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  It’s a Gamble

 

 

Magic can’t always see

How the future will be.

It’s impossible to know

How any mission will go.

 

Eagles take a chance

And share a nervous glance;

Hoping they all survive

Fighting to each other alive.

 

But some bets should not be made

And some odds should not be laid.

Some risks are not worth the reward

And some choices endanger everyone aboard.

 

Roulette is played

The price is paid.

The wheel spins

Dreams end.
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    Just Beginning


    Noon


     


     


     


    1


    “You’ll stay with me until the end?”


    “I’ll be here the entire time.” Greg smiled comfortingly at Erin. She was tucked into a bed in a small room in the front wing of the medical bay.


    “I brought my gear along.” He hiked a thumb toward the worn pack sitting under the fold-out chair. “I could live out of that thing for a month.”


    Erin wanted to chuckle at his joke, but she was too scared.


    Tonya injected Erin’s IV with the sedative. “Deep breaths now. This will take effect quickly. Don’t fight it.”


    Terror welled in Erin’s throat, bringing pink glints to her eyes. “If something goes wrong, you’ll try to save me?”


    Greg used a comforting tone. “Yes.”


    “Don’t lie! I know you don’t really want me!”


    Greg used a calming mood spell that he’d copied from Adrian. “I won’t let you die, Erin. You’re going to have a long, happy life in this camp.”


    Erin tried to fight the drugs and stay awake, but she was powerless as darkness rushed toward her from all directions.


    Greg held her other hand. “As soon as this is all over, I’ll get you moved into my cabin. Gus is going to move in with Bernice, so we’ll have plenty of space…” Greg stopped talking as Erin’s eyes shut. Worry crossed his face that he hadn’t let her see.


    Tonya wanted to offer comfort to the one-eyed man, but she didn’t have any to give. “I’ll be back to give her the vaccination in about 10 minutes. I want to make sure the sedative takes full effect first.”


    “Okay.”


    Tonya left, gently closing the door behind her. They were following Reicher’s instructions for vaccinating the kids, but they were also using those rules for some of the adults who were in the later stages.


    Tonya went to the reception desk to record the sedation in Erin’s file. She already had the syringe of vaccine in her pocket, warming it a little so it would be easier for Erin’s body to accept. They’d found more notes on Reicher’s thumb drive about ways to do this that weren’t such a shock to the person’s system.


    Tonya did a fast scan of the medical bay. It was clean and stocked with what little supplies they had left. She hoped it would be enough to get them through this. Things were calm right now even though most of this front section was full. That made her nervous.


    Jennifer and her family were occupying the largest room in the front of the bay. When they needed something, Jennifer was handling it even though she had given birth just 10 hours ago. Morgan and Kyle wanted her to take it easy, but Jennifer was determined to get back into shape as fast as she could, even if it caused issues with her health. She knew both of her men were vulnerable right now.


    Tonya wasn’t giving the girl any hassle about it yet. So far, most of Jennifer’s activity was walking through the medical bay to retrieve drinks and caring for her newborn. If she tried to do anything more strenuous, Tonya would protest.


    In the room next to them, the new girl, Fern, was still bunking with Debra. Debra was fully healed from the shark attack and able to leave, but Tonya had asked her to stick around and be Fern’s settling partner. She was hoping that might keep Debra busy long enough to give birth before her reckless behavior drew Death in for another attempt.


    Some of the other rooms in this front section were occupied by patients who had also been sedated. They were in late stage two, nearing the final phase where they would turn into grounders. Most of them were cuffed.


    The rage-infected kids would be brought in here soon. Tonya wasn’t looking forward to that even though they desperately needed to be treated. This bay would be packed with patients and loved ones in a few hours. Willie and Doris were reopening the larger rear wing right now to accommodate everyone.


    Tonya glanced toward Erin’s door again. She wished there was more she could do to help. She didn’t really like Erin, but she loved kids and she’d always had a secret soft spot for Greg. Losing the baby would crush them both.


    Lisa came over to the counter. She was on garbage duty today. She had already gathered all of the trash from the medical bay. It was in bags by the exit, waiting for her to take it to the incinerator. “Isn’t there anything the boss can do? Or maybe one of the healers, like Jennifer?”


    Lisa’s belly bump wasn’t showing, thanks to the large silk top and baggy slacks she had on over her scuffed black flats. Tonya wondered if she was doing that intentionally so Dace didn’t get upset at the reminder that she was carrying Greg’s baby. “We’ve all tried to heal the rage victims. It doesn’t work.”


    “I meant something you guys could do to protect the baby.”


    “Right now, there isn’t a problem, so there’s nothing to heal. If she starts having trouble, we’ll all try.”


    Lisa shoved her greasy hair out of her face. “I heard there’s only a 50% chance the baby will survive.”


    “That’s what Reicher told us.” Tonya frowned deeply. “The gossip in this camp is getting out of hand.”


    “We have a right to know what’s going on.”


    “You don’t care about that, Lisa. You’re hoping she loses the baby so they split up. I’m going to let you in on a secret. You need to pray nothing happens to that child.”


    Lisa scowled. She couldn’t do that. If Erin had Greg’s child too, they would always be in competition for his attention and affection, as would their kids.


    Tonya hated it that Lisa was being so callous. “That baby means a lot more to Erin than any of us realized. If she loses it, she’s going to be devastated. Greg will stay with her just to help her through that pain. They’ll bond over their dead child. If she has a miscarriage, you don’t have a chance in hell at getting him back, so stop hoping for it!”


    Lisa hated it that people had so much information about her mental state. “The gossip in this camp is getting out of hand!”


    Lisa stomped out of the medical bay, grabbing the garbage bags by the door as she went.


    Tonya snickered, but she wasn’t amused. The gossip really was a problem, but that was a result of residents getting bored between the chaos and tragedy that kept hitting. The real issue was the number of emotionally untrustworthy tramps in this camp. Lisa was definitely on that list. She’d gotten pregnant by Greg and then broke up with him. Now, she was Dace’s girlfriend. Dace’s brother, Jack, had a thing for her that she was slowly becoming aware of, but she’d realized how great Greg was and now she wanted him back even though it would finish overwhelming her current boyfriend. All she cared about was getting what she wanted. “In the old world, we called that a skank.”


    Sorting files into the tall metal cabinet that had been brought in, Anna chuckled. “What do we call her now?”


    Tonya sighed. “A breeder. We need more babies and their parents don’t matter that much, with a few exceptions.”


    Anna glanced toward Erin’s door. “You don’t think their baby will make it.”


    Anna was neat and clean compared to Lisa. Tonya wished Lisa was handling her life and losses as well as Anna was. Tobias’s widow was tough. “She’s in late stage two. Like with Sadie, we’re not even sure the vaccine will work. It’s extremely unlikely that the fetus will come through it unharmed.”


    Anna eyed Tonya’s stained, white coat and frizzy red curls in sympathy. Tonya was spending every spare minute here working. Anna hoped the woman took a break soon. “But you guys are going to try to save it anyway, right?”


    “Of course. The boss hates to give up on any of us. That’s what we love about her.”


    “Does Angela’s need to fix everyone around her come from the fact that she’s so damaged? Maybe she feels like healing us will help her heal herself in some way?”


    Tonya gawked. That wasn’t the first time someone had said that, but to hear it from Anna was unexpected.


    Anna shrugged. “I’ve just been wondering.”


    Tonya evaluated the widow again and went with her instincts. “Have you considered applying for one of the empty slots on the Council? You’re obviously smart enough for it.


    “Absolutely not!”


    “Why?”


    Anna resumed sorting through the files. “If I apply for it, then my sister will apply for it and that wouldn’t be good for any of us.”


    Tonya hadn’t realized Daniella was having problems. “Is there something we need to know?”


    Anna put another file into the cabinet. “She’s getting restless. If Zack isn’t able to settle her down, the boss may have to step in and do something about it.”


    “I assume this isn’t the first time?”


    “Hardly. And the last time, she intentionally got us caught by Joel’s trackers so we would be taken to the International Detention Center. If your team hadn’t broken us out of there, we would have died in one of those cells. When my sister gets restless, everyone around her is in danger.”


    Tonya immediately made a note in her book about it.


    Anna didn’t want her sister to get in trouble, but she also didn’t want her new life here to be destroyed. She had a baby on the way, a job she enjoyed, and the attention of several top Eagles in Angela’s army, though none of them were drawing interest from her in return. It was just nice to feel wanted. This was the life she hadn’t been able to have while Tobias was alive. I’m not going to let anyone interfere with that, no matter how much I love them. For the first time in my life, I’m putting me first.
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    “You can’t go on a run. I need you here!”


    Zack kept packing his kit. Neil’s map team would be ascending. He wasn’t sure if they could take gear along, but it was a comforting motion that he did at the beginning of any run. “I have to go.”


    Daniella ignored the three teenage boys at the corner table who were watching them. “We have a deal in place, Zack. You can’t give me a baby if you’re dead!”


    Zack winced.


    Daniella tried again, using his boys this time. “Your sons need you. You can’t go!”


    “I have to do this.”


    “But why?!”


    Zack zipped the top of the pack and rotated to face her. “Because I’m terrified of runs, of danger, of the future. I have to face my fears or I might as well have died on that warehouse wall.”


    Daniella threw her arms around him, sobbing. She was terrified that he wasn’t coming back.


    Zack held her and eyed the three boys who had cooked a terrible meal and then stuck around to clean up after the eating was done.


    The boys had also cleaned the cabin, done the laundry, and taken showers before Daniella arrived. Zack didn’t trust any of it after finding out what Mike had been doing to Leeann.


    Daniella didn’t care about the bad meal or the boys who’d tried to butter her up. She only cared about being left alone again while Zack went off to play war.


    “We’ll be fine.” Eric was eager for Zack to be gone for a while.


    So was Mike. “Yeah. He has to face this.”


    Only Timmy seemed upset that he was leaving.


    Zack understood why. Once he was gone, Mike and Eric would be able to resume getting in trouble. Angela would get too busy to keep track of them and Marc didn’t care about anyone enough to interfere unless it was affecting him personally.


    Zack pushed Daniella aside gently. He marched over to the table and grabbed Mike by his jacket. “You’re coming with me.”


    Daniella’s concern switched targets. “You can’t take him. He’s just a kid. And he’s injured!”


    Mike liked it that she was defending him. I can use that. He helped things along by cringing away from his father.


    Daniella’s eyes narrowed. She’d assumed Mike’s injuries had come from an Eagle correction or a spat with his brothers. “Did you beat him?”


    Zack shoved Mike. “Get packed.”


    Mike stumbled and fell. He quickly scrambled onto his feet and vanished into the bedroom.


    “Zack!”


    For an instant, the old Zack flared up. His fists clenched. His voice dropped into barely controlled anger. “Stop yelling at me.”


    Daniella stiffened. All the pieces fell into place. “That’s why you’re single. That’s why you’re in this camp at all. You’re abusive.”


    Zack’s anger abandoned him as fast as it had arrived. “Safe Haven is my second chance. I’m not like that anymore.”


    “Then how did Mike get those injuries?”


    Zack didn’t want to have this conversation. “Talk to the boss about it.”


    “Angela knows.” That made Daniella feel better. She resumed her protests, but she didn’t yell this time. “Please tell me why you have to go and why Mike has to go with you.”


    Zack went to his other sons, staring at them until both boys dropped their chins to avoid his penetrating gaze. “Whatever you two are planning had better not break any rules.”


    Timmy quickly denied that. “We’re just going to help her fit into our family.”


    Zack did want that. Daniella was high-strung and a bit abrasive, but she was also tough and she knew how to survive. He wanted his boys to learn from her. “I’ll work on Mike while we’re gone.”


    Timmy rose and hugged Zack.


    Eric didn’t quite dare, but he did smile. “Hurry home, Pops.”


    Zack chuckled. “I’ll be around until Neil rings my bell. If you need something after that…”


    “We’ll talk to the new mom.” Eric grinned at Daniella. “She’ll handle it.”


    Daniella wasn’t comfortable with how fast Eric had switched into wanting her around, but she liked Timmy. He had a good reputation in this camp. And Zack’s taking the one who might have given me trouble. “We’ll be fine.”


    Zack suddenly wished he had made love to her like she wanted.


    Daniella felt the heat and blushed. “When you get back, okay? No more playing hard to get.”


    Zack flushed.


    The boys laughed.


    In the bedroom, Mike silently mocked them all. He was in pain, mentally and physically, but he was also happy. Tilly had died before she could give him an adventure. Now, he was going to Heaven to cause trouble up there and Zack thought it was a punishment. My career as a lurker isn’t over. It’s just beginning.
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    “Wow.” Conner held the door so Adrian could carry in a stack of boxes. “Nice digs, Dad.”


    Adrian couldn’t see it. The boxes in his arms were obscuring his vision.


    Residents on the descendant living deck watched them arrive in tolerant satisfaction. They wanted Adrian and all of his brood closer so they could help if there was trouble. Most people hadn’t realized the female Mitchels were enforcers.


    Adrian stumbled in and awkwardly lowered the weight without dropping any of the boxes. Then he glanced around. “It’s huge.”


    The cabin was mostly empty of furniture, which was perfect. Adrian wanted a workout center like the one in Charlie’s new cabin. Now, he had the space for it.


    He motioned at the fancy bar and the images of card players on the walls behind it. “This was a gambler’s suite.”


    Conner sat his boxes next to Adrian’s. “I didn’t know this ship had a casino.”


    “It doesn’t. Gambling suites were for playing poker. Cruise lines kept that sort of thing quiet. Less regulations.”


    Bret came in next, carrying their kits and the packed lunches the cooks had sent. He stared at the plush pad in surprise. “We’re all going to live here? Together?”


    “Yep.” Conner held the door open so Trevor and Gordon could make it through with their small stacks. The two men from Tilly’s group didn’t have many belongings. “Angela set us up in this apartment.”


    “This is awesome.”


    “I agree.” Conner was thrilled to be moving in here, though it wouldn’t be for long. When he and Candy got married, they would get their own place. She was living with Brittani and Daryl right now. A lot of cabins had been reassigned after the fire to make room for everyone.


    Trevor was a bit self-conscious to be in here with so many Mitchels, but he hoped it would be good for Gordon. Gordon needed to move on from his mom’s death. Being with Adrian and his other sons would distract the boy.


    Gordon put his stack of boxes down and quickly hugged Trevor. Gordon was fine with the new living arrangements. He was looking forward to guy time with everyone. He just hated his dad’s misery.


    Adrian also hated Trevor’s sadness. He sent a mild mood charm to lift the man’s spirits. Tilly’s absence wasn’t something he could fix, but he was glad that Angela had put them together. They’d been good friends in the past. Adrian hoped that would resume now, without the animosity and pain that always accompanied his relationship with Marc.


    Conner got busy opening boxes so he could go join Candy for their daily workout. The babies were growing fast. Conner wanted to be in better shape before they started toddling around and were harder to keep track of.


    Margret tapped on the door. “Mom sent us to help.”


    Adrian waved the girls in. “We’re just getting the beds made for tonight, then we all have shifts. That’s what’s in these boxes.”


    Both girls made faces, but they started opening helping without complaints. The bunkbeds in the corner held thick, bare mattresses without pillows or blankets, much like their small cabin had until they’d unpacked.


    Both girls enjoyed being around their family, even Alicia, though she didn’t care about having bonds. She liked knowing if there was a problem, almost the entire Mitchel clan was here. We can do some serious damage together.


    Adrian eyed the vicious girl, trying to decide if this was the right time to work on her mental state.


    Margret shook her head. “Neither of us slept well with mom in the med bay and the storm going on. Give her some time.”


    “Leave me alone!” Alicia jerked a sheet from the top box and threw it toward the bunk beds.


    It shouldn’t have made it from there. The girl’s anger drove it across the room.


    The others watched the sheet unfold itself and tuck the corners onto the mattress. It smoothed out neatly.


    Adrian’s mind spun with the possibilities. “Gifts like that will make the normals nervous.”


    “I’ve been told that by my mom and about 20 other people.”


    Adrian heard the sharp tone, but he wasn’t worried about being attacked. “How many of those people asked you to teach them how to do it?”


    “About half.” Alicia got the next sheet out and walked it over to the bunk beds. “I told them all to ask the alpha, but none of them did. They don’t want her to think they’re power-hunting.”


    “Good.” Adrian sensed this child was going to be important to the future that Angela was building. “Will you teach me how to do it?”


    “Of course.”


    “Don’t I have to ask the alpha first?”


    Alicia smirked. “We’re family. We never ask permission first.”


    Adrian chuckled. “No, we apologize afterward.”


    Alicia tucked the sheet onto the mattress. “And the alpha already knows you’re hunting power. She wants you to keep doing that.”


    Adrian had stiffened. He forced words out. “Why does she want me to keep doing it?”


    “Because you’ll find ways to help her Eagles keep us all alive.” Alicia smiled cruelly. “And when you go too far, she can finally kill you. She wants that too, a lot.”


    Fear and anger hit Adrian in a sharp wave. He left the cabin to go get more boxes.


    Margret frowned at her little sister. “You didn’t have to be so blunt.”


    Alicia shrugged. “I know.”


    Margret put a flat sheet on the top bunk. “It’s probably a good thing that you’re leaving.”


    Alicia didn’t want to go. “Why?”


    “So the alpha doesn’t have to kill you too. She doesn’t want to do it, but you keep demonstrating that when it comes to evil, age makes no difference at all.”
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    Trevor followed Adrian.


    Adrian slowed to let the man catch up.


    “You’ve changed.” Trevor clarified that. “Since we were in Australia.”


    Adrian didn’t like it that the man had already noticed, but it wasn’t a surprise. In the past, Trevor had been very observant. “I’ve accepted that my life isn’t going to be what I’d hoped.”


    “Or with who you’d hoped.”


    “Yes.”


    Trevor lowered his voice as they neared the stairs. “Are you really trying to get Marc banished or killed? Rumor says you’re hunting his wife.”


    Adrian chuckled tiredly. “Marc and I have a special relationship.”


    “Strange would be how I’d describe it, mate.”


    “That too.” Adrian eyed Trevor’s close shave and clean, black clothes. He was trying to appear normal in every way, but it wasn’t working.


    Camp residents waved or smiled at Adrian as the men went by. Adrian returned the gestures and emotions easily; he loved the herd, but Trevor’s uneasiness was clear.


    Adrian went to the elevator to get them out of the spotlight. His injuries from the fight with Tilly would allow him to use the faster transportation for a day or two without being scolded by the Eagles.


    Trevor joined him in the elevator. “Why doesn’t he just kill you?”


    Adrian didn’t want to go through all of that again, so he gave the short version. Trevor would hear the rest from the gossip vine. “We need each other. Marc keeps me walking the line between good and evil and I keep him fighting for the future.”


    “What part of the future?”


    Adrian leaned against the cool wall as the elevator began moving. “The part where he forgives himself for being a killer. Believe it or not, he’s offed more people than even the Mitchels.”


    “What happens now?” Trevor didn’t know much about the relationships here yet, but he did know Angela was no one to challenge or hurt and Marc had done both.


    Adrian fought a yawn. “They’ll work it out like they always do.”


    “So, you’re not really going to get his wife?”


    “That has not been revealed.”


    Trevor had been watching everyone. “She wants you too. She also hates your guts. That’s an odd mix.”


    “Stop beating that bush. Tell me what you want.”


    Trevor grinned sadly. “That transparent, am I?”


    “Only to someone who knows you.” Adrian pushed the stop button. The elevator halted with a small jerk. “Let’s hear it.”


    Trevor wasn’t sure how this would go, but he’d been contemplating it since Angela came to Australia. “I want you to lock Gordon’s gifts so he can’t share with anyone again. And then I want you to take us home and leave us with the normals there who refused to come here.”


    Adrian snorted. “Absolutely not, to both. That boy is good. So are you, but your fear of magic users will get him killed if you leave.”


    “We can’t stay here!”


    Adrian hit the start button. “Learn to accept who you both are, Trevor. Fighting it will only cause you more pain.”


    “Who Gordon is!” Trevor pointed angrily. “I’m not like you anymore.”


    “You could be.”


    “Don’t you ever do that!” Trevor glowered. “I don’t want to be like you!”


    Adrian hadn’t expected Trevor to turn against magic. “I’ll let the boss know. She’ll talk to you when you’re ready to hear it.”


    “Ready to hear what?”


    “That you were brought here for a reason. You’re not a normal. Angela probably already has plans to help you regain your gifts so you can join the Eagles.”


    Adrian shrugged at Trevor’s shocked expression. “She uses us all, just in different ways. You and Gordon are good. There’s no way she’ll let you go to waste. Best accept it now.”


    Trevor was missing his wife more than he’d ever thought was possible. “Tilly’s death was the end of me.”


    “No. It was the beginning of a new stage in your life. You just have to take the next step.”


    Trevor blew out a miserable sigh. “And that would be?”


    “Join the Eagles and give it your all. That’s the key to getting accepted here. The boss will make sure you get a second chance, like everyone else, but you have to follow through.” Adrian exited the elevator and went toward the small employee cabin he’d been using to store his things, though he hadn’t slept there very much.


    Trevor wasn’t sure what he wanted now, but he understood his actions would determine how Gordon was treated. “I’ll try.”


    “That’s all we ask.”


    Trevor frowned. “Why do I feel like you just lied to me?”


    “Because I did. The Eagles will expect you to do more than just try. They’ll take everything you have and, in the end, it still won’t be enough to erase the shame of your past. You just have to learn to live with it.” Adrian sighed miserably. “And that’s the hardest part.”


    “Of what?”


    “Of being a survivor.”
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    “Tilly’s people are being taken into our camp. The Council agrees unanimously on this decision.” Angela waved before Grant could add his two cents. “And from here on, we’re calling them the Australian survivors to keep her stink from rubbing off on them.”


    “Thank you.” Grant checked that off his list. They were two members short right now. Doing those jobs while Morgan and Jennifer recovered, Grant was enjoying the temporary authority.


    Angela scanned the crowded ballroom and continued. “We’re starting the vaccinations this evening. Tonya is running a final batch of testing to determine who needs to come to the medical bay. We’ve opened the other wing of the medical center, and everyone will have supervision during the process. We’re also doing recharges at the same time. I’ll coordinate that with Wade’s help.”


    Wade was in the front row with the other men who wanted to hear the Council’s decisions. Today’s topics were important to their future personally, as well as to the future of this camp.


    Angela used a firm tone. “The Council has decided that we will continue to live by the magic rules.”


    Camp people began shouting, standing.


    “You can’t do that!”


    “It’s not fair!”


    “We’re leaving!”


    Angela held up a hand. “Some of the magic rules.” She signaled.


    Gus stood, lifting a large posterboard with a copy of the rules as they were now.


     


    The Rules We Live By


    1-Never without permission.


    2-Never force us to use our gifts for personal gain or you’ll be cursed.


    3-If we hurt a normal, we develop mental cracks that lead to insanity.


    4- Fight only when we have to.


    5-Normals and descendants are not allowed to breed.


    6-The quest for more power always leads to corruption and death, never satisfaction.


    7-Do not share gifts.


    8-Enforcers keep the peace.


    9-Consuming lifeforces is forbidden.


    10-Manipulating time is forbidden.


     


    Angela went through them one by one. “Never without permission is staying. We’ve had less crime because of it. Numbers two and three aren’t rules. We can’t change them or escape them. Number four we already live by because we have honor.”


    Residents settled down and read the list with her as Angela got to each rule.


    She skipped #5 for the moment. “Power-hunting is forbidden. I’ll remove anyone who does that.”


    People didn’t have a problem with that or any of the others she’d decided to keep so far. They waited impatiently to hear the rest.


    “Sharing gifts will now be allowed, but only with the permission of this Council. You’ll give us a petition and we’ll evaluate it. Please don’t submit paperwork with the only reason being it will make the person safer. That’s not a valid reason. Sharing gifts often results in madness, like what we saw with Tilly.”


    People now had a reason for Tilly’s actions. More of them decided not to shun the Australian survivors.


    Angela gestured toward the list of rules. “Enforcers will always be needed. Their role will not change.”


    The witnesses were starting to relax, except for those who were waiting for her choice on rule #5.


    “Consuming lifeforces is still forbidden, except in emergencies, such as an attack where we need to replenish our fighters. We’ll handle that one on a case-by-case basis, but it has to be an emergency.” Angela drew in a breath. “Manipulating time is no longer forbidden.”


    Adrian was stunned by that choice. “What are you doing?”


    Angela frowned at him. “I’m giving us the advantage. Most trackers won’t know how to control time, and we already know we can’t go backward by more than a few seconds, but those few seconds might save Eagle lives. Our time controllers are going to start practicing that skill.”


    Adrian didn’t have a leg to stand on because of how she’d phrased it. If he argued that it was possible to go all the way back, it would be giving dangerous information to those who didn’t know. As of right now, gossip would spread that only a few seconds could be changed and it would make their kids safer. She trapped me.


    “As for rule #5...”


    The crowd quieted, ready to make their own decisions based on what she said.


    Angela fought a yawn. She was still exhausted and weak. She was looking forward to being done here. “Nature was partially right about the parent lines vanishing. If they start dying out, that law will be put into effect for a decade at a time to make sure all of the lines continue. Right now, we need babies and there are enough of us not mixing for it to be okay.”


    Amanda spoke up. “Are you allowed to change these rules?”


    Angela frowned at the beaten enforcer who also should have still been in the medical bay. “No, I’m not, and I’m doing it anyway. Rule #5 is suspended, effective immediately.”


    The cheers were loud enough to echo all the way to the top deck of the cruise ship.


    “I’m also adding two new rules.”


    People quieted again.


    “Challenges that have come to us have forced me to make these additions.” Angela nodded toward Adrian. “Descendants will no longer be sacrificed for the normals. Our lives will no longer be forfeit just because we have power and they don’t. We’re now equal.”


    Angela had to wait for that cheer to die down. It was a relief to see the normals also celebrating. “As such, magic users are allowed to have full leadership positions, including of this camp and of future settlements.”


    “You can’t do that!”


    Angela ignored Adrian’s shout. “We will be equal in all ways. Until our time among humanity ends, we are allowed to rule.”


    Adrian couldn’t be quiet. “We’ll take over and enslave them all. It’s not right!”


    Angela focused on him. “I’ll now hand out our choice on the case of Safe Haven vs Adrian Mitchel.”


    Adrian snapped his mouth shut. He was a lot more nervous than he would have admitted to.


    Marc stood up. “I’d like to speak on his behalf.”


    The Council was shocked.


    So was Adrian. He stared.


    Adrian’s family glared at Marc. They were sure he was about to sabotage Adrian.


    Marc had considered it, but Adrian would sabotage himself. I don’t need to help that along.


    Angela motioned. “The Council will listen, but only because he is the former leader of this camp. In the future, all decisions of this Council will be final.”


    There it is. Marc had expected that a lot sooner. He went to stand at the bottom of the stage. “I understand why you don’t want Mitchels breeding. Most of us do. However, outlawing Mitchel births is a type of genocide and that’s not what this camp stands for.”


    Adrian’s family all nodded, but they didn’t come up to face the Council. They stayed out of the crossfire.


    Marc played his trump cards. “Because rule #5 has been suspended, Adrian’s case should be dismissed. It wasn’t an official camp law then and it’s not a law at all now. On top of that, he was banished at the time, so he didn’t have to follow our rules anyway.”


    The Council waited for Angela to answer.


    Angela was trapped. Adrian was about to walk away scot-free and she couldn’t do anything about it.


    Marc kept going. “I’d also like to remind the Council that his conditional banishment was lifted. He should be living among us like any other Eagle. Isolating him isn’t good. It’s better if he’s closer, where we can all keep an eye on him. And lastly, he saved your life. He has new scars to show for it. Adrian deserves to be rewarded.”


    Adrian’s mouth dropped open.


    “The Council agrees with your facts.” Gus still waited for Angela to make it official.


    Angela slammed the gavel against the table. “Case dismissed!”


    While his family celebrated, Tonya caught Adrian’s attention. “Get moved to the descendant deck tonight, along with Conner, Gordon, Trevor, and Bret. As of this minute, you are officially a rookie Eagle trying to work your way through the ranks.”


    “I will.” Adrian didn’t mention that he’d already started moving. Neil had given him a note about that last night. Adrian went to Marc and held out his hand. “Thank you, Brady.”


    Marc leered. “I still hate your guts. I’ll enjoy every moment of watching you suffer in training and on runs.”


    Adrian laughed coldly. “Well, I’m still hunting your wife and your life, so we’re even!”


    The two men shook.


    Everyone was astonished when Adrian hugged Marc and Marc allowed it.


    Angela was furious. He got out of it!


    Adrian couldn’t take her unhappiness and frustration, but even more, he knew she was vengeful and he didn’t want her to take that out on his family. He faced her, taking a deep breath. He expected this to hurt. “I got her pregnant on purpose.”


    The witnesses quieted.


    Adrian glared at Angela. “I’m going to challenge you, openly, about enslaving the normals. I’ll never agree with that.”


    The men in the front rows leaned forward. This was why they were here.


    Angela clarified. “You mean about enslaving the males.”


    “No, the normals. I support magic-using men being temporarily enslaved because I know why you’re doing it. I just can’t let you take over, Angie. Descendants are not allowed to rule the world.”


    Angela skipped over the fact that she’d just changed those laws. “That isn’t part of the magic rules we learned from Nature.”


    Adrian scoffed. “The 11th rule wasn’t mentioned because Nature wants us to break it. She’s sure that will be the final straw that gets the Creator to destroy us.”


    “So you’re protecting our kind?”


    Adrian wanted to say yes, but he couldn’t. “I’m protecting the normals. They’re supposed to rule this world, not us. I want that law added.”


    “No. I’ll never agree to it now. The normals will eliminate our kind if we put them back in charge.”


    “Yes.”


    Chaos erupted as people realized Adrian supported that.


    Adrian tried to explain. “We were never meant to be here. This is their world! We’re invaders. We have to give it back to them!”


    “May I speak? As a normal.” Isabel waited respectfully.


    Angela motioned.


    Isabel stood, heart pounding. She still wasn’t used to being in the public eye. “I have two daughters who are mixed and my mate is one of you. I believe I represent both sides equally.”


    Angela hid her eagerness with a frown. “The Council will listen to your opinion.”


    Isabel focused on Angela, but she gestured to include everyone. “Because of your integrity and success rate, we don’t want your side to die out or to be exiled. You may not have been allowed to be here in the beginning, but it’s your home now and we don’t want you to give that up. A heap of us normals have talked privately. When the time comes, we’re voting to give magic users amnesty and inviting you to stay.”


    Adrian was furious. “That’s not allowed!” He could feel Angela’s happiness. “I see more of the future now. I’ll find a way to stop this.”


    Gotcha! Angela glared. “I told you I would kill you and wipe out every member of your line if you started hunting power. That is one of our laws.”


    Adrian felt the trap closing in on him again. “I haven’t been hunting power with it! I became byzan months ago!”


    Adrian snapped his mouth shut as he realized he’d just admitted to a crime, but it was too late to take it back.


    Angela gestured.


    Ed fired, taking Adrian to his knees. He hated how it felt to use his gifts for punishments, but he didn’t let it show as he scanned the target’s rebellious mind. “If you let him live, he’ll just keep fighting you and stalking you.”


    Everyone went still, waiting. Angela had promised to vote for Adrian’s execution.


    Marc already knew she wasn’t going to kill the man. And I don’t really want that anymore.


    Marc felt another chunk of his sanity return. He’d spent the last year certain that Angela was going to leave him, and even their marriage hadn’t helped because he’d trapped her into it. They won’t become a couple unless I leave her again. I know that now.


    Angela stared at Marc, remembering how miserable she’d been while they were apart. Adrian had helped her through that by chasing her and pushing her, by loving her.


    The witnesses shifted impatiently, eager for this to be over so they could enjoy the peace while it lasted.


    Marc gave her a small smile. I trust you.


    Angela’s emotions tried to swamp her. She controlled the fury and the relief, but the vengeful side refused to let Adrian walk away from all of it. “You will be punished according to the Eagle rules that you made. The sentence is a loving correction.”


    Eagles rushed to reach him.


    Marc got there first. He was grinning as he swung.


    Adrian hit the floor, and stayed there. He was already miserable from the fight with Tilly. “You told me to brace for being zapped!”


    Angela laughed as Marc swung again. “I did, didn’t I? Oops.”


    The Mitchel family began celebrating even while Adrian was being beaten.


    The descendant witnesses hoped Marc didn’t take it too far. Because of Adrian’s challenge, Angela had been forced to add protections and more equality for their kind. They were happy with him.


    Adrian held up a finger. “Stand by.” He spat out blood.


    Marc waited patiently, still grinning. I really do feel better now.


    “She put Piper on that sub with us, knowing Piper was hunting me. She knew this would happen.” Adrian spat out more blood. “Never doubt the boss.”


    That dented Marc’s good mood. He swung again, harder this time.


    “As for slavery…”


    Marc paused at Angela’s words, arm drawn back.


    “Many of you don’t agree. You don’t understand why it’s happening. You’re angry and disappointed, with me because it’s wrong.” Angela met the eyes of those people, including her husband. “I don’t want it either. Because things can change, we’re going to look ahead again, right now, before I make a final choice.”


    Ed walked up the aisle stiffly. Amanda and Jennifer both needed time to heal before they could resume their enforcer duties. Ed was covering all of it right now.


    Angela’s tone turned bitter. “You’re a man. They believe you won’t lie to them or manipulate them.”


    “I won’t.” Ed stopped near the stage and concentrated.


    Marc lowered his arm and pulled Adrian to his feet instead of hitting him again. The blond man had already been hurt while keeping Tilly from killing Angela and this was more important than vengeance. Marc connected to both hives so he could hear the reactions of everyone who wasn’t here for this meeting.


    Descendants all through the ship connected to someone so they could watch the vision. They gasped together at the ugly battle that happened as soon as a team of resistance fighters landed in America.


    Angela knew what was happening without observing. She’d seen it too many times. “My decision on that stands. However, we will look ahead once a month to determine if anything has changed. We all know that’s possible. If I think we can swing things the other way, we will assemble the most badassed team Safe Haven has ever put together and go do damage like many of you want to.”


    Most of the witnesses were satisfied with that after seeing all of their strongest Eagles get taken out in one ferocious battle.


    Ed concentrated again. “Show me what happens if we land somewhere else and go in quietly on foot.”


    Angela waited patiently. She’d done that too, along with changing several other options, like who went, how many went, and what weapons they took. None of it mattered.


    Ed sighed as the boat sank in that vision. “Permission to keep going?”


    “Absolutely. If you find something that will work…”


    “You’ll know. I’ll be beating on your door.”


    Angela chuckled.


    Adrian couldn’t give in.


    Neither could Marc.


    They both started to argue.


    “That concludes this meeting.” Angela raised her voice to be heard. “Before you go, I have a run that does need a crew.”


    Silence fell. Tension filled the warm ballroom.


    Many people contemplated the envelopes Angela had delivered right before her final moment with Tilly. Those hadn’t been opened yet, but the date on them was only a few weeks away.


    “Neil is making a run to find the next point on the star map. This one will be recorded in all of our history books.”


    Kyle stood up. After what he’d seen, he couldn’t sit on the sidelines for this one even if he ended up losing more than two fingers. Morgan and Jennifer had both protested him leaving the medical bay, but Kyle had come to the meeting anyway, for this. “Will it be like the others, where one of us isn’t coming back?”


    “No. This time, none of you may make it back.” Angela glanced around at the quiet men and women in the front rows and chairs, her army. “Who’s ready for some action that may change the course of history for every person on this planet?”


    Hands slowly rose throughout the crowd.
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    “Were you surprised that so many people want to risk their lives again?” Marc was. He also felt a little self-conscious that he hadn’t volunteered for the run.


    Angela peered at the clipboard Wade held out as they reached the QZ on the descendant deck. “No. They were getting bored.”


    The Quarantine Zone was crammed with new residents who were exploring the games and gear Wade had found to keep them busy. It wasn’t as well-stocked as it had been for Tilly, but they didn’t need the hospitality protection now.


    Wade hoped, anyway. There was no way to know for sure if these people were good or bad, but he respected Angela for taking them in and giving them a chance. Tonya would get them all tested and then the next batch would be brought onboard. The rest of the Australian refugees were on the other ships, waiting for their turn. Wade thought Gus was on duty over them right now, along with a group of rookies, but he hadn’t had time to verify that.


    Wade pointed at two of the names. He didn’t acknowledge Marc. The hallway was busy, the QZ was full, and Marc was on bad terms with the Eagles. One great rifle shot wasn’t going to change that.


    Angela nodded. “Quietly to start.”


    “Got it.” Wade went back into the QZ. This batch of people was from the fuel guzzler. It was going well so far. Several of them had asked how to become Eagles. Angela had just greenlighted two of his choices. The next group would be from the steamer. Wade was certain those people would need more guidance, and possibly some threats, to keep them in line. He had no idea where Angela planned to get the supplies for all of this, but he had faith that she would cover it.


    Marc kept an eye on the hallway. Angela was doing rounds even though she should have been resting in the medical bay. Whenever they were alone, he was her body man.


    “Yes, you are, but we’re not alone.” Angela walked down the hallway, skipping the elevator for the stairs. “Take a break, Sam.”


    Samantha let go of her invisible shield in relief. She grinned at Marc’s surprise. “I’ve got mad skills now.”


    Marc chuckled. “I thought you had mad skills before.” But he was impressed that she’d been with them since the Council meeting ended and he hadn’t known.


    Samantha gestured. “Your turn.”


    Marc brought up his shield and vanished.


    Angela’s ankle popped as she went down the stairs. She slowed a bit to account for her condition. She hadn’t let Marc heal her yet.


    Camp members touched Angela’s hands and arms as she went by, wanting her to know how happy they were that she’d survived. They didn’t talk to her, however. They knew she was busy.


    Samantha took the place on Angela’s right. She got out her notebook. “Medical or cargo bay?”


    “Cargo. Tonya and her helpers are still outfitting the other wing of the medical bay for tonight. We’d just be in their way.”


    Samantha read her notes. “Daryl and his crew are finishing the basement now that it’s raining just enough to keep the sides up while they pour. He said to hope for a light drizzle all day to keep it moist as it sets.”


    Angela increased her pace. “What happens if it stops raining or rains too much?”


    “Daryl said he can cover the basement with tarps if there’s too much rain, but we don’t have the water barrels on the island filled yet. If it stops raining, he can’t keep the concrete from drying out and cracking. It has to be kept moist as it sets or they’ll have to redo it all.”


    Angela made a quick choice. “We’ll walk out with them. You’ll handle the weather.”


    Samantha started to argue that she didn’t know how. Then she accepted her place. “Okay.”


    Marc sighed. That’s how she needs me to react.


    “Watch and learn.” Angela glanced over her shoulder at where Marc was walking. She couldn’t see him, but she could feel him.


    “I will.” Marc cleared his throat. “You should be closer if you’re her guard.”


    Samantha stepped closer to Angela. “Wade has half a day scheduled with you, alone.”


    Angela neared the entrance to the cargo bay. “Problem?”


    Samantha frowned. “Just jealous.”


    “Thank you for being honest.” Angela stopped outside the entrance so Samantha could do a scan.


    Samantha did it quickly, but she also made sure not to miss anything. Having duty over the boss meant a lot to her.


    The cargo bay wasn’t as full anymore. They were going through the supplies faster now. The stacks of crates and boxes had shrunk by half, allowing her a clear view of the dozen men and women inside.


    Daryl and the small group building the bunkhouse were all here, loading ATVs and chatting about everything that had happened. They stopped talking as they noticed Angela and Samantha.


    So did the church group, but they’d only been talking about the first service they wanted to hold on the island. They were trying hard not to participate in camp gossip.


    “Well?”


    “Dig deep, Sam and tell me why you’re jealous.”


    Samantha sighed miserably. “I crossed a line. Wade forgave me, but I know we’re not okay.”


    “Do you really believe I’m hot for your man?”


    Samantha chuckled. “No.”


    “Do you really think Wade wants anyone but you?”


    Samantha didn’t answer.


    “It was a game to get Tilly off guard. You know that.”


    “I do.”


    “But?”


    Samantha groaned. “But he played the role so well!”


    “Yes, he did. He also refused to be her relief source.”


    “He did?” Samantha hadn’t asked Wade for those details yet.


    “Yes. He and Morgan both refused.” Angela went over to Daryl so she didn’t have to continue that conversation. Both men would have done it if they’d needed to. Their Eagle duties would always come before their relationships. The women in their lives didn’t need to dwell on that fact.


    Daryl hefted the last bag of concrete they needed onto the rear of his muddy ATV. They’d already made several trips to town with other supplies. “I need a favor, Boss.”


    “Name it.” Angela got her notebook out.


    Daryl eyed Angela’s wrinkled skin in disapproval, but he didn’t mention it. “Brit is getting bored. Can we arrange for a stream of visitors over the next couple of weeks?”


    Angela wrote it down. “I’ll get that rolling tonight.”


    “Cool.” Daryl swept her guards, sensing the one he couldn’t see. “Only two protectors?”


    “Is there another threat that I don’t know about?”


    Daryl scowled. “There’s always another threat that we don’t know about.”


    “I’ll walk with them.” Parker came over, leaving the church members who were now donning rain slickers. “We’re helping Daryl’s crew with the basement.”


    “And then putting up the church tent?”


    Parker nodded at Angela’s question. “After that, we’ll be back in this bay to help the fishing teams prep for their shifts.”


    Angela tried to find something encouraging to say to Parker and failed. They needed his water skills. He was trying hard to make a good impression and to atone for not telling them what he was. But I don’t like him and that’s not changing. “Carry on.”


    Parker frowned. Then his face smoothed out. He rejoined the church people.


    Samantha turned it around on Angela. “Problem?”


    Angela went to the worn pontoon bridge that was leading from the cargo bay’s open exit to the dock. “Not yet, but I sense it coming.”


    When Parker would have followed them to provide another guard, Samantha moved in front of the man. “Thank you anyway. We’ll cover it.”


    Parker’s shoulders fell. He understood he wasn’t trusted. He just didn’t know what to do about it.


    Marc stayed close to Angela as she stepped onto the ramp and went outside into the light rain. “Any chance you’re wrong about him?”


    “Of course. I’ve been wrong before.”


    Marc didn’t waste time or attention bringing up those rare moments. He watched ahead of them for trouble while wishing Adrian or Amanda was along to take the front spot. Daryl was right. She didn’t have enough guards.


    “You’re making me twitchy.” Angela reached the dock and stopped.


    Eagles on the top deck of the cruise ship observed everything more thoroughly when they spotted Angela. They were glad she had protection, but they didn’t think it was enough either.


    Angela scanned the submarine and the steamer that had been moved to deeper water so the waves didn’t bump them into the cruise ship. Both boats were being washed clean by the rain. The sharks were still in the water around the dock, though, hoping for another free meal.


    Marc felt someone hurrying toward them. He expanded his shield over Angela so she couldn’t be seen.


    Crenshaw’s heavy steps echoed across the top deck. “Coming!”


    Marc was surprised by how quickly Angela was putting the new man to work.


    Crenshaw slid down the ladder.


    Marc kept his shield over Angela. He was curious if Crenshaw could find her.


    Samantha came up behind Marc. “Don’t play games with him. He’s magic-shy.”


    Marc withdrew his shield.


    Crenshaw spotted Angela and Samantha. A smile covered his face. Crenshaw didn’t care about Marc. He wasn’t intimidated by, or impressed with, any of the men in Safe Haven so far. He only cared about the boss, who’d freed him from Tilly, and Samantha, his first ever friend.


    Despite the man being new, Marc felt better as the behemoth joined them. Crenshaw was clearly devoted.


    “He’s also damaged.” Samantha went around Marc to take the bodyguard’s place while Crenshaw led them toward the beach.


    Marc frowned. “She didn’t call him for protection.”


    “No. Much like with so many of the dangerous people in our camp, she’s trying to fix him so she doesn’t have to kill him.”


    Angela smiled at Crenshaw. “I’m also helping him adjust. Being on the island will give him a break from all the stares and questions, and from the water. Being here isn’t easy.”


    Crenshaw smiled.


    Samantha frowned. “I’ve already been helping him with that.”


    “In ways, yes.” Angela eyed the cloudy sky and then the storm tracker. “We need that rain and Crenshaw needs to get used to magic. Seeing it come from you will be easier on him.”


    Samantha understood. She just didn’t like it. She reluctantly went across the dock toward the island.


    Marc brought up the rear. “When did Sam become shy about using her gifts?”


    Angela sighed. “When Chad used magic to trap her.”
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    “Want a ride, Boss?” Daryl leered to cover his nervous tension as he stopped the ATV on the beach next to her. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad was about to happen.


    Angela laughed. “Yes, actually. Take Sam. She’s going to work on a weather project for the next couple of days.”


    Daryl beamed. “Excellent. I was worried about the rain stopping before the foundation sets.”


    “Samantha’s going to try to prevent that. If it starts coming down too hard, let her know and she’ll try to handle that too.”


    “You got it.” Daryl slid forward so Samantha could climb on behind him.


    Samantha mounted the ATV. “You know it probably won’t work, right? I’ve never tried to control the rain before.”


    “Just do your best.” Angela lifted her shield as the precipitation increased, scanning. The ocean around them was mostly calm as it reacted. There wasn’t much wind to make things rough. “And if it doesn’t work, you’ll be there to help cover the foundation with tarps or to help haul buckets of water from the beach.”


    Samantha was relieved. “Those, I can do.”


    Daryl started to tell them salt water wouldn’t work because it would change the composition of the concrete mixture. Then he decided not to. If Samantha couldn’t control the weather, they would handle it. Like Angela, Daryl was certain that she could.


    Marc swept the muddy beach as Daryl went toward town at a slow pace and Crenshaw lumbered after them.


    Parker and the church group followed, listening. They were on foot, carrying camping supplies. After they finished helping Daryl, they were going to put up the large church tent and let the rain wash off the dust that had accumulated since they left America.


    The animals didn’t pay any attention to the people. They were munching on straw that had come out of Tilly’s fuel guzzler. Zack and Shawn had rigged up canopies so the animals had half of their pen dry and the other half uncovered, much like they’d had in Australia. They seemed to be adjusting well, but Marc glanced away before they noticed him staring. His attitude was better now, but he didn’t want to take a chance on causing another stampede. He still felt bad for the last one.


    The path to the cove was bare and muddy. Pieces of trash littered it, despite the cleaning crew going over this area a few days ago. The rain was washing trash out of the barren areas of the island. Which is almost all of it.


    “It’ll grow again.” Angela waited patiently for Marc to finish his visual evaluation. She wasn’t in danger right now, but it wouldn’t be good for her guards to get lazy or complacent.


    Trees moved against each other in the near distance, scraping bare bark that fell to the island floor. It would decay and provide nutrients that would help the island regenerate. Marc knew fire was needed, but he wished it wasn’t. Between the fire and the flood, we lost our home.


    “I didn’t know you cared about that.”


    Marc followed Angela as she went up the path that would take them to the runway. “I didn’t think it mattered to me. But seeing it like this…”


    “Yeah.” Angela did some therapy on herself. “I’ve avoided it since the fire for that reason. I didn’t want everyone to see me upset. It’s not good for the camp, but it really does hurt.”


    Angela concentrated on the land around her instead of letting those emotions loose now. The island had its own feelings, its own life force. She searched for it while she walked.


    “What are you hunting for?”


    Angela motioned at the small clovers that were trying to grow in the path. “I need to know if this is the right time for us to build a home. I didn’t care about that the first time and we lost it.”


    “The land doesn’t determine…” Marc stopped. After all he’d seen and done since the war, he couldn’t say for sure that a landmass didn’t hold life of its own. “And?”


    Angela loved his sharp mind. “I’m searching for a way to communicate.”


    “You’re going to ask permission.”


    She chuckled uneasily. “That’s crazy, right?”


    Marc shrugged. “Maybe in the old world, but here and now? Not so much.”


    Angela tried to go faster up the hill, but her weakened condition wouldn’t let her. She still looked 50. She was starting to feel 80 again. She needed to let Marc heal her now that they’d made amends, but it didn’t feel like the right time for that either.


    Marc scooped her into his big arms.


    Angela rested her cheek against his hard chest. “Nice.”


    Mac chuckled. “That’s something I don’t get called very often.”


    Angela snuggled into his embrace. “If I wanted nice, I’d be with Stanley.”


    Marc burst out laughing. “There’s a picture in my mind.”


    “I know, right? Me naked, him swinging a bat covered in spilled hot chocolate. The walls get sprayed, the windows break. The ship sinks. Good times.”


    Marc laughed, trying not to trip over the vines that were already regrowing up here. “What if you’d wanted sweet?”


    Angela grinned. “Then I would have gone with Gus. He’d have drowned me our first time out, five years after we started dating.”


    Marc snickered. “What about safe?”


    “That would be Morgan, stopping every two seconds to ask permission until I just did myself and then walked away.”


    Marc stopped laughing. He was getting close to a truth moment that he was afraid of. “What about pleasant?”


    “Kyle. He’d get me there every time and it would be pleasing, but he’d be afraid to take any risks with me at all.”


    Marc stopped as they reached the bare place where the jail had been. The concrete foundation was there; the rain had washed it clean from the fire. Nothing else remained. Marc assumed the cell bars had been taken to the ship by the cleaning crew. In the apocalypse, everything was repurposed. “What about high risk and high reward?”


    “Adrian.” Angela’s voice grew bitter. “He’d endanger me in a heartbeat to achieve a goal.”


    Marc forced the words out. “What am I?”


    Angela locked eyes with him. “My sun.”


    Marc stiffened, staring at her as the past swept him away.


     


    “As I’ve gotten older, I recognize that life is full of terrible irony. Lying undetected on the fringes of our day-to-day schedules, it’s everywhere–like with the love that blindsided me and destroyed my entire family. I had spent long, hard years waiting and longing for the time to come when I would be allowed to leave home, to finally escape my tyrannical crime boss mother. Then Angie filled my heart with her love and I hated it each time that I had to leave. I gave her a part of my soul, but I never really felt like it was enough to reward her properly for loving me back. When we were torn apart, the sun went out.”


     


    Angela held in tears as she remembered the same feelings, both good and bad, from their childhood.


     


    “The Bradys were selfish, evil people who hurt and controlled everyone around them, except for Marc. His mind was missing the ugliness of his family. I was drawn to him with a need so strong that there was never a choice of resisting. He was my light in hell, a shield against the hate and pain that I was constantly cursed with. He gave me hope, and he loved me. How could I not feel the same? When he was gone, there were no seasons, no sun.”


     


    Angela wrapped her arms around his neck. “I love you.”


    Marc kissed her.


    The rain stopped and the sun came out


    Hey! I’m trying to work here!


    Samantha’s mental shout broke them apart. They were both smiling as Marc resumed the walk toward the runway.


    “She’s healing.”


    “I think so too.” Angela waited.


    Marc tried not to ask and sighed as his frustration level rose. “I don’t know the lines.”


    “Are you asking because you plan to interfere?”


    “No.”


    “Then it’s fine as long as it’s done with respect. That’s the line.” She kissed his jaw.


    Marc shivered, instantly aroused. They hadn’t had sex in six months. “Why are you putting her out here on the island when Amy will be in the medical bay for her vaccination tonight? You know Sam wants to be with her daughter.”


    “That’s why I’m doing it. Samantha doesn’t need to spend the time worrying and stressing while stuck in a small medical room. It will be bad for her, bad for the medics, and the bad mood might affect Amy. This way, Samantha will stop by there on her breaks while we wait for test results.”


    “And her success here with the weather might help her mental recovery.”


    “Exactly. We need good moments to carry with us into the harder times. It can’t all be pain and misery.”


    “Will it work?” Marc couldn’t stop the fear from taking over his mouth. “Will Amy be okay? She’s just a baby!”


    Angela knew it was his fear for Cody that had pushed this button. She wanted to lie to him just to keep him calm. “Would you like to be Samantha’s guard for the next week?”


    Marc tensed. “To keep me from stressing out too? No!”


    “Then I need you to think good thoughts, Marc. Too much negativity can sometimes draw negativity.”


    He snorted. “Do you really believe that?”


    Angela nodded against his chest. “I do now. I’ve seen too much to pretend that moods don’t matter. Our energy affects others. It builds and ebbs based on our emotions. We fight harder when we’re determined and we don’t give a damn when we’re mad. It’s all connected and I need you to help me. I can’t lose them!”


    Marc held her while she shed fresh tears. “Shhh. It’s okay. Shhh.”


    The sky opened and dropped rain on them in hard bursts.


    Get off this island! Samantha had had enough. I can’t do this with you two interfering. Go back to the ship!


    Angela laughed through her tears.


    Marc took a minute to scan the top of the island as they reached it.


    The runway was starting to crack. There were weeds coming through those small fractures. Marc hoped they didn’t need to land a plane here. It would be rough. A takeoff might not be bad as long as the pilot steered around the cracks, but those death traps wouldn’t be visible from the air.


    Marc went to the ladder that ran down the side of the cliff. He didn’t her want to use this exit. It was slick and muddy and dangerous. He also didn’t want either of them to be bored. I need adventures too.


    Angela wrapped herself around him, holding on tightly as Marc swung them over the edge and descended the risky rope without hesitating. I love him so damn much!


    The rain stopped again. The sun tried to peek out.


    Angela felt Samantha’s frustration. She kissed Marc’s jaw again. Just be glad I still have five weeks to go before I can get laid. That would really disrupt your weather controlling.


    Eww! But Samantha was laughing.


    Marc wasn’t. He concentrated on getting them to the bottom of the cliff without injuries.


    “Stop in the cave.”


    Marc easily swung them off the ladder and into the protection of the cove cave. He put her on her feet, but he stayed ready to grab her and run.


    It was dry inside, though there were muddy prints from where the rookies had been by recently. The cubbies were empty and the tunnel that led to the lower cave was dark and menacing, just like when they’d cleared this island.


    Angela concentrated.


    Marc waited tensely as she tried to make contact with the island. It didn’t seem odd at all after her mood swings affecting the weather.


    “We want to live here, in peace, and care for you. We’ll heal you when you get hurt. We’ll plant, and grow, and raise. We’ll love, and cry, and laugh, and die. We’ll be with you forever. You’ll never be alone again.” Angela eyed the walls, where the dirt was starting to glow. “We all need to be loved, even the land, and Safe Haven will do that. Allow us to build here, to grow here, and we’ll be what you’re missing.”


    Vines came through the dirt toward them.


    Awful flashbacks slapped Marc. He reached for his knife.


    Angela put a hand on his wrist. She knew this was a huge risk. “I’m sorry we didn’t ask permission before.”


    The vines combined into one thick rope that shot out and wrapped around her leg.


    Marc drew his knife.


    Angela kept talking. “You have my word. We can live in harmony. You don’t need Nature anymore. You have me.”


    The vines tightened…then they loosened and retreated.


    Angela felt the resigned sadness of the land around them. “I know they didn’t care before and you were hurt, but we have to find a way to make it work. This will be a new beginning that will eventually spread around the world. It all starts here.”


    The vines shot out again in a massive blur, going by her head. They wrapped around Marc’s throat this time.


    Marc knew not to move.


    Angela gently stroked the thick vine rope. “Not just his life. All the lives in my camp if I betray you.”


    The vines slowly unwound and withdrew. They vanished back into the dirt.


    Marc cleared his throat and sheathed his knife. We really are a match. We’re both dangerous to ourselves. “Can I ask you something, Dear?”


    Angela smiled. “Shoot.”


    Marc leaned down and pressed his lips to hers. “Can I heal you now? Please?!”


    Angela pulled back to glare at him. “Will you need to be punished again for a while?”


    Marc realized she’d waited to hurt him. “No. I’ll use this.”


    Who am I?


    Marc understood they were going to heal each other. He swept her against his chest and kissed her deeply as they did the spell in their minds.


    Deep bursts of magic flew through the cave. The rebounds hit the dirt walls and sank in, helping the land repair itself.


     


    In town, the dirt firmed around the foundation Daryl was pouring instead of collapsing and smothering him and his helpers like it had intended.


     


    The guards below the cave kept walking. They could feel Angela being healed. Moods lifted. Troubles lightened. They had their leader back and now she would be strong enough to carry them through whatever else was waiting. She was all they cared about at that moment. They knew they had Marc to thank for it, but they wouldn’t. He hadn’t earned their forgiveness yet and many of them were sure that he never would.


     


     


    2


    “The boss is going to talk to you guys about Marc and the rules you gave him. It would be better if you let it go now, so she doesn’t have to bring it up.” Jennifer finished tugging the sock onto her son’s tiny foot.


    Morgan stood in their open doorway, watching the busy medical bay. Willie and Doris were taking things into rooms that the patients needed. Adrian was putting patients to sleep if they were on Tonya’s list. Their friends and family were filling the bay with warm bodies and hot fear. “He earned it, Jen.”


    “I know.” Jennifer snapped the soft white onesie over the socks and t-shirt. Descendant babies needed more warmth. Her son was normal, but she wasn’t taking any chances with his health. “It doesn’t matter. She wants peace in this camp.”


    Kyle snorted. “Like that will ever happen.”


    Jennifer looked over and smiled. Little Karleen was sleeping in Kyle’s uninjured arm. Sarah was his self-appointed protection right now. Jennifer found it sweet after Sarah’s disapproval of Kyle even being in this camp.


    Sarah frowned at Jennifer, but she didn’t pick a fight.


    Kyle scanned the sleeping girl in the portable crib in the corner. Autumn had played hard with the other children and then crashed. The other kids would have protected her if someone had a rage episode, but he still felt better with her being here by her parents now that so many rage patients were gathering in one place.


    So did Jennifer. She felt bad for the rage kids and their families. It sucked that her regen gift couldn’t heal them, but hopefully it would all be taken care of after this. Jennifer refused to contemplate the unborn kids who might not survive. There was nothing she could do for them either.


    Morgan nodded to Adrian as he went by to put Amy to sleep. Neil was with the little girl now. Wade would be here soon. He was still handling new residents in the QZ. Unlike with Tilly, someone else would take a shift later and allow Wade be here with his family. “Why does it matter if we forgive Marc?”


    Jennifer swaddled her newborn. “The boss can’t change Marc if he’s isolated.”


    “She can’t change him at all. Marcus Brady is the most stubborn person I’ve ever met.” Morgan grinned. “And that includes you.”


    Jennifer huffed, but she agreed. “Angela needs Marc to be happy here. That won’t happen if you guys keep him shut out.”


    Morgan couldn’t stop his angry response. “He doesn’t deserve to be one of us, Jenny. He’s lucky the Eagles aren’t insisting on banishment!”


    “I know and it still doesn’t matter. She’s going to talk to you about it and you’re going to give in.”


    Morgan knew that was true. If Angela wanted it, she would get it. “But not without some conditions.”


    Jennifer frowned at him. “The Eagles can’t really do that.”


    “Yes, we can,” came from both men, at the same time.


    Jennifer made a mental note to look into how much authority they had. She didn’t want the Eagles to have more power than the boss.


    Morgan was keeping track of her thoughts like he always did. “You can look into it, but you’re wasting your time. Adrian set it up that way and Angela kept it that way.”


    “Why?”


    “So Safe Haven’s leader doesn’t become a tyrant who can’t be removed. The Eagles are this camp’s checks and balances.” Morgan retreated as Tonya approached. “Incoming.”


    Sarah lifted her odd shield over Kyle and all the kids.


    “I knew putting her in here today was a good idea.” Tonya entered and tapped Morgan’s shirt. “Let’s see that hot bod.”


    Morgan chuckled as he lifted his shirt so Tonya could check his chest.


    Sarah and Jennifer watched, worrying.


    Tonya ran light fingers across the faint scar over his heart. “Does it hurt?”


    “No, I have no feeling there at all.”


    “Well, let us know if it that changes. “


    “Will do.” Morgan resumed door duty.


    None of them mentioned Tonya’s sweaty, wrinkled state. The woman was working hard. Pointing out how tired she looked would be rude.


    Tonya went to the sleeping newborn on the bed that Kyle was supposed to be in. “Any issues?”


    Jennifer smiled. “No.”


    “It’s a miracle that any of you are alive.” Tonya scanned Jennifer. “What about you? How much pain and what kind of issues?”


    Jennifer flushed, but she told the truth. “Heavy bleeding, stomach cramps, gas bubbles, and mood swings.”


    “All normal. Let me know when you have your first BM.”


    “Will do.”


    Tonya chuckled at her curt copy of Morgan’s answer. She went over to Kyle.


    Sarah lowered the shield even though Kyle was tense. She understood he was afraid of what Tonya might say, not what she might do to him.


    “Any pain?”


    “No.” Kyle watched as she carefully unwound the bandage on his hand. “Still haven’t tried to move them.”


    “Yeah, don’t do that. It will disrupt any healing that’s taking place.” Tonya examined the two purple fingers without touching them. “I don’t see any black spots coming in. We’ll hope for the best.” She rewrapped it.


    “As soon as I can, I’ll use my regen gift.”


    Tonya nodded at Jennifer. “I’d like to be here when you try. I’ll add my energy.”


    “I should be able to do it later tonight. Sooner if I can get some sleep.” Jennifer wasn’t able to yet. Every time she shut her eyes, replays of their near deaths hit her hard.


    Tonya patted her arm. “Understandable.” She motioned at Kyle. “Twirl for me, baby.”


    Kyle snickered and stood, slowly, so he didn’t jostle little Karleen or her witch.


    Tonya lifted his loose shirt and examined the hand-shaped scar on his spine. “Any pain?”


    “Twinges here and there.”


    Jennifer stared at it, horrified. We owe Amanda a huge debt.


    “Let me know if it becomes a constant pain or even a dull throbbing.” Tonya let go of his shirt and went to the door. “I’ll be very busy after this for the next couple of days, but I’ll make time to be here for the healing. Call me a little early.”


    “I will.” Jennifer didn’t like Tonya’s tone. “What about you? Any pain?”


    Tonya stopped, but she didn’t turn. “Does terror count as pain?”


    Jennifer nodded. “In my book it does.”


    “Then I’m covered in pain from top to toe. Kenn is going on Neil’s run. I’m in charge of the supply mission and if I fail, we’ll all die. And right now, we’re about to vaccinate dozens of patients, some of them kids. We don’t know how they’ll react and I’m not sure that I know what to do if any of those reactions are bad.”


    Little Roy felt the mood shift and looked up. He was sitting on the floor near the beds, coloring.


    Morgan touched Tonya’s arm. “Just do your best and that will be enough.”


    Tonya scowled, pulling away. “I did that during the radiation sickness and we still lost a lot of lives. Sometimes your best isn’t good enough!”


    Tonya ruffled little Roy’s hair as she left to calm him. He didn’t like it when adults yelled.


    Morgan watched her walk away, wishing he knew what to say to make her feel better. He liked Tonya. “I’m going back on duty.”


    Jennifer considered arguing, but she didn’t. Tonya needed all the medics working and Morgan had a calming presence that would be helpful. “Call me if you need me.”


    Morgan grabbed his kit and put it on, not feeling any pain from the movement. He was fully healed. “Sarah?”


    Yes?


    “You’re on duty over my family.”


    Sarah took that seriously. No one will get near them.


    Morgan left, shutting the door.


    Sarah leaned against it mentally as her host yawned in Kyle’s arms.


    Jennifer lifted her newborn and got into the bed to rest so she could recover her energy faster.


    Kyle reclined the foldout chair and shut his eyes.


    The near deaths immediately began replaying for both of them, preventing sleep.


     


    Sarah decided they needed a distraction. The mother and the father had reconciled and everyone was saying they would stay together. Sarah was happy with that even though she couldn’t be with them right now. And that means I don’t have to charm the father.


    Kyle was surprised. “You would have?”


    I’d do anything to make the mother happy.


    “And to keep your family together.”


    Yes. Sarah stared at him from her mental cell. Is that wrong?


    Kyle considered what he’d gone through to get Jennifer. “Not to me, but I’m a killer, so perhaps you’re asking the wrong one.”


    Your opinion is good enough for me.


    “Wow. Things really have changed.”


    Sarah grinned at him. Yes. I’m blaming you for that.


    Jennifer was tracking the conversation. She stayed out of it, but she recorded it mentally for Angela to view later.


    Kyle continued the communication. “I thought you’d be more upset that Tilly tried to kill the mother.”


    Sarah’s fury flew through the room and brought the temperature up. I am furious.


    Sarah let go of the anger. I’m also learning to redirect and distract. You are teaching me without even knowing you are doing it.


    Kyle and Jennifer exchanged looks. Sarah’s mental awareness had already been startling. The rate at which she was learning was disturbing.


    Kyle stared at her. “I understand why Daisey and Trent were uncomfortable around you.”


    Sarah got ready to be offended. Do you feel the same?


    “I said I understand it. There’s a big difference between understanding and liking.”


    Sarah felt more warmth enter her cold heart. You like me?


    “I do. You’re conflicted, powerful, and extremely dangerous. You’re one of us in every way.”


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Four



    I Just Work Here


     


     


     


    1


    “The boss is here.” Anna frowned at Marc as he and Angela made it through the line of patients waiting to be checked into the medical bay. She was happy he’d finally healed his wife. She was unhappy that he’d waited so long to do it.


    Marc felt the people in line staring at him. Half of them were still angry. The others were tolerating him because he’d saved Angela. Marc suddenly wanted all of them to like him again. The feeling quickly faded into his normal cool detachment when it came to anyone who wasn’t his family.


    Residents in the long line weren’t calm and patient, but they weren’t yelling or pushing yet. Angela didn’t want it to come to that. “You’ll stay here and help Anna get everyone checked in. Show him the ropes.”


    Angela moved on before either of them could protest. She went to the battered enforcer in the corner. “Go to the bridge. Stay there.”


    Amanda understood she was being assigned to their captain. She left quickly, not looking at Marc. The medical bay was crowded with descendants who could protect themselves. She was glad to be getting out of here.


    Ed was doing continuous rounds of the ship and keeping the peace. Amanda had hoped for that position so she wouldn’t have as much free time to think. Her mind was replaying everything that had happened. Guarding Grant would only occupy a little of her brain. The rest of it would keep showing her what she’d done wrong with Stuart and how it had almost cost her everything.


    Angela saw Dog lying beneath the main reception desk. He was trying to keep track of Tonya. She was too busy for a guard who stayed on her heels. “I’d like you to go to the island and protect Samantha.”


    Dog heaved a sigh of relief. I’m on it. He padded out happily. There were too many people in here and he liked the rain.


    Dog rubbed against Marc’s leg as he went by.


    Marc scratched the big wolf’s dirty ear. “You need a bath.”


    What a rude thing to say! Dog put his nose in the air and left.


    Marc chuckled. His good vibes spread to the line and made people a bit more patient as they waited to be checked in.


    Angela swept for sentries. She found Jack, Bret, Conner, and Kenn.


    Jack and Bret were walking the medical bay with their shields up, unnoticed. Angela couldn’t see them either, but she felt their thoughts. They were both concerned that there were so many rage victims here now.


    Conner didn’t have a shield up as he stood near the main desk, but he frowned at anyone who tried to talk to him while he kept an eye on the medics and their helpers.


    Kenn was in the corner by the chairs, with little KJ in a sling on his chest. He rubbed the boy’s fuzzy head while he visually scanned everyone who came through.


    For one instant, he was so much like a loving father that forgiveness teetered on the edge of her thoughts.


    Kenn hadn’t noticed Angela yet. His mind was full of dangerous plans that would only work if he wasn’t left behind. I have to convince Tonya to take me along!


    Angela’s anger replaced the thoughts of mercy. She smiled at the baby as she joined Kenn. “Any problems?”


    Little KJ was growing like a weed. He had big feet and hands like his father. Angela hoped he never used them for violence, not even to defend this camp. She was hoping a few of their kids would be brainers instead of brawlers.


    Kenn quickly shielded his thoughts from her. “No, but they’re just getting things rolling.”


    “How many?” She knew Kenn was keeping track of that information. As an Eagle, he was required to know how many people were in his security sector and their conditions, as well as what they were supposed to be doing.


    “There are five kids, four pregnant women, 49 camp members, and four Eagles.”


    Angela took the clipboard from the desk so she could scan those names. “The four Eagles chose to keep helping?”


    Kenn didn’t stare at her freshly-healed face and body like he wanted to. “None of them are so bad off that they need to be in bed or cuffed, but we’ll still keep an eye on them. We put all the kids in the same space, along with cots for their families.”


    “My last medical room?”


    “Yeah. You showed us how to fit a lot of warm bodies in there.”


    Angela didn’t laugh at his attempted joke. She wasn’t feeling funny right now. “How many refusals?”


    “No one flat-out refused. We have 22 on standby who want to see how these first vaccinations go.”


    Angela hated it that hysteria about the shots was spreading, but she understood their fear. “Good. Carry on.”


    “Boss.”


    Angela sighed. “You already have a run, Kenn.”


    “Supplies are more important than the star map.”


    “No.”


    “I’d be a big help on Tonya’s run.”


    “We need you here.”


    “She might need me!”


    “If you go with her, you won’t make it back.” Angela walked away.


    Kenn didn’t know if that was a platitude or if Angela had discovered his plans. He brought up another layer of shielding over his mind. He wasn’t convinced that he would die if he went along. Rico can’t kill me if I use my rifle from a distance.


    Angela checked the posterboards that told them who was assigned where and then she went to check on them herself. Jennifer’s room was first.


    Sarah lowered her shield. Mother!


    Angela gently took the baby from Kyle and settled in a chair in the corner for a fast feeding. Mommy loves you both so much!


    Jennifer didn’t wake. She’d finally crashed without replays.


    Kyle studied Angela, mind still flying.


    Angela got the baby nursing. She wasn’t self-conscious in front of Kyle. There’s no reason for me to be.


    Kyle smiled. He and Angela had figured out a secret about each other, but they weren’t ready for anyone else to know yet.


    “Our connection is why you’re being hunted.”


    “Yes.”


    Angela lifted a brow at the tightly wired mobster. “Let’s hear it.”


    Kyle was glad for the opening. “When we dealt with the angels at the Weigh Station, they had the power to heal the rage illness. They cleared it from the ship. We were reinfected upon reaching this island and from battles since then.”


    Angela knew where he was going. “I asked Doug about that. He tried to heal us, but they don’t have that power. I’m hoping Neil will find some answers on this run.”


    Kyle wanted to discuss the figure of Death with her, but he also didn’t want to jinx anyone who was about to receive the vaccine. He decided it could wait.


    Angela fed the baby and enjoyed the quiet moment. She doubted the rest of the evening would be this way.


    Autumn and Roy were both asleep in the playpen. Jennifer and her newborn were in the medical bed. Jennifer looked too young to be so important. Angela often worried over the future of her leaders. They worked hard and most of them were good souls who deserved a good life.


    “Will she get it?”


    Angela nodded. “Yes. Morgan will love her like you do. All of the kids will be healthy and happy.”


    Kyle didn’t allow sadness to take over his mood. “How did we end up with a normal son?”


    Angela frowned. “Disappointed?”


    “Hell, no.” Kyle really wasn’t. “I just don’t understand how that worked out.”


    “I really don’t either. Two strong magic users should have produced a magic child. Your gifts hadn’t popped yet when she got pregnant, so I assume that was a factor, but your DNA is clearly descendant, so I’m not sure.”


    “We need a biologist or maybe a geneticist.”


    Angela chuckled. “Among other professions. If you find those on your run, bring them back.”


    Kyle knew she was joking, but he took it seriously. “Can we do that?”


    They both stilled, considering what it would mean to bring someone back from the Weigh Station.


    Angela slowly denied that. “Let’s not try to bring back the dead, okay? That’s too much, even for this camp.”


    “Is it too much for you?”


    Angela fixed her shirt and burped the sated baby while she considered what she’d gone through over the last 18 months. “Not really. I’ve learned not to fight the changes in reality.”


    “Same.” Kyle carefully cradled the baby when Angela put her back in his arm.


    Angela kissed Kyle’s head, then muttered a protection spell that she doubted would do any good. “We need you, Reece. This isn’t the time for your death.”


    Kyle shut his eyes to hold in the emotions. “Thank you.”


    Angela smiled at Sarah. “Keep them safe.”


    I will. Sarah brought up her shield again as soon as Angela left.


    Angela went to the next room, entering with a smile that she didn’t feel. “How is she?”


    Greg was in the chair next to Erin. “Fine, as far as I can tell. She hasn’t woken yet.”


    “She probably won’t until morning.” Angela lifted the blanket. “No blood. That’s good. Keep an eye on her sheets for that. Listen to the machine for an increase in her heart rate. Listen to her for a change in breathing. Watch her for a change in skin color. If she gets pale, makes faces, or moans, get a medic.”


    “I will.” Greg memorized her instructions. He also stared at her. Angela was her healthy, though scarred, self again. He enjoyed looking at her when she was like this. The fake health of the healing stream had made her too beautiful to gaze upon. Greg preferred her like this.


    Angela eyed his arm, where there should have been a band-aid over the small, red puncture mark.


    Greg didn’t rub it like he wanted to. “A little sore, that’s it.”


    “Tell us if that changes.”


    “I will.” He’d gotten his shot shortly after Erin had been dosed, but he’d barely felt it.


    “Sadie woke a little bit ago. She was hungry, in a good mood, and not angry. We drew blood for a test.” Angela didn’t tell him Marc had done it under her supervision. Greg didn’t want to hear about Marc’s accomplishments. Marc had many live children, while Greg had none yet. That sore spot didn’t need to be poked.


    Greg adjusted his eyepatch. “That’s a good sign, right, for Erin?”


    “Yes. If Sadie’s test is negative, we’ll have her transferred up here.”


    Greg knew what she wanted. “I’ll help them keep track of her.”


    Angela checked Erin’s pulse. “I’d rather you helped her understand that revenge isn’t really satisfying. She can’t keep asking for Adrian to be punished. We don’t have laws against cheating and we never will.”


    “Good.”


    Angela didn’t question why he felt that way. What Greg wanted would also never happen. “This was Sadie’s second dose of the vaccine.”


    Greg’s smile faded. “I didn’t know that.”


    “She was given a dose right after we got home from Australia.” Angela studied his face.


    Greg controlled his reaction to that word, but the misery rose up in his mind.


    Angela noticed. “It’s possible that all rage victims will need a second dose.”


    “We don’t have enough for that.”


    “No. Tonya’s run is important in more ways than we can count.”


    “You want me to go with her.”


    “Yes, but I also want you to come back. Not everyone should.”


    Greg frowned. “You need someone removed.”


    Angela sighed. “Not removed, but they can’t come home with you or I will have to give that order and I really don’t want to. I both love him and hate him.”


    Greg figured it out quickly. “The Eagles have made it clear where we stand.”


    “Yes, but your team leader for that run will try hard to bring back everyone. She might sway things.”


    “I’ll make sure he knows he’s not allowed.”


    “Thank you.” She stepped closer. “And now that that’s out of the way, let’s discuss your love life.”


    Greg tensed. “Funny.”


    “I mean it. You have two kids on the way and both of their mothers are making plans for a future with you…”


    Greg regarded Erin. “And I don’t want either of them.”


    “No, but you do want the kids. If you could set things up like Neil and Wade, you’d be good to go.”


    Greg snorted. “I’d be driven nuts. No, thanks.”


    “What are you going to do about it?”


    Greg stared at her. “I’ll keep trying to find an honorable way to get what I want the most.”


    Sexual tension sparked between them, reminding Angela that Greg would be a solid match for her. He was kind, caring, strong, smart, and he loved her more than he loved himself or his ideals.


    It still wasn’t enough.


    Angela shook her head.


    Greg dropped his. He let out a deep sigh. “I’m moving Erin into my cabin as soon as Gus moves in with Bernice. Lisa has Dace and Jack. We’ll all make it work as best we can.”


    “I have a different view of that future. Want to see it?”


    Greg did, but he also didn’t. “Is it bad?”


    “No, just different.” She held out her hand.


    Greg took it, body coming alive at the contact.


     


    Marc walked by the open door while leading Ralph to his medical room. His jealousy flared as he saw them.


    Ralph was being frowned at. People were shaking their heads at him. He felt even worse for the mistakes he’d made. He hoped Daisey arrived soon to keep him company.


    Marc walked faster. “Get in the bed! Get comfortable. You’ll be there for a while.”


    Ralph hurried in, not sure what he’d done to anger Marc this time.


    Ralph’s reaction calmed Marc. Reason came back into his brain. If Angie was holding hands with Greg, it was for something other than romance. She wouldn’t disrespect me that way and she certainly wouldn’t do it while Erin’s lying right there.


    Marc gave Ralph his full attention, like he’d been told to do with every patient. Ralph was shaking and as much as Marc didn’t like the man, he also didn’t like his fear. “You’ll be fine.”


    Ralph tried to believe that. “Okay.”


    Marc glanced around the small space. He opened a drawer with a label. “There are towels in here if you’d like to get a shower. Daisey is bringing your kit.”


    Anna had filled Marc in while watching him for signs of rebellion at having to help Ralph. Marc was certain she would rat him out if she noticed anything.


    Ralph started to ask a question, then stopped. Marc didn’t like him. It would be better to just let the hard man return to work.


    Marc wanted to do a good job so Angela would be happy. “What can I do for you?”


    “Will you ask Parker to come by when things settle down? I’d like him to pray with me.”


    Marc wrote it in his book even though he didn’t agree with religion of any kind now. “Anything else?”


    Ralph quickly shook his head.


    Marc forced kindness into his voice. “I’m sure it won’t be long until Tonya comes in. She’ll be able to answer your medical questions.”


    Marc left, pulling the door shut. He lifted the occupied tag in the window and then went back to the entrance of the medical bay.


    Anna passed him, leading three camp women who were pregnant. All of them were anxious. “Go ahead and get the kids out of line now. They’re all assigned to the biggest room in the rear wing.”


    Marc smiled at the stressed camp women, wishing he could give them good news. He felt bad for them. The odds were high that at least one of the three would have a miscarriage.


    Guilt hit him for insisting everyone be vaccinated now. Marc loved kids. He didn’t want to be responsible for their deaths.


    “Daddy!” Cody ran to Marc.


    Marc lifted the boy, hugging him.


    Missy came over with Cate. The girls waited, watching the people around them.


    Marc put a hand on Missy’s little shoulder. “Come on, squirt. Let’s get you settled.”


    Amy was already in the kid’s room. She was sedated and vaccinated. Wade looked up as the door opened, hand dropping to his holster.


    The room was full of cots and kits. Marc saw Neil snoozing in the corner. Wade was in the chair next to Amy’s bed. The little girl was sleeping. Her skin wasn’t flushed and her breathing wasn’t labored. Anna had told Marc to do a visual scan of the patients in every room he entered, every time that he entered.


    Marc saw Wade’s terror. He felt even worse for insisting this had to happen.


    “Not your fault. You’re a dick and all, but this had to happen.” Wade picked Missy up and held her for a minute.


    Missy giggled while Cody and Cate gasped at the bad language.


    None of the enforcers corrected Wade. They were all too worried right now to care about minor infractions by senior Eagles.


    Marc saw the band-aid on Wade’s big arm and remembered that he had also tested positive for the rage illness. He was one of the few male patients. Most of the victims were women.


    Cate picked a corner and went there to stand watch. She wasn’t leaving until this was all over.


    Marc sat Cody on his feet. “Nothing to eat or drink today?”


    “Nope. Me and Missy helped each other. Our stomachs hurt.”


    “I’m sure they do. It won’t be much longer.” Marc nudged the boy toward his cot. “Get those shoes off and anything else you want. You too, Missy. Get comfortable and Wade will get you all tucked in while Cate tells you a bedtime story.”


    The cots held blankets, pajamas, and stuffed toys that had been brought from their beds in their cabins.


    Cate frowned. “A what?”


    Marc grinned at the girl. “You’ll think of something nice.”


    Cate glared. “Says who?”


    Marc went to the exit. “Not me. I just work here.”


    Adrian came toward the room as Marc left it.


    Marc was glad the kids didn’t have to wait.


    Adrian put a hand on Marc’s shoulder and squeezed lightly. Then he let go and went in to put the kids to sleep.


    Selina hurried into the medical bay. She spotted Marc. “Where is she?!”


    Marc knew Selina had just worked a long shift in the mess. She was still wearing all green and her hair was wild. Marc didn’t like it. He also didn’t like her, though he wasn’t sure what all might be influencing that feeling. He kept it from his face as he pointed her toward the right door.


    Selina hurried in. “I’m sorry I’m late! I had to dump in the dunny!”


    The kids laughed, like she’d intended.


    Marc was surprised that Shawn wasn’t here.


    As if his thought had conjured the man, Shawn appeared in the hallway outside the bay.


    When he didn’t come in, Marc understood he wasn’t going to insist on being in there with Missy.


    Marc was glad, but he also wanted Missy to have the support she needed. He waved Shawn in.


    Shawn joined Marc. He’d had been Blinking a lot to cover his loneliness. He hadn’t found much yet that would help the camp, but he hoped he did soon. It might change people’s minds about him. Until then, he knew he needed to keep his distance. “I can stay out there in the hall.”


    Marc pointed. “The kids will need another guard whenever Wade and Cate take a break.”


    Shawn smiled. “Thank you.”


    Marc walked away.


    Shawn hurried into the room. He really didn’t want Missy to go through this without him.


    Wade’s hand dropped to his holster again.


    “Brady sent me in.”


    Wade could have overruled Marc, but he didn’t. “Get a nap in a chair while you can. You’ll do the overnight shift.”


    Neil was snoring on the foldout couch in the far corner, but he wasn’t going to be here for most of this. Neil had a run. He would leave soon.


    Wade yawned. It had been a long week for him and it wasn’t over yet.


    “Got it.” Shawn regarded Missy as Adrian approached her. “Sleep now, little bit.”


    Missy relaxed. My Shawn is here. I’ll be just fine.


     


     


    2


    “That was nice of you.” Anna waved Marc toward the main entrance. “All the rooms in this rear wing are open now. Start sending them back in groups of five. Try to match patients who can get along in small spaces.”


    Marc started sorting the camp members who were left in the line, ignoring their pink-eyed stares at his body.


    Anna went to the rear reception counter and began filling in the poster boards for who was in which room. The faint hint of smoke that came to her nose didn’t draw a reaction from her like it did from some of the others. The damage here had been repaired. It didn’t show anymore, but the memories of those who’d been here for that disaster were still vivid.


    Morgan came through, with Zack following him. “You’re bunking with Ralph and Sadie. She’s being brought up from the brig.”


    “I’ll keep them both under control.” Zack didn’t like being in here again. This was the wing that had been destroyed by Courtney’s bombs. It was where Tonya had almost been killed. It was where the team had been put after clearing the island.


    Morgan was glad Zack understood why he was being put with them. “If there’s trouble, use your cuffs and we’ll sedate them.”


    Zack had his kit over his arm. “Mike is going with me on the run. Let Neil and the boss know. He’ll be here in a few minutes.”


    Morgan wrote it down without arguing that Mike was too young or too beaten for a mission. If Zack thought the boy needed to go, then he probably did.


    Marc was surprised that Morgan was already back to work. He admired the man’s dedication. He started to say that and then decided Morgan was already too arrogant for his own good.


    A pitiful yowl echoed in the hallway.


    People turned toward it.


    The female cat staggered into the rear wing, yowling for her two missing babies. She hadn’t forgotten them.


    Marc’s heart broke a little.


    The cat was pregnant again and normally grouchy, but her sadness was filling the hall. Marc had no resistance to it and he knew the others didn’t either. Depression would follow that sadness and the people here would spend their time crying and adding to the negative vibes that Angela didn’t want.


    He scooped the cat up and held her while she yowled. “Shh. Don’t think about it, baby. Don’t think about it.”


    Maybelle bit his shoulder and yowled louder.


    Marc flinched. “Yeah, I get that.”


    Witnesses observed in surprise as the feline tolerated being held.


    Marc took the cat into Debra’s room.


    Debra and Theo smiled at the sight of Marc with the cat.


    Fern cringed back at the sight of a big male coming toward her. She barely remembered Marc healing her.


    Marc handed the cat to Fern before she could roll off the bed and hide from him.


    The new girl and the cat regarded each other in trepidation.


    Marc made the introduction. “Maybelle, this is Fern. She was stolen from her mom. Fern, this is Maybelle. She had two babies stolen from her.”


    Marc left. He didn’t need to stay and watch them bond. I hate to cry.


    He went back to the line of impatiently waiting rage victims with a softer tone than what he’d been using so far. “Come on. Let’s get you all settled.”


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Five



    Just In Case
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    “I’m cured? Really?”


    “I tested you three times. There is no sign of the rage virus in your blood now.”


    Sadie hugged Tonya with her free arm. The other one was cuffed to the stretcher that Adrian and Panaji had just pushed into the medical bay.


    Tonya politely extracted herself. She didn’t really care for PDA anymore, no matter who those public displays of affection came from. “Put her in with Ralph.”


    “Thank you!”


    Tonya held up her hand before Panaji could also hug her. “You’re welcome.”


    Panaji had been taking good care of Sadie. She was wearing clean clothes, her hair was clean, and she’d been given sponge baths. Tonya hoped the former UN fighter had gotten over Adrian. She had a wonderful mate in Panaji.


    Sadie didn’t look at Adrian. She was pretending it was someone else pushing the stretcher so she didn’t get emotional. She still wanted Adrian and there was nothing she could do to make that go away. The best she could do was to ignore him.


    Adrian pushed the stretcher toward the rear wing of the medical bay.


    Panaji hugged Tonya’s stiff body anyway as they went by.


    Tonya gave him a quick pat. “Go get her settled.”


    “Leave the cuffs on?” Adrian hoped she said yes, but he trusted Tonya’s judgement.


    Tonya debated, then sighed. “Yes. Just until I test her one more time.”


    Adrian approved of Tonya being careful. “We’ll get some fresh coffee brought in.” He pushed the heavy medical bed over a bump in the carpet. “Or whatever we have left.”


    “There’s coffee. We found a crate of canisters in the cargo bay.” Doris had helped sort that area. She was standing nearby, filling out Sadie’s chart. “Any notes you want me to add?”


    “No.” Tonya got a drink from the fountain. Salty.


    Standing nearby, Marc thought about Kendle and his theory that those who’d had the radiation sickness couldn’t get the rage virus. He still wondered if that was the case.


    Tonya shook her head. “Not true. Zack had both.”


    “His exposure came from disposal, though, right? Not a direct source.”


    “We believe so, yes, but there wasn’t a way for me to confirm it.”


    Marc was trying to absorb medical knowledge while he was here. Being a team medic had always appealed to him. “It took a while for Sadie’s system to process the vaccine. Will it work that way for everyone?”


    Tonya didn’t mind Marc asking medical questions. “Probably. We’ll test everyone repeatedly.”


    “So we’re keeping them all in here until they’re clear?”


    “Might as well.” Tonya swept the busy bay, but her attention went back to Sadie.


    Adrian had Panaji hold the door open to the medical room while he slid the stretcher inside. Adrian pushed it to the empty space in the far corner so everyone else would be close to the exit if Sadie had an episode. She’d managed to get out of her cuffs once. “How did you get free before?”


    Sadie barely remembered that moment, but she felt awful for attacking Kyle. She still didn’t look at Adrian. “I picked the lock with a paperclip from my folder.”


    Adrian assumed that was something she’d learned during her time with the UN forces. He scanned Ralph and found the man sleeping.


    Daisey was in the chair by Ralph’s bed. She glared at Adrian.


    Adrian understood without words. She wanted him to stick up for Ralph because Ralph had been with him for so long and done so much for the camp. Adrian wanted to, but Ralph’s actions had prevented that.


    “Leave Adrian alone.” Zack was in a bad mood. Daisey had been muttering since she arrived. Zack was tired of listening to her. “Ralph made mistakes and now he’s paying for them. Just be glad his banishment wasn’t enforced and get over it.”


    Daisey’s mouth pinched. She stomped into the bathroom.


    Mike looked up from his handheld video game and snickered.


    Zack glared at the bruised boy.


    Mike pushed his luck. “What? She deserved that.”


    Zack resumed clipping his fingernails. “Shut up.”


    Adrian sensed things had changed between Zack and his abusive son. He fastened the Velcro hook to the wall so Sadie’s the stretcher wouldn’t roll if the ocean got rough. “Any issues?”


    Zack shook his head. “Just a sore spot from being poked with a needle. The new medic has no idea what he’s doing.”


    Adrian had been vaccinated by Tonya. He wasn’t feeling any discomfort at all yet. “I thought Willie was getting better at stuff like that.”


    Zack made a face. “I meant Brady.”


    Adrian paused in surprise. “Marc’s a student medic?”


    “Angela thinks it will give him a heart.”


    Adrian snorted.


    “Yeah.” Zack rubbed his arm as it continued to throb dully. “Incoming.”


    Adrian rotated to see Ray being led toward them by Charlie. Ray was cuffed and looking rough, but he was smiling. Adrian took that as a good sign. “Get him into the shower. Keep the cuffs on, just in case.”


    “We will.” Zack pushed away the bad vibes to nod at their submarine captain. “Good to see you, Ray.”


    Ray wasn’t sure why he’d been brought here since he didn’t have the rage illness, but he was happy to be out of that cell. “Same.”


    Charlie handed Ray’s release paper to Tonya and left. He was walking the ship and other doing small chores, like escorting people and checking on guard posts. It was keeping him busy.


    Ray stank. He had a full beard and bloodshot eyes that scanned everyone in quick, nervous sweeps, as if he was waiting to be attacked. Zack agreed with keeping the cuffs on. They were in front, though, allowing Ray a lot of movement.


    Ray went straight to the shower while hoping someone reconnected him to the main hive soon. He didn’t want to access his gifts right now, but he was curious about everything he’d missed while he was locked up.


    Tonya entered the crowded room. “Ray is on a medical break. He’ll be evaluated at the end of it for release and resuming his duties.”


    Ray’s relief lifted the mood.


    Tonya reconnected Ray to the main hive, using that skill for the first time.


    Ray flinched at the sudden noise. Then the voices began welcoming him back and offering to talk when he was ready. “Thank you.”


    He shut the shower door and started stripping. It was awkward with the cuffs still on, but he didn’t mind. I’m out of that cell!


    Tonya regarded Zack.


    Zack nodded. “I’ll handle him if I need to.”


    Tonya went back out into the reception area. A feeling of something bad coming their way hit her lightly, then vanished. That’s the warning that Angela gets before all hell breaks loose.


    Tonya quickly ran through their current status, looking for the problem.


    All of the recharges were done and most of those patients were sleeping. The medics had just finished a full check on everyone. The sleeping kids had just been given IV lines. Morgan was finishing that now. There was nothing obvious.


    Marc felt it too. He swept the front wing and then went toward the rear to check on that area.


    Morgan came out of the kids’ room. “Brady!”


    Marc read it in Morgan’s thoughts before the man could say anything. “Damn.”


    Morgan had been furious to find Shawn in there with the kids after everything they’d learned about him. “You had no right to do that! We’re trying to keep him away from her!”


    Marc tried not to get defensive. “Missy needs the support and the room is full of Eagles. She’s not in danger.”


    “That’s not for you to decide!”


    “Stop yelling at me!”


    “Stop being stupid!”


    Neither man had gotten a full night’s sleep yet since the excitement with Tilly. They blew off that steam now, at each other.


    The witnesses stayed out of the argument and out of the way in case it became physical. None of them had a prayer of stopping the two men if that happened. Even Kenn kept his distance, though he did silently call for Angela.


    Morgan pointed angrily. “The next time you want to make a choice, just don’t. You have no authority here now!”


    Angela came out of Jennifer’s room. She’d just fed and changed her daughter. “Problem, gentlemen?”


    “He keeps overstepping and I’m sick of it!”


    “I didn’t do it on purpose! Get off my back!”


    “I’d rather put you in the cage and beat your ass!”


    “You can try and die!”


    Shawn came out of the kid’s room, carrying his gear. “I’m leaving. Stop it now.”


    Shawn’s face was covered in a thick beard. He was wearing a baseball cap and farming clothes. He looked nothing like the man they all knew. Angela assumed he was trying to get people to forget about his past, but that wasn’t going to happen. “No.”


    Angela ignored Marc’s smirk and Morgan’s anger, but she did get between them so it couldn’t go any further. “You have the overnight guard shift out here.”


    Morgan’s anger switched to Angela. “You knew he was in there!”


    Angela hadn’t recovered much patience yet either. “We do what’s best for our patients, Morgan. Think about them first!”


    Morgan knew Shawn being here was good for Missy. He just couldn’t stand the thought of what might happen in the future.


    “Missy might need him. Let it go for now.”


    Morgan nodded curtly at her. He went to the dispenser to get a cool drink.


    Marc was confused. “I just did it to be nice. Now it sounds medical.”


    “It is.” Tonya went by him to reach the cabinet that held Ray’s file. “The rage illness gets worse with stress.”


    Marc frowned. “I know that.”


    Tonya ignored his tone so she could teach him something. “We have a lot of infected patients in here, Marc, patients who will be extremely stressed if this doesn’t work...”


    Marc groaned. “They’ll all have an episode!”


    “Exactly. This medical bay could become one big slaughterhouse. We need Shawn here to keep her calm but also to help keep us all alive if things go crazy.” That was the only reason Tonya hadn’t protested too.


    Heavy footsteps ran toward them.


    Everyone flinched or reacted.


    Marc brought his shield up over Angela and Tonya.


    Shawn hurried toward the rear entrance to cover that side.


    Jack and Bret went to the front entrance while keeping their shields up so they would be a surprise to an intruder.


    Kenn unsnapped his holster.


    Angela drew energy to react.


    Dalton flew into the medical bay and slid to his knees. He rolled beneath the reception desk. “Hide me!”


    More guards reached for weapons. Descendants got ready to bring up shields over the patient doors.


    Anna was standing at the reception desk. She didn’t glance down so she wouldn’t give him away. “What’s coming for us this time?”


    “Not you, me!”


    A gaggle of giggling groupies came through the hallway. Their heads swiveled, searching for their target.


    Some of those women had boyfriends or husbands. Anna’s disgust rose as she understood.


    Relief went through the medical bay. Anger was right behind it.


    Kenn glared at the gaggle when they would have come in. “Get lost!”


    The women fled.


    Anna grabbed Dalton’s arm. “Get out of here!”


    Dalton stood. “Shh! You’ll give me away.”


    Dalton’s stubble and bright white teeth were sexy. Anna hated herself for having a reaction to the new camp slut. She jerked him toward the entrance. “You promised them a good time. Go put out!”


    She shoved him out into the hall and slammed the door.


    Witnesses nodded in approval. Anna didn’t like Dalton and neither did they.


    Angela eyed the widow thoughtfully. It was sometimes very hard to differentiate anger from jealousy.


    More footsteps came through the hall. They weren’t running, but they still sounded unhappy.
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