the radio on his belt. “Good morning. I have some updates for you. The medical bay is currently quarantined. We are using a small area down the hall as a little clinic. Do not try to come into the medical bay without permission. Cate is in a coma and we’re working on a solution. If you want to help, do your shifts and chores and don’t add to my stress level. Kyle has point. If there’s a problem, tell him. Also, due to current events, and the fire we all just survived, I’m sorry, but there will be no party or wedding this evening. The entertainment deck will be open, however.”


    Adrian gestured in Eagle code.


    “Last, turn in those radios today, folks. Don’t make us come search for them.” Marc let off the radio and adjusted the volume. He didn’t care about the responses. Kyle would handle it.


    Jennifer, already finished with Trent’s healing session, frowned at Marc. “Kyle thinks he’s going with you.”


    “Kyle is safer right here.”


    “Agreed.” Jennifer was relieved by Marc’s choice. She’d been sure Angela would take Kyle to Hell with her. “But you get to tell him.”


    Marc patted the radio. “I just did.”


    Morgan came by them with a glassy expression and a huge yawn. He didn’t stop to talk.


    Marc wasn’t happy that Morgan was going to be working in the medical bay on light sleep while Angela and Cate were in here, but it wasn’t the first time the medics had handled issues without a full night’s rest. Marc trusted them. He didn’t protest when Morgan headed for the rear room, presumably to check on Angela.


     


    In that rear room, Angela finished feeding the baby and burped her, not thinking about anything as a clock ticked quickly in her head.
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    It’s time to go.


    At Angela’s mental call, Kenn climbed into one of the beds they’d brought in.


    Tonya came in to get the baby and stopped, scowling.


    Angela yawned. “No matter what happens, you have to lead the supply run.”


    “I will.” Tonya gently took the baby and got her changed, but she didn’t need to think of anything else. Her fear for Kenn was loud and clear in her mind.


    “I’m proud of you.”


    Tonya blinked back tears. “Save that shit for people who need it!”


    “Good girl.” Angela’s eyes shut.


    Tonya took the baby out to Marc, glad that the child hadn’t woken yet. “You’ll probably get another half an hour out of her and then she’ll be wide awake.”


    Marc began putting the baby into the sling on his chest.


    People in the hallway jumped aside as all of the cats, Duke, and the barking puppy came flying down the hallway.


    “Yappy.” Adrian pointing at the puppy. “That’s your new name. Yappy.”


    The puppy yapped.


    People laughed.


    Charlie didn’t. He was hit with a flashback of a moment with Tracy on the ship before they’d arrived here. Tracy had been wrong about the sex of the puppy. Thick fur had hidden its male parts, much like fear had hidden Tracy’s ability to think clearly. They had been planning their wedding at that point. It’s almost like fate doesn’t want any of us to tie the knot or find happiness.


    Charlie knew the reason for it. Happy couples wouldn’t go back for the final battle. Does that mean fate wants us to win?


    Gus and Greg entered the medical bay. Small bells were going off in their minds as they went to join Angela. Almost no one noticed due to the distraction of the excited animals. Those who did see it quickly thought of something else to keep from alerting Marc.


    Little Karleen noticed the men. She shifted, twitching as Greg went by.


    Ed stopped in the middle of the hallway as a bell sounded in his brain. He knew instantly what it meant. Terror filled his heart. He still entered the medical bay to do his duty or die trying.


    “Hey!” Marc spotted Ed. “Where are you going?”


    Ed didn’t answer as the daze took over his mind.


    Marc scowled at being ignored, but he didn’t insist that the man come back and answer his question. If Angela had called Ed in for help with her plan, then it wasn’t a good idea to interfere.


    Adrian reluctantly spoke up. “I don’t think that’s what’s going on here.” Adrian rotated to glare at the empty space behind them.


    Bret lowered his shield. “She put me on alternating guard shifts over Marc.” Bret was concerned about Cate, but he trusted Angela to save the girl. I am upset that she didn’t let me go with her, though. I understand how Marc feels about being left behind.


    Marc’s anger flew out in a thick wave that made Bret step back. Okay, I’m not that mad about it.


    It also woke the baby. A blast of rage and terror flew down the hallway, scattering everyone who was still waiting to talk to Marc.


    The animals all rushed through the opposite exit, also fleeing. A cold draft went through the hall. The lights on the ship dimmed.


    Adrian sighed. “Well, that is one way to lighten the workload.”


    Marc wanted to go yell at Angela, but the crying baby had to come first. He patted the infant softly. “Shh. It’s okay. You’re here with daddy right now so mommy can…”


    Marc realized why Angela had sent the baby with him. It hadn’t been so she could concentrate. “That sneaky bitch can form plans in the middle of a gunfight!”


    It was so she could go on the run without him and there was no way Marc could follow now because the baby would be alone without anyone who could control her. “It was all a trick!”


    Adrian hit Marc with the mood spell this time, keeping him from running in to confront Angela like he wanted to.


    The baby cried harder.


    Marc rubbed and patted and offered useless comfort that did absolutely nothing to get the newborn to stop crying or to halt the feeling of evil slowly spreading through this deck of the ship.


    Adrian considered trying with his special touch, but because of his past, he wasn’t certain if that might make things worse.


    Neil rounded the corner with glazed eyes and an angry woman following him.


    “Neil! Stop!” Samantha called out to him repeatedly and didn’t get an answer.


    They had been talking about Cate’s predicament and then Neil had yawned and walked away. Samantha couldn’t hear the bell in his mind, but she knew it was there.


    Marc’s anger grew as he realized Morgan and Ed had slipped by in the same manner without him understanding what was happening. He barely stopped himself from punching the wall. “We are so going to have an argument this time!”


    The baby’s wails filled the hall. Patients closed exam room doors or tried to stay out of the baby’s line of sight as she twisted her newborn neck, clearly searching for her mother.


    Neil paused next to them, showing no reaction to the loud wails or the sense of menace that was all around them now.


    Samantha grabbed Neil’s arm. “You are not going with her!”


    Neil gently pulled free of her grip and reached his hand out. He rested it on the baby’s cool head. Angela’s voice came out of his mouth. “You’re with your daddy today. Make sure no one harms him. Mommy loves you.”


    Mouths dropped open in shock.


    Neil continued into the medical bay toward Angela’s room. “She’s a little cold, Marc. Put a blanket on her.”


    Recovering first, Samantha glared at Marc. “You and I are going to have words!” She hurried after Neil to try one more time.


    The baby stopped crying. The angry menace faded. She nestled against Marc’s chest.


    Adrian and Bret were both forced to retreat as a dense, odd shield appeared over Marc and then winked out of view.


    Bret grinned. “A new shield type! Awesome.”


    He immediately began trying to duplicate it.


    Adrian chuckled as Jennifer handed him a baby blanket. “She’s something, that wife of yours.”


    Marc grunted in miserable agreement. “I’m never going to be able to keep up with her. Stay close, huh? I’ll need your help to get me through this.”


    For the second time in an hour, Adrian was speechless.


    Marc followed Neil as the second mood charm broke. He spotted the crowded beds in the room, fury growing. “She went behind my back!”


    “Neil!” Samantha’s shout rang through the medical bay. “Stop it right now!”


    The panic in her voice got through. Neil stopped outside the door to Angela’s room and slowly rotated to face her, but his eyes stayed glazed. “I left a burn box. All of us did. I love you. I’ll try hard to come home to you.”


    Neil entered the room and took the last empty cot in the far corner.


    The room was filled with people now. Terry was trying to organize things so they would be able to walk around the beds and provide medical care if it was needed.


    No one spoke, all considering Neil’s words. Each of the men in this room had left a will in case they didn’t survive. That terror transferred to their loved ones and sank in to stay for the duration of the run.


    Samantha marched toward Marc, hands clenched into tight fists.


    The shield around Marc strengthened. He felt it.


    Samantha saw he was holding the baby and changed tactics. She hadn’t forgotten that the baby had already shown a dislike for her down in the tunnel. “If he dies, you’ll have to kill me. I can’t lose another mate, Marc!”


    Samantha allowed all of the fear and misery from missing Jeremy to bleed through. The agony she was feeling hit everyone around her, making all of them shift uncomfortably.


    Samantha was looking better than she had in a long time, but Marc wasn’t in the mood for her mouth; he had his own issue. “She snuck off and I didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye to her! Save that shit for when they come home!”


    Samantha’s fury popped back into place, turning her eyes bright red. “I mean it. If he dies, you’ll have to kill me.”


    Marc remembered Angela’s words on how to treat Samantha right after she was rescued. “I want you to go with the crew gathering turtle eggs. Then you’re in your cabin on lockdown with two gophers.”


    Samantha’s revulsion of the water wasn’t her first reaction this time. “I’m not leaving Neil to stay in my cabin like a good minion!”


    Marc reached out in the only way he thought would be effective. “They have my little girl, Sam. I need you to help us figure out how to save her. Please.”


    Marc never begged anyone for anything. That got through to Samantha. She slowly pulled in the angry terror and hurried toward the exit. “Send me all the information you have and be quick about it.”


    Adrian grinned as she left. “Neil and Wade are both handling live dynamite with that one.”


    Wade came out of Angela’s room and joined the two men. “If Neil doesn’t survive, Samantha isn’t the only one you’re going to have to remove!”


    He followed Samantha toward the stairs, trying to control his anxiety. Wade realized this was how Neil had felt when he’d left on the lab rescue run. This is how it would be for them every time they were split up for duty.


    Samantha slowed for him to catch up. “This is what we signed up for and I don’t like it one damn bit.”


    Wade put his arm around her shoulders and tried to think of something comforting to say that would work for both of them, but there was nothing. Neil owed Angela a huge debt. This might be when he had to pay it in full.


     


    In the rear room, Greg pulled the blanket up to his chin. “Eggs for breakfast.”


    Gus yawned. “Fried.”


    Shawn wiped his blurry eyes. “Scrambled.”


    Ed yawned so hard his jaws clicked together. “Poached over fresh bread.”


    Morgan put his arm under the hard pillow and shut his eyes. “Eggs benedict.”


    Neil felt sleep rushing to meet him. “Sunny side up.”


    Kenn tucked a blanket over Biff, who had already dropped out. He crawled back into his cot with a low groan. “Omelets and hash browns.”


    Angela settled back on her pillow. “Over easy.”
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    “I can’t believe she went without me.” Marc was standing in the doorway of Angela’s room, eyeing her and all of the resting men she’d chosen to take along.


    Adrian snorted. “Really? I expected that as soon as it happened. She wants you here, where you’re safer.”


    Cody pushed by Marc, coming in to take the small folding chair next to Angela’s bed. “Don’t assign Ed to the SA compound run now. Things have changed. He’s not going with them.”


    Marc saw the boy’s glazed eyes. “Cody! Are you on this run too?!”


    Cody yawned as he reclined the small chair. “Just tired from searching the timestream. I’m trying to find an answer.” Cody had been up for almost a full day now.


    Marc frowned. “An answer to what?”


    Cody’s eyes closed. “Reicher had a spy in our camp. He told us about it while we were killing him. That bastard is still here and I’m going to find out who it is while mom rescues Cate and you run the camp.” Cody dropped out almost immediately.


    Marc stared in shocked fury.


    Marc’s radio lit up with Kyle’s angry voice. “Clear a spot in the med bay! Selito is being brought in.”


    Marc slapped his hand onto his radio button. “Unless it’s an emergency, no one else gets brought in here!”


    Kyle’s furious voice came right back. “Well, Raheem and Selito just tried to kill each other. Selito’s blood is all over my boots. Oh, and Raheem is now in stage two of the rage illness, so get over it!”


    Marc groaned. “I can’t believe she left me here!”


    Marc and Adrian moved out of the way while Tonya and Terry came out and got another room ready. Raheem would be taken to the brig. They didn’t have the manpower to keep the rage illness victims in the medical bay once they reached stage two. It wasn’t safe for the medics or anyone else to be around them. Selito would be in here while they tended his wound and watched him.


    Jennifer took the diaper bag out of Angela’s room and dropped it into Adrian’s hands. She wasn’t going to try to get through the baby’s shield to give it to Marc.


    Adrian put the diaper bag around his neck, heart strings being plucked. He saw Piper at the end of the hallway and gave her a bright smile before turning to Marc for instructions. Piper was wearing a bun, a plain black jacket, and dark pants. She was being way too obvious. Adrian planned to help her with that later. If she wanted to be a great spy, he knew how to train her.


    Marc didn’t want to leave the medical bay. Maybe I can handle it all from here.


    Jennifer shut that down. “The medics will handle the patients. The leader handles the camp.”


    Marc smothered a graphic response and left.


    Adrian hurried after him, always impressed with Angela’s ability to get what she wanted. Instead of a lengthy argument that Marc wouldn’t have won but might have endangered their relationship, Angela had let him believe he was going to go rescue his daughter and then she went while he was busy. “You know, I’ve been manipulating people for most of my life, but I’ve never had anywhere near her success rate. I wonder what makes her so different.”


    Marc thought about it, eager for the distraction from his anger. “Is it because she didn’t spend time in a lab as a kid?”


    “Possibly, but you didn’t spend time in a lab and you’re nowhere near as sharp as she is.”


    Marc’s frustration rose up again, making the baby shift uncomfortably. He swallowed curses and climbed the stairs. “I didn’t accept who I was at an early age. She did.”


    Both men paused as Kyle and the brawlers brought Raheem and Selito down the stairs. Selito was still dripping blood from an injury on his arm that had been hastily wrapped by a rookie with no medical experience. It was leaving a messy trail through the hall that camp members would all associate with the radiation sickness.


    Adrian concentrated. His voice echoed over Marc’s radio. “Cleanup crew to the stairs by the medical bay.”


    Marc glanced over in disapproval at the evidence of Adrian’s latest evolution.


    Adrian shrugged. “At least I’m not hiding it, right?”


    Marc grunted in faint contempt and continued on his way. “Next?”


    “The only conclusion I’ve ever really come to is that she was born into this time and place for this job.”


    “So were we.”


    “Yes, but I also factored in her ultimate plans for women to be in control. I think fate may be pushing toward that because even fate is tired of the constant disappointment when it’s the other way around.”


    Marc wasn’t ready to get into a philosophical discussion about Angela’s plan, but he couldn’t help the tiny glimmer of unease and a flash of excitement that went through him at the possibility. Marc was completely against it, but if women were able to do a better job, it might please the Creator and He might be happy to return to them.


    What if He doesn’t want to come back?


    Both men stopped, equally alarmed by the comment and by who it came from.


    They peered down at the baby who was now wide awake and taking in her surroundings while nestled securely against her father’s hard body.


    Karleen’s witch came to the forefront of her mind to make communication easier. Until her host grew up, she would have to talk directly with the people around her to make sure the baby was properly cared for.


    Marc and Adrian stared at the powerful entity. Sarah was short, thin, barefoot, and wearing a plain muslin dress of a cream color that did absolutely nothing for her sickly complexion or her short black and blonde bobbed hair. She was plain and almost unattractive in every way. What held them spellbound was the magic and madness that fought for space in her glowing blue eyes.


    Sarah’s hall of power was immense. She had an energy bank that rivaled his own. Marc was immediately worried about being able to stop her if she went on a rampage.


    Adrian was also concerned. “But she can’t do that unless the baby lets her loose to kill.”


    Marc wasn’t comforted.


    Sarah glowered at them in icy contempt. Sinners!


    Marc frowned. “You have a lot to learn about dealing with humanity.”


    Sarah gave him another sneer and a barely perceptible bow. That is why Michael sent me back. He thinks the mother can teach me how to love humans.


    Marc already doubted it was possible from one glimpse of her. He refused to say it, however. It wasn’t in him to give up on anything without a fight. “If anyone can do it, Angie can.”


    Such loyalty and obsession in equal measures. You are a paradox.


    Marc chuckled. “That’s one of the nicer things I’ve been called this week. Thank you.”


    The witch didn’t respond to his attempt at levity.


    Marc chose the elevator instead of the stairs that were filling with curious camp members. “You can’t blame a guy for trying.”


    Sarah’s lip curled. Wanna bet?


    Marc’s byzan brain made the connection. “This is another one of her damn 12-fers or something.”


    Adrian was impressed again. “Very likely. She knows you don’t like the normals. This will teach both of you to view them the way she does.”


    A fight broke out on the steps as they entered the elevator. Eagles hurried to break it up.


    Marc blew out a noise of derision that the witch mentally echoed.


    Adrian stepped into the elevator with the surety that Angela was also testing him. If he failed to help Marc and Sarah, he would probably lose all of her protection.


    Instead of becoming concerned, Adrian’s first reaction was determination to do it because the alpha had given him a new challenge.


    You are not a paradox. You are ruled by a simple, base nature that always comes back to rutting.


    Marc laughed. “One minute and she’s already got your number.”


    Adrian wasn’t offended. He also didn’t defend himself even though that was partially wrong. Time would tell in the end whether or not anyone recognized the contributions he had made to Safe Haven and humanity, but he knew Angela would remember it and that was all that mattered to him because she was his heir. No matter how many times Marc was put in charge of this camp, he wasn’t really the leader and he never would be.


    Marc tried not to be insulted. If Angela hadn’t been between them, he might have been Adrian’s protégé.


    Adrian immediately denied that. “I never would have picked you. I would have given it to Kenn before you.”


    Now Marc was hurt. He’d thought Adrian was just being cruel when he’d said that before. “Why?”


    Adrian stepped out of the elevator when the door opened, making sure the hallway was clear for Marc to exit. He felt Bret do the same next to him. “Because you are incorruptible. Safe Haven’s leader has to be willing to give up absolutely everything for them, including ethics and morals. I wouldn’t have given you the job because you’re not capable of doing it.”


    Now the witch rubbed salt into Marc’s wound. It would seem that he has your number as well.


    Marc and the witch both glared at Adrian when he started to explain further.


    Adrian snapped his mouth shut. Some people just can’t handle the truth. Jack Nicholson was absolutely right about that.
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    “It’s exactly the same.” Biff scanned the jagged ruins and spewing volcanoes in the distance in disappointment. “I thought Hell was supposed to change based on fear or anger.” Biff had expected an ugly welcoming party.


    Angela swept the broken ruins around them, noticing more skeletons on the ground. “It’s not exactly the same.”


    Her team scanned the line of doomed souls that hadn’t moved at all. It was even longer now.


    The souls shifted, turning toward the team, but they didn’t leave the line. They leered and pointed, clearly happy with Angela’s arrival.


    Neil, Ed, and Morgan hadn’t been here before. Terror was their first reaction. All of them thought it looked exactly like Hell should, even down to the decaying, tormented souls who groaned together as a pain wave came through.


    Joey emerged from one of the dark doorways. He lifted a hand. Dust and rubble rose. It swirled around him and became a magnificent horse that he quickly climbed on top of. He trotted the skeletonized animal over to them. “That didn’t take long.”


    Angela’s team quickly surrounded her, but none of them were sure if their defenses would work down here. That hadn’t been tested yet.


    Joey’s robe was covered in bone dust and splatters of gore. Angela knew them for what they were. Joey was no longer satisfied by imaginary battles. Souls were being used.


    Kenn shrugged. “They are here to be punished.”


    Angela couldn’t argue that point.


    Morgan stared at the boy he had adopted for a while, filled with regret. I should have tried harder to help him.


    Joey ignored Morgan. He was the only member of Angela’s team that Joey felt any affection for. He didn’t want it to be used against him.


    Biff conjured his stone warrior as Joey came closer on the huge horse.


    Joey stopped. “There’s no reason to get defensive.”


    Biff snorted. “Says the ruler of Hell as he comes toward us on an animal that looks like it’s made out of dinosaur bones.”


    Joey patted his big steed. “I always wanted to ride a horse. Now I can, anytime I want to.”


    Angela resumed scanning the long line that now twisted into the distance. She was searching for one soul who had to be down here, but she still didn’t see him.


    Joey didn’t like it that she hadn’t greeted him yet. He swung down from the horse and clapped his hands. The horse returned to dust, coating their boots and reminding them that he had dangerous powers now.


    Angela examined his mental state, recognizing the leaps and bounds the boy had obtained just since their last meeting. It had only been a week in their time. In Joey’s time, a year had passed.


    Angela swept the line of souls again, testing to determine how patient Joey would be. None of the evil people had been sent back yet. Angela was grateful for that, but she knew it was only a matter of time before someone on earth gave birth to an unbelievable monster.


    Angela saw another enemy, but she avoided glaring at Kendle. She didn’t need to have hatred filling her mind right now and taking the place of her intelligence. On a run like this, emotions were definitely a hindrance.


    Joey scowled at her. “Aren’t you going to ask me about Cate?”


    “I’m going to ask you what you have to gain by kidnapping her.”


    “A friend.”


    Neil, still fighting his fear of being here, gave the boy a questioning glance. “Can’t you just create one?”


    Joey didn’t want to admit any weakness. He hedged his bets. “I haven’t tried.”


    Angela stored that. “What do you want?”


    “This isn’t about what I want. It’s about Cate and the lies you’ve fed her.” Joey’s eyes lit up bright red. “You told her you love her and you’ll always protect her when she needs it.”


    Angela didn’t get drawn into that argument yet, still feeling him out for the real reason this was happening. “So?”


    “So, it’s a lie! If you ever have to choose between her and your new baby, Cate will come in last. I told her that, but she’s positive you were telling the truth.”


    Angela swallowed a curse as she realized what had happened. “You tricked her into a bet.”


    Joey shook his head. “The bet was her idea.”


    “Where is she?!” Kenn wasn’t afraid of Joey even though he held the power of Hell.


    “She’s in my den, perfectly safe. She’ll stay that way.”


    Oddly, everyone believed him. They all knew Joey had a special bond with Cate. He didn’t want her to be hurt.


    Angela hoped they would be able to use that to rescue the girl. “I want to see what happened before we go any further.”


    Joey replayed the moment in his mind, aware that everyone Angela had brought down with her was a magic user except for Ed. He connected Ed mentally so that man could also view the moment.


    Angela watched it in dismay, heart starting to break. Joey was going to force her to make an awful choice and in the end, there was a chance that he would be right.
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    “This is fun!” Cate spurred her dead horse faster, trying to reach the goal line at the end of the ruins before Joey did. His horse was bigger, but hers was faster.


    Joey crossed their marked finish line behind her, also laughing.


    Cate turned the horse around, grinning. “I thought Hell was supposed to be miserable.”


    Joey shrugged, mood dropping. “It is when you’re dead.”


    He didn’t tell her about the awful duties he had to attend to. During his breaks, he tried to have fun so he didn’t forget what it was like to be human.


    Cate gave him a quick hug, sensing what he was about to ask. “I can’t stay. The alpha just had her baby. She needs me to help.”


    Jealousy ran through Joey’s twisted mind. “Now that she’s had a baby, she doesn’t need you. You’re just the extra kid.”


    Cate frowned. “That’s not true.”


    “She’s been lying to you, a lot. She only adopted you and your brother because she didn’t think she’d have any more kids. Now that she has one of her own, she won’t have time for you. Eventually, she won’t even want you around because it’s a reminder of your mom and Marc.”


    Cate hopped down from her horse and stomped over to him, not afraid of his huge stallion or him. “You’re a liar, Joey Livingston!”


    Joey felt the magic moment arrive. He neatly slid down from his horse and gave the girl a sad smile. “I’ll always want you. You can come down here and be with me when the alpha doesn’t want you anymore.”


    “She’ll always love me!” Cate struggled to find a way to prove Joey wrong. “I’ll bet you!”


    Joey quickly denied that. “Bets down here are permanent. If you lose, you have to stay forever and I know you don’t want that.”


    “I won’t lose. The alpha loves me just as much as the new baby!”


    Joey still tried to let her out of it. “You’re probably right. I don’t want to lose your friendship over this. Just let it go?”


    Already riled and full of the Brady confidence that her father was known for, Cate pointed. “We’re making a bet. You’ll see that you’re wrong!”


    Joey hid a gloating grin. “If that’s what you wish.”


    Harsh lightning lit up the shadows as powerful magic surrounded the kids. Caught up in the winds of fate, Cate realized she had made a mistake, but it was too late now. The bracelet on her wrist glowed bright red and then faded. Cate fell to the ground, unconscious.


    Joel left the line of doomed souls and came over to his son. “Good job.”


    Joey stared at Cate in regret. “She’ll never forgive me for this.”


    “Sure she will. You’re her only friend down here. She’ll need you just as much as you need her.”


    Joey glanced up at his father. “What if we’re wrong?”


    Joel gently picked up the little girl and took her into the den Joey had created for himself shortly after arriving. “We’re not wrong. The alpha won’t come for her and then Cate will be forced to accept that all Angela cares about is her new baby. Then you’ll get to keep your friend here and be happy.”


    Joey followed his father, shoulders bowed under the evil now crushing his soul. It had doubled in weight. What have I done?
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    Greg and the other men glared at the little boy and at his father, who was in the doomed line.


    “You tricked her into that.”


    “Bets can’t be made when someone gets tricked.”


    As much as Angela wanted to agree with them, she couldn’t. “He tried to let her out of it multiple times and she insisted.”


    Joey smiled coldly. “You agree that the bet is valid.”


    Angela refused. “Not until I talk to Cate.”


    Joey immediately scowled. “No! I’m not going to give you a chance to sneak her out of here. If we don’t settle this, she’ll be forced to stay forever and she doesn’t deserve that. Honor her bet and prove that she’s right so she can go home.”


    Angela understood the boy was trying to play both sides and come out ahead of her due to confusion and sympathy. She refused to allow either of those emotions to distract her from the goal.


    “She came to rescue Cate. That proves you wrong.” Shawn was already eager to be out of here.


    “Showing up means nothing! Actions matter.”


    A whistling noise drew attention from everyone. Angela’s team glanced upward in concern.


    A wide red stream burst through the sky. It split into a gold light. The red light blasted down into the fiery lake near one of the volcanoes. The gold light rushed to the ground and became a confused person covered in blood. The man vanished into the ground.


    “What the hell was that?”


    Joey frowned at Biff. “Death. It happens a lot.”


    Angela understood the man who’d died was a descendant. That color split had been the power being separated. “The souls normally go into a waiting area, like that one did.”


    Joey sighed tiredly. “It took a lot of my energy to add unsorted souls to the line.”


    “It’s supposed to be those waiting to be reborn, right?”


    “Yes, they get a second chance to be good.” Joey waited. He needed Angela to move things forward now.


    Angela didn’t want to, but there was little choice. “I recognize the bet as valid. State your terms.”


    A loud chime echoed.


    Annoyance passed over Joey’s face. “I have work to do now. Until I finish, you are welcome to explore. Do not interfere with anything that is happening down here or there will be severe consequences.”


    Angela read Joey’s thoughts about the chore he had to perform. She gleaned as many details about it as she could while it was running through his mind. Knowing how this place worked was a gap in her information bank that had to be filled in for her plan to work.


    “I recommend exploring the wastelands. It’s a fun place if you know what you’re searching for.” Joey waved in the opposite direction. “I prepared refreshments for you. You don’t have to worry about it being safe. I’m not allowed to interfere with the bet in any way that would change the outcome.”


    Before Angela could protest, Joey clapped his hands again. Dust blew harder this time, coating them all as he vanished.


    “Well, that was mistake number one.” Angela realized she should have settled the terms before recognizing the bet. Now, they were on Joey’s time and she was certain that he wasn’t going to hurry no matter what he had said.


    The team looked around to decide where they wanted to camp while they waited. All of them shied away from the long line of souls. Not far from that line was a wild, dusty area they assumed was the wastelands Joey had mentioned.


    Angela went in the opposite direction. If Joey wanted her to go there, then it was probably the last place they needed to be. “Let’s check out those refreshments.”


    It was a short walk to the small hut Joey had pointed to. It was the only thing putting off light in the entire area. The rest of the environment around the hut was pitch black. If not for the small torches outside of it, they wouldn’t even have known it was there. Window holes with no glass and a partial roof, along with the skeletons outside, told them this was another of Joey’s playgrounds.


    Greg was disgusted. “That kid has a lot of issues.”


    “Yeah, he does seem to enjoy death and destruction a lot more than any of the other kids who were in the lab.” Gus had been dwelling on that since the last time they’d come here. “Is it because of his father?”


    Angela shrugged. “From what I understand, Livingstons are always unstable, but not as bad as Kendle’s line. I don’t think that would have caused what we’re seeing.”


    Neil and Morgan led the way into the shack, clearing the small 10’ x 15’ structure before Angela came in. They ignored the piles of bones that littered the ground in and outside of the hut.


    “Do you have a theory, Boss?” Ed stayed close to her and hoped he reacted well when it was called for.


    “Joey saw his father die. That was more traumatizing to him than any of us knew right after it happened. He’s been replaying it to see how his dad was defeated so he doesn’t suffer the same fate.”


    Gus glanced around the small shack in surprise. “Is that beer?”


    Angela waved them forward. She believed Joey was being honest about the food and drink being safe. Bets like these had rules. She’d learned that from the angels at the Weigh Station before she’d slaughtered every one of them.


    Neil caught her thought and shivered. Being down here was worse than being up there for Neil. The Weigh Station had at least provided small glimpses of hope. This environment was depressing and dangerous, like his mind.


    Most of the team grabbed a bottle, popping the tops with grins as foam ran out. None of them had been able to find beer in months. Even the people who’d had a stash on the ship had run out.


    Angela took the bottle Neil opened for her and went to the comfortable-looking chair near a glassless window. She sat down without a groan. This was all happening mentally, so her physical pain had been left behind. And that’s the only good thing about this run.


    The team sipped the beer contentedly, passing on the bowls and bags of snacks that were on a broken table in the far corner.


    Angela listened to the rumble of the volcanoes and sighed. “While we wait, let’s do a therapy session.”


    The mood dropped. Beers lowered.


    Angela shrugged. “We’re in Hell, gentlemen. What better place to face our fears and come out on top of them?”


    No one argued. They came over to perch on the stools or crates around her, hoping this was the worst part of what they would go through on this run.


     


    Fate came closer to listen, mocking their foolishness.
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    Joel stayed next to his son, studying the team through the globe that was glowing with an inner light that mystified his mind every time he tried to figure out what made it work. “What happens when she figures out you’re not coming back to talk?”


    “Then she’ll start trying to find a way out, but there’s only one. It’s where she would never think to go.” Joey’s little boots left dusty prints on the hard floors of his den. “We can relax now. It will take her days to figure out I’ve tricked her.”


    Joel couldn’t stay quiet even though he wasn’t in charge anymore. “You’re not giving her enough credit. It won’t take her as long as you’re estimating.”


    Joey shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Every zone after that one is different and yet exactly the same. She could spend years going through them without ever finding me. No one beats me at hide and seek.”


    Joel chuckled tolerantly while scanning Cate. She was sleeping in a plush bed in Joey’s den. Covered with blankets, stuffed animals, and other tokens of friendship, Joel thought she looked like a fairytale princess.


    “I see her that way too.” Joey was happy with his den, though it had objects he wouldn’t have chosen on his own. The viewing globe had come with the job, as had the golden book next to it that refused to open for him or his father.


    Joel watched intently, listening and plotting. Everything depended on Joey getting Angela to stay for a while. Joel was furious that the power of Hell had been stolen from him. He tried to remain patient with his son, but Joey was no match for Angela.


    Joel forced warmth into his voice. “Getting the alpha down here was a great feat. Nice work.”


    Joey could feel the insincerity behind the words, but he still had hopes that Joel would come to love him when he accomplished what no one ever had before.


    Joel reached down deep and found a thread of honesty. “I care more for you than any other, alive or dead.”


    Joey was satisfied with that. “Marc will come for her. He won’t be able to resist. They can’t stand to be separated.”


    “Yes, we’ve watched that play out the same way every time. And he won’t come alone. He can’t.”


    “Sarah is too strong for him to leave behind. He’ll bring the baby and we’ll have them all at our mercy.”


    Joel snorted. “I have none.”


    Joey went over to Cate and clapped. Another pile of stuffed animals landed on the large bed. “I hope she’ll forgive me. I’m doing all of this for us, for our friendship.”


    Joel wasn’t. He headed back to his place in the line of doomed souls while refusing to think of his real motives. If Joey found out what he had planned for the entire Brady family, he would put a stop to it.


    Joey knew his father was hiding things from him. He didn’t care as long as it ended in him being alive again with Cate at his side and Marc dead.
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    “So, you don’t believe it’s an obsession.”


    “No.” Biff finished the last swallow of his beer. “Tonya tested me. It was partially a rage illness reaction, but mostly, it’s loneliness. I was overwhelmed for a minute by the thought that there was someone else in our camp like me. I just assumed we were supposed to be together. I’ll keep working through it.”


    “I hope you’re able to stick to that. She’s scared of you now.” Angela tried to ignore the smell of the hut. It was clear that Joey didn’t believe in cleaning. Or maybe he wasn’t allowed to. Angela wasn’t sure. After all, Hell wasn’t supposed to smell good.


    Biff started to say he would talk to Madison about what had happened and then realized that was a bad idea. “I’ll stay away from her. When she has time to think, she’ll probably come up with it on her own.” He gave Angela a small smile. “Or maybe someone can mention this conversation. I really didn’t mean to scare her.”


    Angela believed that part of what Biff was saying, but he was denying the obsession. Everything he had talked about in this session had been centered around Madison, but Biff still couldn’t see the problem. He would have to be watched now.


    Neil felt Angela’s attention shift and froze. Not me. Not me!


    Angela finished her beer and then focused on Morgan. “What are you doing with Jennifer and Kyle?”


    Morgan shrugged, no longer as afraid of this run as he had been. Angela had gone around most of them now, drawing out secrets and emotions, but none of it had been that bad. “I’m waiting.”


    Neil snorted. “Waiting for Kyle to die so you can have his wife.”


    Morgan didn’t deny it, but that no longer felt accurate to him. “It’s more like I’m waiting for something that hasn’t happened yet. I don’t know what it is or how I’m supposed to handle it, but I know I need to stay close to them until it does.”


    Angela had an awful idea of what that was going to be, but she was still trying to figure out a way to change it. “Marc tried to match you up with Anna. Jennifer decided to match you up with Madison. How do you feel about that?”


    Pink glints went through Biff’s eyes as he stiffened, turning toward Morgan. He bit down on his tongue to keep from saying anything stupid.


    Angela caught it.


    Morgan’s mind filled with grief. “I don’t want to be matched with anyone! Hannah’s death hurt me in ways I didn’t know I could be hurt.”


    “You loved her.”


    “Deeply. I didn’t realize it until she was gone. I made so many mistakes!” Morgan’s eyes filled with salty tears that he quickly wiped away. The only time he allowed those emotions to flow was when he was alone.


    “You have to learn to forgive yourself. None of us knew she was ill. Blame Nature for her death, not yourself.”


    “I’ve been trying.”


    “No, you’ve been waiting.”


    Panic erupted in Morgan’s chest and burst out of his mouth. “What am I waiting for?!”


    Angela put a hand on his wrist. “For your turn to die. Hannah’s awful end slapped you with the truth that immortality isn’t really possible and at some point, you’re going to have to face death the same as she did, the same as everyone else does. You’re scared.”


    Morgan let out a ragged breath. “Terrified.”


    Angela sympathized. “There’s nothing I can say that will make that easier. It’s the final price all of us have to pay for the lives we were gifted with.”


    “But why does it have to be that way?” Morgan pushed into dangerous territory, unable to help himself. “I’ve seen the memories from the fight on the sub with Nature. She said all living forms consume flesh. Isabel and the breeders from Reicher’s lab were using it to stay young, to live longer. Why can’t we do that too, Boss?”


    “Because it’s wrong, Morgan. We’re not supposed to extend our lives. We are all given a set amount of time and that’s it. Immortality is wrong. Magic is wrong. One day, all of us will be gone and the normals will inherit the Earth, as it was supposed to be.” Angela was only telling the truth as part of her own therapy. No matter how many plans she made for a different future, that was still how it was going to end up, according to her visions. She wasn’t any happier with that than anyone else was. “I don’t make the rules about life and death. I must insist that we all live by them.”


    “Even when you take over the world and enslave the men?” Neil was horrified to hear those words come out of his mouth.


    Angela gave him a cold stare. “Yes.”


    Neil didn’t push. She hadn’t gotten around to him yet and he didn’t want her to.


    Kenn paused by the open door, drawn by a wave of familiar insanity that sent a shudder over his spine. He didn’t mention it to Angela. He was certain she already knew their biggest enemy was here even though he hadn’t shown himself yet.


    Kenn and Shawn had chosen not to drink any of the beer. They’d settled for water from their canteens and a rotating patrol around the inside of the hut where they stopped every few minutes to look through the windows and convince themselves that they were coming back from this run.


    Shawn hadn’t spoken once since they’d arrived. He was almost certain he was the one who wasn’t going to survive. He planned to fight it with every breath left in his body, but if it saved Missy from abuse later, he considered it a worthy sacrifice. No matter what he had told everyone, there was a bond between him and the girl that shouldn’t be there. He’d always known it was wrong. Having it become public knowledge had driven in Angela’s words. I’m a predator in the making.


    Angela winced, catching Shawn’s thought, but she didn’t tell him differently. She was almost positive that he was right. This was a pattern that predators all followed. They didn’t start out evil. They became that way.


    Greg set his half empty bottle of beer on the dirt floor of the shack. “Enough of this mushy crap. We’re on a run. Why aren’t we doing it?”


    “Because I’m also waiting.” The small shack had holes in the roof that Angela used to examine the dark sky. There were no stars down here. The sky never changed. “They’re trying to trick me. I have to be careful how we proceed.”


    Biff gestured. “Why don’t you just burn them all like you threatened to do the first time we came down here?”


    “Because he backed down from that threat.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    Angela sighed. “He either knows for sure that he can be replaced, despite what he told us, or at the very least, he’s afraid of it. That means it’s possible.”


    Biff frowned deeper. “I’m sorry. I’m tired and a bit drunk. I still don’t get it.”


    “Joey gave in when I threatened to burn all of the souls in the line. It scared him. That means it’s possible, but I don’t know for sure.”


    Neil made a face. “I thought you never bluffed!”


    Angela chuckled dryly as the mission men snorted. They knew better. “I do whatever it takes to secure a win.”


    Gus had been listening intently. He asked a vital question. “Why don’t you do it anyway, so we’ll know?”


    “Do you want the easier to accept answer or the whole truth?”


    Gus swallowed, guts rolling. “It’s all or nothing with me.”


    Angela respected that. “I don’t want to give away my hand in case it can’t be done. And if it can be done, that means no more descendants will be born on Earth until the people currently living there pass on. As you all know, the magic comes from demons, from Hell. If I remove them all, we’re doomed. I don’t want our kind to go extinct either.”


    Instead of producing the concern she had expected, relief went through every member of her team. For a long time now, they had all been certain Angela was only protecting the normals. This was proof that their impression was wrong.


    Kenn looked over. “There is something else to be concerned about. The longer we’re in, the harder it is to get out.”


    Angela shivered at the awful memories his simple sentence brought to her brain. “I considered that, but I have absolutely no knowledge on how long it takes to start becoming…something else. I can’t guarantee it won’t happen while we’re down here.”


    “Is it really down here, though?”


    Ed shrugged as everyone frowned at him in annoyance for an interruption over semantics. “We’ve always assumed that Hell is under us and Heaven is above us, but we know from spaceflight that there’s absolutely nothing above or below. That means it has to be in another realm and for all we know, that dimension could be above, below, or beside us. It might be completely flipped.”


    Angela froze.


    Kenn regarded her as he also understood. “It’s flipped. The map was flipped.”


    Angela concentrated. “Joey, I’m ready to talk.”


    There was no answer.


    Angela immediately stood up and headed for the exit. “On your feet, Eagles! We’re going into the wastelands.”
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    “They’re on the move.” Joel was keeping close track of Angela and her group while standing in line with the other doomed souls. Because of who his son was, and because of his short time as ruler, Joel had more freedom and authority down here than everyone else.


    A nightmarish apparition came out of the shadows to stand next to Joel. “Make sure your son sticks to the plan.”


    Joel wanted to promise that would happen, but it all depended upon Joey’s bond with Cate. “Are you sure this will work?”


    Reicher grinned insanely, relishing the pain on his skin and the absence of agony in his stomach. Down here, he was cancer-free. “This is a lab, like all of the others. Now that she’s in, she isn’t going to leave without tasting leadership. Use that and we’ll all have what we want the most in the end.”


    Waves of pain broke over the line of souls, punishing them. Moans and groans echoed loudly.


    Reicher enjoyed the pain of the others in the line, as he always had with subjects in his lab. Pain was a constant that never changed, no matter what realm they were in, but it was nothing compared to the agony he had been suffering while alive.


    Joel faced Reicher, recognizing the man’s genius and his cruelty. “I know Joey’s goals and my own. What will you get out of this?”


    Reicher smiled toward the hut where Angela and her team were emerging. “I’m getting it right now. She’s finally in a lab.”
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