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Always Riled

 

 

I was his favorite child.

We walked the earth, when it was warm and mild.

 

We talked about love.

We studied the lifeforms, both below and above.

 

We laughed together.

We roamed the realms, and made things better.

 

The angels were filled with jealousy.

He didn’t love them the same, was all they could see.

 

They plotted my demise.

Then the normals killed me, making sure I couldn’t rise.

 

I was betrayed.

My mother found my body, salting the ground where I laid.

 

My destiny hasn’t changed.

I was sent back to save them, furious and deranged.

 

Now my time has come again.

I’ll be born soon, able to spot the slightest sin.

 

My wrath cannot be controlled.

Even my new mother has no idea, what the future will hold.

 

I was his favorite child.

I am neither warm nor mild.

I am always riled.

My destiny will never be reconciled.

I hate them all.





  
    
​Chapter One



    Verdict


    The Runway


     


     


     


    1


    “We’ll hear closing arguments now.” Angela settled deeper into the hard chair, looking for a spot that didn’t make her legs hurt. “Defense went first with opening statements, so prosecution will go first this time.”


    Samantha picked up her pen to take notes as Kenn moved to the front of the large, crowded tent, but she already knew she wasn’t going to be able to pull this one out. Tim and Ralph are in deep shit.


    The wedding tent had been enlarged, making room for 200 angry camp members to observe these proceedings. They’d been taking turns over the week that the trial had taken. It was fully packed now, with even more people sitting and standing outside in the sun. Everyone knew Angela was going to hand out the sentences today. The only residents who weren’t here were on guard duty, point, or on a needed work crew, but even those few had been stopping by on their breaks.


    Kenn swept the upset people crammed into the huge tent, judging their levels of anger. He had no doubt that Angela was doing the same. Her final verdict would take that into account.


    Tim and Ralph were dressed in their Sunday best and sandwiched between the two lawyer’s desks. Neither man had spoken at all until it was their turn on the stand and even then, they’d been subdued and remorseful. Kenn was certain that had come from Samantha. Ralph wasn’t smart enough to do it on his own and Tim wanted to rant about the unfairness of this trial. Tim believed because he was a preacher, he should have immunity. His thoughts were rebellious and aggressive. Kenn was also sure Angela would take that into account.


    Well-armed brawlers in jeans and tank tops stood around the edges of the warm tent instead of Eagles, keeping hands on their gun belts to control the crowd that had gotten rowdy a few times as evidence was presented. Kenn decided his plan to stir them up again was a good idea. Too many of the camp members were only angry. He needed them to be furious.


    He scanned Angela’s personal guards, Bret and Adrian, to be sure they were alert. Then he faced the camp. “They brought the old world back among us.”


    His provocative statement drew those who’d been getting bored. Heads whipped toward Kenn in fresh anger.


    Gus stepped closer to the prisoners. Angela had been rotating the guards over Tim and Ralph since the night of the flood. It was his turn this week.


    “We swore we wouldn’t let the old ways destroy the world again. They swore it. Then they lied to our faces and aided in the murders of four camp members. They betrayed our trust.”


    Mutters went through the crowded tent. A faint breeze riffled papers on the desks.


    “You’ve heard evidence from the top Eagles over the last week. Tim knew Courtney was going to plant bombs on the cruise ship.” Kenn’s feelings bled through. “That one almost cost us two women, their babies, and several medics!” He didn’t mention the unborn son Courtney had been carrying, but he felt the loss.


    Kenn looked down at Dog, who was lying in front of Angela’s desk. “It did cost us two kittens.”


    The female cat howled on cue and staggered out of the tent.


    Dog growled lowly toward Tim and then followed his cat.


    The mood dipped.


    “All Tim received for that was a fast beating and then it went away. We’ve heard how Ralph kept the normals riled up on the ship, telling them Angela was out to kill them all. He was even on the law council at that time, but it wasn’t enough to keep him from starting trouble. And he was never punished for it. His removal from the council came because he couldn’t keep his mouth shut. Even on the trip here, both men had already proved they weren’t trustworthy.”


    More mutters floated through the warm tent, raising the temperature and lowering the mood.


    “Now we’re on this beautiful island where we’re protected from Nature. That bitch hunted us for a year! We weren’t supposed to be hunted anymore!” Kenn calmed, turning to include everyone. “They hid killers. One of our innocent kids was accused and arrested. Missy spent a night in jail for something she didn’t do! They stole from us, lied to our faces, and allowed bad men to hunt defenseless women, all in the name of sanctuary, in the name of religion.”


    Church people winced and slid down into their seats to avoid drawing attention. They didn’t want to be blamed for Tim’s actions, though they felt bad for Ralph.


    Ralph began to cry again.


    Tim glared back at the crowd, now barely keeping his mouth shut.


    “Angela told them they could have their church as long as it didn’t break our rules. When we searched that church, we found stolen supplies, a hidden boat, and murder weapons. You all saw how those killers attacked our leader the night of the flood. Tim triggered that mess, but he didn’t help us in the fight at all.” Kenn waited while people remembered the ugly battle with Nature and her minions. Then he went on.


    “Tim and Ralph chose those outsiders over us. They don’t deserve to be here. They shouldn’t be a part of our camp anymore. I want them both gone.” Kenn focused on the now furious camp. “What do you want?”


    “Kill them both!”


    “Banish them!”


    “Banishment!”


    “Death!”


    The brawlers let the shouts go on at Angela’s motion. People had a right to be angry.


    Ralph’s sons begged for mercy, but they were drowned out by the shouting crowd.


    Gus stayed by the prisoners and tried to act like he would protect them if there was a riot, but he had already decided to step aside and let them be taken if that happened. They didn’t deserve to be protected from the crowd’s justice. They were guilty.


    Kenn glared at both defendants, then regarded Angela. “The prosecution asks that you eliminate them, as an example of what should happen to traitors.”


    Kenn returned to his seat as the crowd cheered.


    Samantha waited until it died down before standing. She felt Wade move closer in case she needed help. She’d gotten some nasty remarks during the trial. It had made him nervous. “Our justice system demands that accused people get a strong defense to make sure they’re really guilty of the crime. I’ve done that during this trial by telling you why they hid the refugees, why they didn’t come forward. Deep down, you all know Tim and Ralph to be good men. They wanted to help the refugees, to help the normals. They’re not evil.”


    Samantha drew in a deep breath and delivered an ugly surprise. “But they are guilty of these crimes. I don’t have an excuse for that. I’m not going to lie and twist the words. It bothered me to defend them.”


    Samantha didn’t look at her clients as she faced Angela. “I’m asking for mercy because this camp doesn’t need to turn into rabid killers foaming at the mouth to see someone executed. That’s not what Safe Haven is about. I ask that you consider banishment instead of death.”


    Daisey broke into sobs as the crowd shouted, denying that request. They now wanted both men executed.


    Samantha returned to her seat with a churning stomach. I don’t want to defend guilty people anymore.


    Angela caught that and made a note in her book. “Does the defense or prosecution have anything else they think this court should hear?”


    “No.” Kenn was more than happy with how things were going.


    Samantha shook her head.


    “May I address the court?”


    Everyone quieted as Adrian stepped in front of the desk.


    Brawlers glared at Adrian. He was supposed to be protecting the boss, not participating in the trial.


    Angela frowned. “If it’s related to these cases.”


    “It is.” Adrian only looked at Angela. “I want it known for the record that Ralph has saved lives in this camp. All of the bulletproof canopies we used on the run here were handsewn by Ralph and his boys. He’s one of us.”


    “The court will take that into account.”


    Adrian scowled. “I mean it, Judge. Ralph has the rage illness. Without that infection twisting his mind, he never would have done those things.”


    Samantha looked up. “What about Tim?”


    Kenn held up a sheet of paper. “This is the blood work. Tim does not have the rage sickness.”


    Tonya hadn’t been here for the trial, but her test results had been used several times.


    “Anything else?” Angela glanced around.


    No one spoke.


    “A verdict will be handed down in five minutes, and then sentencing will proceed directly after that.” Angela slowly stood and waddled to the tent flap with Bret in front of her and Adrian behind.


    She stepped out into the bright sunlight and went toward the bathrooms that had been dug just for this trial.


    Bret peered into that bathroom before moving aside for her to go in. Then he waited next to Adrian without speaking. He was thrilled to have been chosen for guard duty over the boss again, but he didn’t think he was needed. Everyone’s anger was directed at the prisoners. Angela wasn’t in danger.


    Adrian agreed with that observation. He also knew things could change in an instant. Bret wasn’t old enough yet to comprehend how unpredictable life was. As a new member of Safe Haven, Bret was still on probation, like Selina and Isabel and a few others, but he was doing well so far. Adrian hoped life didn’t change that.


    Adrian made eye contact with the guards around the large tent that was sitting in the middle of the runway. There wasn’t a better place for a gathering of this size. They needed to clear out some of the jungle, but he already knew Angela wasn’t going to agree to that even though she’d had a rough time getting up here each day. Her enormous stomach was preceding her everywhere she went.


    “Shut up.”


    Adrian grinned at her muffled complaint. He didn’t tell her how much he enjoyed seeing her that way. It wasn’t welcome, but all the men on this island were feeling it. She was beautiful, in a different way this time. Giving life was the noblest–


    “I said shut up!”


    Adrian swallowed his amusement as she came out. He didn’t stare at her and add to her annoyance. He extended his arm while scanning the thick, brittle jungle.


    Angela took his arm with a huge scowl. “If men had to go through this, the species would have died out centuries ago.”


    Adrian chuckled. “I’m sure you’re right.”


    He led her back toward the tent, but slowly and not just because of her size. She needed a minute more to clear out the ugly thoughts she’d been having. This trial hadn’t been easy on her and Tim’s resentful contemplations weren’t helping.


    “He thinks he’s above our rules.”


    Adrian nodded. “He’ll figure it out.”


    “When it’s too late.” Angela wanted to have mercy on Tim, but his attitude wasn’t leaving her any room to work.


    “He doesn’t deserve mercy.”


    “I know.” But I’ll always feel that way about the normals. Angela went to the tent flap, locking her mind again like she’d been doing for the entire trial. She was trying hard not to appear biased.


    Adrian helped her to her seat and then put some distance between them to appease the people who didn’t like them being so close.


    Bret stood behind her and waited for this ugliness to be over.


    The crowd quieted all at once, turning toward Angela eagerly.


    “I find you both guilty.”


    No one had expected anything else. They waited impatiently for the next part.


    “Before I pass sentence, both defendants will be given a chance to speak. Ralph, you’ll go first.”


    Samantha and Daisey helped Ralph to his feet. Tears streamed over his raw, puffy cheeks.


    “I’m so sorry!” He drew in a gulp of air between the sobs. “I just wanted to help them!”


    Ralph sank back into his chair, hands coming up to cover his face.


    Some of the crowd felt bad for him, but most didn’t. They were tired of being betrayed by people they’d thought they could trust.


    Angela motioned. “Tim.”


    Tim shrugged Gus’s big hand from his shoulder. He stood and swept the crowd. He spotted the church group sitting together; his lip curled. Not one of them had come to speak on his behalf. They just wanted to hear the sentence. “This is wrong.”


    The camp booed.


    Tim faced Angela. “You’re not God! You shouldn’t even be in that job. You don’t really care about our lives. All you want is more power, like Harry!”


    Mission men frowned deeply at Tim. He hadn’t been along for that run. He had no right to speak about it as if he had been.


    “Are you done?”


    Tim’s face hardened at Angela’s emotionless query. “You’ve ruled our lives for over a year. You’ve changed our constitution, our camp laws, and how we’re allowed to live. You rule us like a king. You’re planning to put Marc’s kid on that throne next. Everything about you is wrong and they all have the right to know!”


    Eagles were looking over now, silently asking if Tim needed to be shut up. He was blaring thoughts that most of them had had but kept to themselves to keep from causing unrest among the normals.


    “You’ve let battles and deaths happen that didn’t need to. You’ve kept information to yourself that could have saved lives. You’ve murdered people! Why is it okay for you, but not for me?!”


    Angela studied Tim tolerantly, tone almost bored. “Anything else?”


    Tim realized she’d expected this, that she was allowing it for some reason he didn’t understand. His hands clenched into tight fists. “All I did was give sanctuary to a group of refugees. I didn’t kill anyone. I don’t deserve any of this. You should be the one on trial!”


    The crowd shouted louder, making the brawlers tense. They didn’t want to defend Tim from the camp.


    “Both defendants have had a chance to explain their actions. They’ve made statements. They were defended by the best lawyer we have here. Are you all satisfied with this?”


    The camp’s shouted agreement drowned out Tim’s next protest. He sank back into his chair, sulking. “Go on and banish me, then. I was tired of living among you freaks anyway!”


    There were more mutters and some shock, but most of those observing just waited for the punishment.


    Angela gave it without a change in tone or expression. “Ralph, you are banished from Safe Haven.”


    Daisey’s tears became sobs again.


    “You’ll go on the run we’re making to the States for Jayda’s family and you’ll stay there, without supplies or assistance from us.”


    Angela pinned Tim with her fury. “You were told what would happen if you broke the rules.”


    Tim paled as he realized what was happening. “You can’t do that!”


    “I can and I will. For your crimes, I sentence you to be hung by the neck until dead, Tim. You have one week to put your affairs in order.”


    Standing with the guards, Jennifer’s eyes lit up bright red.


    Next to her, so did Daryl’s.


    They spoke at the same time, “I volunteer as executioner!”


    The crowd cheered.


    Tim started shouting.


    “This trial has concluded.” Angela held up a hand before Daisey or Samantha could try to talk her out of it. She wasn’t going to change her mind. Tim’s life now belonged to fate. “I have a couple of camp updates.”


    The crowd quieted again, but the sobs from Daisey and Ralph didn’t stop.


    “You can’t do this to me!”


    Angela glared at Tim. “I can take away the week and let them execute you up right now.”


    Tim stopped yelling.


    Angela used her calm tone again. “There will be a vote next month to elect a sheriff and a police force to take some of the weight off of the Eagles.”


    “Can we do both?” Stuart wanted to be an Eagle, but he also enjoyed the life of a brawler.


    “No. If you become a cop, you have to resign from my army.” Angela smiled at the man. “The brawlers, and Stuart, have my full support for those positions.”


    The brawlers exchanged grins and pride. The boss was happy with them. For many of the residents on this island, that was all they needed to be satisfied.


    Angela found Parker in the crowd and motioned him forward. “You’re the new leader of the church?”


    Parker and the others came toward the front of the tent. “They voted me in. We’re already making changes.”


    Angela scanned the jeans, loose hair, and makeup on the women, approving. They wanted to believe in God and also have freedom. She saw no problem with that.


    Tim did. “You’re already disrespecting it!”


    The crowd shouted at Tim, while Parker ignored him.


    Angela held out a sheet of paper. “The law council has decided on the new rules for the church.”


    Parker took the paper without reading it. “We agree to all of them.”


    Tim’s scowl covered his face. “Don’t you even want to negotiate?”


    Parker nearly growled. “No! We’re not traitors like you!” He quickly signed the sheet.


    Angela motioned. “Post it on the front door of the church and make sure every member reads it, no matter how young or old. If they can’t read, read it to them. You’ll all be held to it.”


    “We’ll make you proud.” Parker didn’t spare another glance at Tim. He led his group out of the tent.


    Angela tapped her notebook. “If you’d like to sign up for the police force or the Eagles, I have the sheets right here.”


    While people went toward Angela, Ed eased over to where Tim was sitting in furious understanding. By removing him, Angela would now control the church through Parker.


    “I’m sorry. I couldn’t talk to you until the trial was over.” Ed had been a key witness for the prosecution.


    Tim glared. “It doesn’t matter, traitor.”


    Ed winced. He and Tim had been good friends at one time.


    “Tell Adrian and Neil I want a minute with them.” Tim stood as Gus held out the cuffs. It was time to go back to his cell. “They both owe me a conversation. Tell them I said that.”


    “I will.” Ed watched as Gus led the prisoners toward the flap. One was weeping. The other was glowering at everyone, including Angela.


    Samantha stayed with Daisey and Ralph’s sons, trying to offer comfort. She would go to the jailhouse later to handle last requests. She wasn’t looking forward to it.


    In the far corner, Ray stayed in his chair and watched the crowd as they left. His mind was full of confusion.


    Kenn noticed. He went over to the quiet man. “You okay?”


    Ray wasn’t ready to talk about it. “Peachy.”


    He stopped Kenn from questioning him by asking one of his own. “I’m restarting the campfire group. Will you be there?”


    Kenn was completely distracted. His mind went to those odd nights where he’d finally felt welcome. Most of those people were gone now.


    “It will grow again, probably.”


    Kenn’s mind stayed in the past. “I’ll be there.”


    Ray left Kenn to his contemplations, escaping before the smart Marine could recover and start asking questions. Sometimes a guy just needs time to think.


    Angela spotted Ray as he left, but she didn’t call him over and demand to know what was wrong. Ray was one of the few people here who could be trusted in every way. When he was ready to talk, he would come to her or someone else. Until then, she would respect his privacy.


    Angela sneered at Tim as Gus led him by, then she turned her back to him. As far as she was concerned, he was already dead.


    Everyone around her did the same, presenting stiff backs to Tim.


    Tim held his chin up and walked out of the tent. “Remember this moment, lady. It’s the moment you sentenced an innocent man to die.”


    “You aren’t innocent!” Shawn pushed toward Tim, drawing the brawlers into a line between them. “You got good people killed! And Missy almost paid for it! You deserve this!”


    Tim walked away without answering. It was clear that he didn’t agree.


    “What happened to him?” Adrian was stunned by Tim’s transformation.


    Angela also headed for the exit. “Nothing.”


    “What?”


    “This is who he really was all along. You were just too kind to see it.” Angela went toward the least-used breezy jungle path, hoping the wind meant they had rain coming soon. It had been weeks without a single drop.


    “I’m too kind?” Adrian didn’t view himself that way at all.


    Angela nodded. “Since the war, you’ve seen the best in people and tried to find ways to fix their flaws, even if the methods were harsh. It was always based on helping.”


    Adrian’s stomach began to bubble. “You’re not like that, are you?”


    “Nope. I see the flaws first.” She swept him from head to toe, pointedly, and then waddled into the brown, wilting jungle.


    Adrian sighed. “Gonna be one of those days.”


    “Yep.” Angela didn’t tell him sentencing Tim to death had hurt her inside, so much that she could barely tolerate the feeling.


    He knew, but there wasn’t anything Adrian could do about it. Some people needed to die. It was the law of any land.


    “It’s a shitty design.”


    “Yep.” Adrian could tell she needed to talk, and he was thrilled to have any time with her, but he was also torn. There was something else he really wanted to be doing right now.


    “How’s that going?”


    Adrian sighed in miserable excitement as he followed her through the jungle. “Good, as far as I’m concerned. No idea how Marc feels about it.”


    “Yes, he was shocked when I put you two together right after the flood for daily rounds. The next step will floor him.”


    “And everyone else. Sharing control of everything while you’re on maternity leave isn’t what anyone expects.”


    “I don’t have a choice.” Angela finally told him why, taking advantage of them being alone for the moment, except for Bret, who was bringing up the rear. “Jennifer proved she can’t handle it yet and the other co-leaders are all busy on big projects or handling personal issues.”


    “You could have given it to Marc, alone.”


    “He’s too strict, like Jenny. There has to be a balance.”


    Adrian knew there was more to it. “It will also keep him from making changes you don’t approve of.”


    Angela delivered an intense smile as a reward for him seeing that.


    Adrian tripped over a brittle vine, snapping it off as he hit his knees next to her.


    Angela laughed. “You should do that more often.”


    Adrian grunted. “Do what?”


    “Kneel at my feet. I like that view.”


    Adrian got up. “Whatever you want.”


    Angela could feel his restlessness. She waved. “Go on.”


    Adrian still hesitated. Marc had sent him to guard her during the trial.


    “The trial’s over.” Angela looked to their right. “And I have another guard coming. Go on so you don’t miss your walk with Marc.”


    Adrian spotted Kenn coming through the dry foliage and grinned. “Thank you!”


    He pushed his luck by kissing her cheek before he took off running. Wait for me!


    Kenn snorted as he stopped by her. He’d caught most of that. “It’s funny that he doesn’t see what you’re doing to him.”


    Angela took Kenn’s big arm, swallowing the automatic revulsion. “It’s funny that you think he doesn’t know.”


    “Then why is he allowing it?”


    “Because I’m giving him something he wants almost as much as me or leadership.”


    Kenn frowned. “Time with Marc means that much to him?”


    “As much as it does to you.”


    Kenn opened his mouth to deny that and then snapped it shut. He hated Marc, but he also loved the man and that would never change. “What did you do to us, witch?”


    Angela kept walking, forcing Kenn to keep pace or let go of her.


    Even now with her as big as a house, sweating, and wearing a blue jean jumper big enough for him, Kenn craved any contact she would allow. He kept pace and locked his thoughts.


    Angela smiled at him.


    “You’re being nice…”


    She nodded, still smiling.


    Kenn’s stomach dropped. “You want something I won’t want to give.”


    Angela beamed.


    Bret shoved Kenn from the back as hard as he could, neatly taking the man’s place at Angela’s side.


    Kenn hit the dusty ground and rolled, coming up ready to fight. “What the hell was that for?!”


    Bret shrugged. “She likes you guys on your knees.”


    Angela burst out laughing.


    Kenn understood Bret was trying to improve her mood. He dusted himself off. “I see you have another convert.”


    Angela patted Bret’s hand. “I have another son.”


    Kenn’s mouth opened before his brain was in control. “You can adopt all the kids you want. It won’t bring back your dead babies.”


    Angela stopped.


    Bret let go of her arm and retreated to clear her a line of fire. “Dumbass.”


    Fuck! Kenn waited stiffly for the pain to come. The only unknown was what form it would take.


    Angela connected to Kenn and let him feel her emotions.


    Kenn fought her, but it was impossible to avoid the agony spreading into his heart and mind. When the tears started rolling down his cheeks, he barely noticed. “Please. I’m sorry.”


    Angela was flashed back to their life together, to how he had always gotten meaner when she’d begged him to stop. For one instant, she increased the pain, letting him feel that, too. Then she broke the connection.


    She turned back toward the path and resumed her walk, mood now shattered. “You will stay here when the team leaves on the run to find Jayda’s family. Stay here with your son and be the man you couldn’t be before. If you don’t, I’m going to pull my support. Tonya will follow my lead.”


    “Why would you do that?!”


    “Because I still see dark spots when I scan your mind and heart, Kenn, and I’ve had enough. It’s time to prove me wrong.”


    “Or?”


    “Or leave this camp and don’t ever come back.”


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Two



    Very Good


    In Town


     


     


     


    1


    “It’s over.”


    Neil carefully hammered in another nail instead of responding to Selina’s comment. The bunkhouse wall had more cracks that they were patching with scrap wood.


    All of the workers were wearing fanny packs that held a hammer and nails. Piles of boards and scrap sat near the taped-off side of the structure. The sound of hammering echoed across the town.


    They were trying to add a layer of support to the wall that had collapsed in the flood. The entire bunkhouse was tilted. This side of it had been emptied. The other side was crowded and cluttered. Angela had moved two dozen Eagles to the church bunkhouse to make more room, but it wasn’t enough. They needed a new home.


    Selina knew Neil didn’t want to talk about the trial. She handed him another nail and enjoyed being part of the work crew. She was eager to be helpful to her new clan.


    Neil spotted the first group of camp members coming back into town and forced himself to concentrate on putting in the next nail. The clinic plans had been put on hold while they repaired the bunkhouse, but it never seemed to be finished. Every morning they woke to find a new crack or another hole that had to be patched.


    Daryl walked by, frustrated with the work. He was the foreman on this job and it wasn’t going like he needed it to. Patching holes on a broken foundation was like using a band aid on a stab wound.


    Daryl glanced over at the small patio of the restaurant, where their patients were resting and getting some sun. Daryl knew he owed Jennifer and Angela everything. He was still stressed, and he would stay that way until the births, but things were definitely better now that he wasn’t having to drain himself daily just to keep his wife alive.


    The restaurant had become a gathering place, like Angela wanted. They took meals there in shifts and enjoyed the quiet of the small patio next to it between those meals. That area received full sunlight. It was perfect for people who needed to rest.


    Brittani smiled back at her husband and then resumed reading her book. She still had rough days, but the three babies were growing like they should be. Things were better now that more evil had been removed from their camp.


    Daryl joined Neil and Selina. He’d been going to the trial every day on his break. He didn’t tell them the verdict. He was certain they already knew. Even the people who hadn’t attended the trial had been keeping track of it mentally.


    Neil smothered his guilt and kept working. Tim used to be on his team. It was bothering Neil to know the man was going to be executed. “This isn’t going to hold.”


    Daryl knew. The flood had collapsed this part of the bunkhouse and weakened the wood from soaking it. “We need to lift it all up and add support beneath it.”


    “Like concrete blocks?” Neil gestured. “We have a small stack of those near one of the public restrooms.”


    “That would be perfect, but we can’t lift it. We don’t have the equipment.” And this isn’t the only leftover problem from the flood. Daryl eyed the taped off tunnel hatch nearby and grimaced. The alligators that had gone down there to keep from being washed out to sea were still there. They often heard the unhappy reptiles trying to find a way out.


    Neil spotted Biff coming back from the trial. He was also on this work crew. “Go get the concrete blocks. I’ll line up the heavy equipment.”


    Daryl was shaken out of his personal issues as he understood what Neil was going to try. “Is that a good idea?”


    Neil nodded. “The camp loves Biff. They’ve been asking him to do things like this for weeks. It will increase his status here.”


    Daryl was reminded of his own needs in that area. He motioned at Jayda and Thomas, who were also on this work shift. “Grab both wheelbarrows and follow me.”


    Neil saw Ed coming back from the trial and sighed as the man zeroed in on him. “Everyone else, take five.”


    Selina hurried toward the barn. The kids were in a school session next to it. The den mothers and some of the babies were inside the barn. Selina wanted to check on Missy and her infants. It was a daily pattern for her.


    Selina liked it that the kids were treated well here. Everyone took turns teaching them. Molly and Piper were handling it this week. Rotating teachers kept the kids and the instructors from getting bored or frustrated. Selina just wished she had something to teach them other than how to change a diaper or spy for the boss.


    The rest of the construction workers were glad of the short break. The sun was bright and they’d been working since right after dawn. Everyone was looking forward to lunch.


    Theo put his hammer onto the hook on his belt and wiped sweat from his face and arms. He ignored the ogling by camp women as a small group of them walked by. They’d attended the trial. Theo could tell because they were sizzling with need. One of the other camp relief sources would handle them. Theo wasn’t interested in random encounters anymore.


    I’ve spent the last three weeks chasing pussy and thinking about everything that happened on my last run. I’ve figured out I’m not satisfied with one-night stands even though I’m staying so horny I don’t really need a hammer.


    Theo glanced around for Debra, trying to be subtle.


    Ed chuckled as he went by. “She’s with the fishing group at the beach.”


    Theo hadn’t realized people knew he was watching Debra again. He wondered if Debra knew.


    Ed kept going, not telling Theo that Debra wasn’t just helping the fishing crew. She was practicing her swimming skills on breaks while there were people nearby to help her if the tide started to pull her out. Theo wasn’t going to be happy when he found out his deaf ex-girlfriend was joining the diving team.


    Ed stopped next to Neil, waiting until the other workers moved away. They didn’t have privacy anymore, but old habits died hard.


    “Where’s Samantha?” Neil already knew. He was trying to dodge this conversation.


    Ed kicked dust from his boots. “On the runway, for now. She and Wade will be going to the jail to get Tim’s last wishes.”


    Neil winced. So much for avoiding.


    “He wants to talk to you.”


    Neil stored his tool.


    Ed pushed. “Tim said you owe him a conversation as his former team leader.”


    Neil sighed, shoulders drooping. “Yeah.”


    “So you’ll go talk to him?”


    “At some point.” Neil wiped dust from his black tank top. He’d stored his trooper clothes on the ship after the flood. It was too much gear to wear while working.


    Ed was satisfied. Neil would probably delay for a couple of days, which would make Tim suffer more. And he deserves that.


    “Does he?”


    Ed nodded. “You didn’t go to any of the trial days. If you’d heard what they did, you’d understand you don’t need to feel guilty over the removal order. Just do your duty as an Eagle and let the rest go.”


    Neil sighed. “I’ll try. Thank you.”


    Ed continued on, happy that Neil hadn’t argued. There was a fine line between justice and revenge. Neil didn’t want any part of that and Ed respected him for it. But I don’t agree at all. Tim deserves everything that’s happening for not telling us about Courtney. The rest of it just piled on. That first offense should have been the one that got him killed.


    Ed went to the class next to the barn, smiling at the kids and teachers. He stopped at the guard post, returning to his place now that his break was over. “Enforcer J.”


    Jennifer enjoyed his good mood. “Ed.” She’d taken the shorter path back to check on Roy and Autumn quicker.


    Ed thought Jennifer looked like one of the school kids in her jean jumper and long braid. He tried not to let her catch that thought, though. He knew she wouldn’t like it.


    Ed waited for any updates she wanted to give while doing a full scan from one end of the area to the other. He’d had duty over the kids every day since being released from the clinic. Jennifer had healed his injuries and then Angela had put him in a public post so everyone could see he hadn’t been a part of the problem. Being a spy among the church group for those two months made that necessary, but Ed was also enjoying having a little of the spotlight again. He’d missed the public interactions with those in authority.


    The rest of the guards on duty over the kids did their own scans. There hadn’t been a single problem in three weeks. It was making some of them twitchy.


    Two dozen teenagers were here, all in folding chairs with small lap desks and pencils, listening to Piper as she taught them how to check the soil for mold. Most of the kids were in shorts and tank tops, but the weather here would soon change that. It was late fall on Pitcairn. They were about to go through their first winter here.


    The folding chairs lined in neat rows bothered Ed because it reminded him of schools in the past. He believed homeschooling was a better choice than restarting the environment that encouraged bullies and shootings, but Angela wanted the kids to be able to form bonds and friendships that would see them through the future. They were both right as far as Ed was concerned, but he did wonder how she would prevent those problems when they had more students.


    Jennifer smiled at Grant, who had point over the guards for this shift. She could tell Grant was enjoying his time away from their ships, but there was no warmth in his gaze for her like there had been in the past. Their friendship might be irreparable.


    Grant scanned the opposite direction while keeping his thoughts locked.


    Ed knew that bothered Jennifer. He was also being treated as an outcast by some of the people who didn’t understand he had been Angela’s spy. He felt bad for Jennifer. It gave them something in common. “You should go talk to him.”


    Jennifer put her nose in the air.


    Ed shrugged. “I don’t think his coldness has much to do with you. Grant’s been like that with all of us for the last couple of weeks. It’s connected to Ray.”


    Jennifer stored the information to put in her nightly report. That man had also been quiet, though he didn’t have a bad attitude toward her or anyone else. He was just in his own mind these days. “Ray went through a lot on that run. Grant needs to give him time to settle back in.”


    “They’ve been back for almost a month.”


    “Everybody adjusts at their own pace. When Ray is ready to talk, he’ll pick someone.”


    Ed wasn’t sure that was true. All of the people Ray usually confided in were busy with their own lives, and he obviously didn’t feel comfortable talking to Grant about whatever was on his mind.


    “I’ll mention it to the boss.”


    Ed smiled again. “Make sure you tell her how happy I am with this assignment.”


    Jennifer knew Ed was pleased to be back in the public spotlight. His reputation was already rebounding. She also knew there was more to it than that.


    Jennifer scanned the students who had immediately gone quiet when she returned. One of the girls in a front folding chair caught her attention.


    Jennifer scanned the girl’s long blonde ponytail and bright brown eyes, trying to figure out a puzzle. She knew the girl was special in some way. So was her little sister. Both girls looked the same, talked the same, and acted the same. They might as well have been twins if not for the age difference.


    Ed distracted her. “Everyone’s coming back now. It will be hard for the kids to concentrate.”


    Jennifer took the hint and saved it for later. “I’ll be around.” Jennifer went into the barn.


    “I’ll be here.” Ed kept a blank mind until she was out of sight. Then he favored the girl in the front row with a warm glance. Margret was 15. The single men in camp had been crowding her since her birthday last month. Ed had given her friendship with no strings. And if she picks one of them instead, that’s okay. I don’t need a mate to be content here.


    Ed knew he could pick from the camp women, but Margret was special. So was her mother, Amanda, but she terrified Ed. There was a hard shell around Amanda that said the man who won her daughter’s heart had better be worthy of it or they might pay the ultimate price.


    Margret blushed and dropped her eyes back to her notes before one of the teachers scolded her for not paying attention to the farming lesson.


    Piper acted like she hadn’t caught it all, but she made a note in her book about it. Her nightly report would let Angela know that future match was proceeding slowly, just like they wanted it to. Margret was legally old enough to pick a mate. That didn’t mean she had to yet. Angela wanted their kids to have time to grow up before they had to start breeding.


    Piper glared at a gaggle of camp women who went by. They were flirting, waving, and even blowing kisses to the older boys in the class. “Move on!”


    The five needy camp women barely responded to Piper’s shout. They wanted this new crop of teenage boys.


    Piper looked toward the barn. “Enforcer J?”


    The camp woman hurried on as Jennifer came out of the barn, carrying Autumn.


    Jennifer scowled at them, getting them to leave faster. They were quickly out of sight.


    Autumn didn’t wake up. She would sleep until Jennifer reached the ship and then she would spend time with KJ. Autumn and Tonya’s son were developing a close friendship that already worried their mothers.


    Little Roy was still with the other younger kids in the barn. The den mothers were working on counting this week, using the barn steps. It gave the kids exercise as well as knowledge, but it was also a smaller area so the den mothers could keep an easier eye on them while everyone was distracted by the trial.


    Jennifer went to the patio as the classes resumed. Their kids had to know how to grow their own food and it wasn’t as simple as dropping a seed into the ground and waiting. They’d already had a failed crop of tomatoes. For some reason, the plants were wilting and falling over even though they were being watered twice a week.


    Piper motioned. “Guard duty.”


    Cate hopped up, grinning. She’d been waiting patiently for her turn. Piper always sent one of them with Jennifer as a guard.


    Piper wondered if they would continue the same routines now that the trial was over. She hoped so. It was comforting to have a solid daily schedule. She washed up, had breakfast, worked a shift with the kids, had lunch, put in her two hours on Eagle workouts and training, and then spent the evening with her mate. They’d even played cards with Daryl and Brittani last night. Piper was happy here.


    Jennifer wished she felt the same. Many people were still avoiding her and some were rude any time they had contact. Eric hadn’t forgiven her at all. Jennifer was trying to think of a way to make peace with Zack’s son, but the boy didn’t want it.


    Deep down, neither did Jennifer. She didn’t like Eric.


    Cate walked behind Jennifer and to the right, so she could see ahead while protecting from the rear. She stayed ready to bring up her shield.


    Jennifer was a little embarrassed to have a guard after all this time, but her large stomach said she might need the extra help when things went crazy again.


    Jennifer rubbed her belly with her free hand, marveling over how fast life had changed for her. Two years ago, she’d been in school herself.


    “You should take the classes with us.” Cate was adorable with her short black spikes and red hairband, but her jeans and white shirt were covered in dirt spots and ink smudges. It was great that Cate seemed to be embracing both sides of being a girl.


    Jennifer pondered the suggestion. “Maybe all of the adults should.”


    Cate made a face. “Yes! Some of our people are stupid.”


    “That’s not nice.”


    “It’s the truth. That matters more than being nice.”


    “Fair enough. But don’t say that again. Call them…educationally challenged.”


    “No.”


    “No?”


    “I don’t lie. You can handle that.”


    Jennifer grunted. “You’re in a mood today.”


    Cate glared. “I’m practicing my ‘tude.”


    Jennifer snickered. “I like your nice attitude. Why are you practicing being a brat?”


    “I have a class with Adrian coming up.”


    Jennifer snickered. “Well, in that case, carry on.”


    “Don’t tell me what to do!”


    “Perfect.”
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    Jennifer’s amusement carried on the wind as they went by the patio next to the restaurant where four people were sitting.


    Dace smiled. “She’s in a good mood.”


    “Yep.” Lisa handed him a cup of iced tea. There wasn’t much ice on the island. She had talked the cooks into a cup for each of their wheelchair patients.


    Brittani sipped her tea and enjoyed her book. Reading about magic amused her now. I wonder if having a wand would make our gifts stronger…


    Dace shifted toward Lisa. “Can I have a shot with it?”


    Lisa handed him the flask. Dace didn’t really like beer or wine. He preferred scotch. She was rationing the bottle she’d gotten from the medics. The cooks had refused to part with any of their alcohol supply. This island was slowly going dry.


    Sitting next to them, Jack scanned the women who were coming back from the trial. He studied the big breasted brunettes, willing himself to feel anything.


    Lisa had opened the umbrella on the table to keep Dace from getting sunburnt. She was in the chair next to him, where the sun was beating on her skin and warming her. She was staying chilly. It’s better than morning sickness.


    Jack couldn’t stand to look at Lisa as the sun turned her into a glinting goddess. She was sweet, beautiful, strong, and forbidden. The torment was a physical pain that kept him annoyed and restless.


    Lisa laughed at something Dace said.


    Jack stood and walked away, unable to take any more of it. “We’ll finish the card game later.”


    Dace stared after his brother. “Is he okay?”


    Lisa shrugged. “He’s been quiet around us for the last week. I believe he’s lonely. We should set him up with someone.”


    Brittani opened her mouth. Then she shut it and went back to her book.


    Jennifer stopped by her. “Need anything before I go to the ship?”


    Jennifer was doing roaming rounds today. She wanted a weather check next. While she was on the ship, she would also check on the medical crew that was working there today, and deliver a healing session to anyone who had an appointment.


    Brittani lightly patted her huge stomach. “Food again, soon.”


    “Awesome.” Jennifer headed for the path, relieved that things were going so well with Brittani. She was out in the sun and fresh air daily, relaxing while her babies developed. Jennifer now had a lot more hope for her to carry to term.


    Jennifer caught sight of Angela coming through the jungle with Bret. Angela had refused healing treatments. She said using magic on her wouldn’t work.


    Angela gave Jennifer a sharp look.


    Jennifer headed down the path, but she stewed on it. There was something going on with Angela’s pregnancy. Jennifer was trying to figure out what it was.


    Bret moved closer to Angela. “She’ll figure it out soon.”


    Angela made a face. “She should have already gotten it. I’m a little disappointed that she hasn’t.”


    Bret slyly dropped some new information. “She needs classes with the camp enforcer.”


    Angela slowed, frowning deeply. “Jennifer is the camp enforcer.”


    “She’s too young. She needs time with Amanda.”


    Angela stopped.


    Bret showed her who he was talking about.


    Angela let the boy believe he’d surprised her. Bret’s education on people was coming along nicely. If she didn’t let him feel like he had a victory here and there, it would stop that progress and make him shut down. Kids needed encouragement. “She’s been here the whole time.”


    Bret nodded. “There are others, hiding and waiting.”


    “Are they also trying to go good?”


    Bret shrugged. “The ones I’ve been able to scan are. They’re all happy to be here, but I feel others who never let their guard down long enough for me to learn anything about them.”


    “What do you suggest for that?”


    “Scans while they’re distracted.”


    Angela resumed their walk. “We’ll do that during the Eagle event, but don’t push any buttons, no matter what you find. Always come to me before you confront them.”


    “What if they catch me snooping?”


    “Use my name for protection and then come to me.”


    “I will.”


    Angela headed for the bunkhouse, but not to get an update. She’d caught the thoughts about using Biff’s skill. She wanted to watch with everyone else, while judging the camp’s reaction to it. If this went well, they might start using more magic in other projects.


    “What if they can’t handle it?”


    “You tell me.”


    Bret concentrated, bringing up a shield around her while he was distracted.


    Angela smiled at the people and guards who rotated toward them. “Just practice.”


    The camp members accepted that answer.


    The Eagles continued to sweep for trouble.


    Bret kept his voice low. “If they can’t accept it, they’ll be the next ones on your list for relocation.”


    “Very good.” Angela joined the bunkhouse crew, chatting lightly and letting them enjoy their break, but her mind continued to make plans that would have both pleased and angered them.


    Angela stopped next to Neil.


    Neil stiffened as he felt her full attention settle on him.


    “How are you today?”


    Neil snorted lowly. “You don’t care about that.”


    Angela shrugged. “Fine, how is Samantha?”


    “She’s getting better every day.” Neil was thrilled with that. So was Wade.


    Angela’s lips curved. “How’s the sex?”


    Neil lifted both brows, along with his voice. “That’s none of your business!”


    Angela already knew that part of Samantha’s life hadn’t returned to normal. It was in Wade’s twitchy eyes and Neil’s lack of self-control. “She thinks it’s because her hair is so short.”


    Neil’s next shout was interrupted. “What?”


    Angela fingered her own long, dusty braid. “Her hair is short. It’s just starting to curl again. She believes that’s the reason you and Wade haven’t made any moves on her. She feels ugly.”


    “She’s not! It has nothing to do with that.”


    Angela lifted a brow, waiting.


    Neil realized she wasn’t going to let it go without an explanation. He reluctantly confided. “She still flinches and twitches. She doesn’t sleep through every night. She’s still a little obsessive about the boys being in sight.”


    “You don’t think she’s recovered yet.”


    Neil shook his head. “I love her more than my own life. There’s no reason for us to rush through her recovery. Sex can wait.”


    “Have you considered that this is the next step in her recovery?”


    Neil hadn’t. He stared at Angela. “Is it?”


    Angela nodded. “Samantha wants her full life back, Neil. That includes intimacy with her mates. As long as you guys are holding yourselves back, she’s going to continue to flinch and twitch and not sleep through every night. She thinks something is wrong with her.”


    “She’s picking up our bad vibes.”


    “Yes. So what are you going to do about it?”


    Frustrated, Neil yelled again. “Stay out of my love life!”


    Angela snickered. “Get a love life and then maybe I’ll stay out of it.”


    “Stop pushing me!” Neil was horrified to find his mouth still running even though his brain was telling him to stop. “I don’t need you to run my life! You don’t own me! I’m not afraid of you!”


    Bret brought his shield up around Neil instead of Angela, to contain the man.


    More of Neil’s fury spewed out. “I’m not a threat to her! She’s a threat to me!”


    People all around them had stopped, more than surprised.


    Angela waited tolerantly.


    Neil knew he had already gone too far, but that didn’t stop his mouth from flapping. “Just punish me and get it over with! I’m tired of waiting for the pain!”


    Bret lowered his shield as a bond formed. He’d often had that thought during his time in the labs. But I was never stupid enough to actually say it.


    Angela reached out.


    Neil immediately flinched back even though he had asked for it.


    Angela placed her dusty hand on his forehead.


    Neil didn’t resist the calming spell she sent. He embraced it.


    “Better?”


    Neil slowly nodded as she lowered her hand. “I’m sorry.”


    Angela understood it was for losing control of his emotions, not for what he had done in the past. “I think you’ve had enough of a break. I want you back in full Eagle training.”


    Neil sighed. Nothing satisfied him now. He’d been happy in this camp before it had all gone to hell. Maybe diving back in would fix the problem.


    Angela glanced around at the people who were still staring in surprise. “Does anyone else want to yell at me today? I’d like to get it all out of the way now.”


    Neil winced.


    Everyone else chuckled and resumed what they’d been doing.


    Angela locked eyes with Neil. “I’ll punish you when I’m damn good and ready and not a minute before then! If you do this to me again, you’ll force me to be a lot rougher than I plan to be. You screwed up. Suck it up and accept the consequences of your actions. That’s what an Eagle does.”


    Neil dropped his head, regretting all of it. He didn’t know what to say to make it better or to make it go away. He just wanted it over with.


    Bret looked at the man in sympathy. “That’s part of the punishment, dude. Alphas always use us against ourselves. If you were happy to be getting a break from it, then she would have handled it already. Stop making it worse. She doesn’t really want to punish you at all.”


    Angela glared at Bret.


    Now Bret dropped his head to avoid her anger.


    Neil moved away from them before he could say anything else. He didn’t have control over what might come out of his mouth.


    As soon as he was out of hearing distance, Angela rewarded Bret. “Very good.”


    Bret straightened in pride. He loved these lessons on how to handle people. He was already certain it was going to come in handy in his future.


    Angela caught that and refused to confirm or deny it. Bret didn’t need to know what the future held for them. No one did.
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    “Can you do it?”


    Biff studied the sagging corner of the bunkhouse while the crowd around them talked and pointed excitedly. They were eager for the show.


    Biff wasn’t sure. “I’ve never tried to lift anything.”


    Neil waited, letting the man figure it out. If Biff could do this, it would help them tremendously.


    Neil motioned for Jayda and Thomas to bring the wheelbarrows closer. They were both full of concrete blocks now. “When he says go, I want everyone to grab a block and hand it to us. Daryl and I will line them up in the right spots.”


    Daryl and the other workers were ready, but they were also doubtful.


    Watching with the rest of the crowd, Theo kept his thoughts to himself. It was likely that the building would collapse completely if it was lifted. Theo didn’t want to say that and possibly jinx them.


    “Move back, people!” Jayda pointed at Theo. “You should have said it anyway. Someone could get hurt if it collapses again.”


    Theo flushed.


    Jayda didn’t care about his embarrassment. She only cared that he wasn’t doing the right thing.


    Jayda had decided that a strict moral code would be best for her and she was living it. When others didn’t do the same, she became frustrated. “Make sure everyone is out of there before we do this!”


    Brawlers hurried inside to check.


    Neil was embarrassed that he hadn’t thought to handle things that way. “Thanks.”


    “Yep.” Jayda was soothed by Neil’s proper response to a minor screwup. Theo’s reaction was just the opposite.


    Theo stomped toward the restaurant. Lunch was being served by Troy and Anna, under Thelma’s supervision. The cooks were happy to have the extra hands and the people here were happy with the meals. Troy had been right to pick a career in food after his time as a subject in Reicher’s lab. He was already proving that he could do it even though he was a teenager.


    Anna, on the other hand, liked cooking but she wasn’t good at it. Thelma had already suggested she pick something else, but Tobias’s widow was determined to keep at it until she succeeded.


    Theo entered the restaurant and went to the counter. Thelma often gave him samples and scraps. He was turning those extra calories into new muscles.


    Theo heard the crowd let out a sound of delight and knew Biff had brought out his stone warrior. Theo tried not to be jealous and failed. He hurried to his stool and pretended he wasn’t normal.


     


    At the bunkhouse, Biff strained mentally, directing the stone warrior to slide its huge hands beneath the corner of the bunkhouse. It was hard work.


    The weak corner of the bunkhouse lifted, wood groaning and creaking. A new crack split up the side wall.


    “Not so fast!”


    Biff let go at Daryl’s shout. The bunkhouse slammed to the ground, sending up dirt and dust, and cracking off one of the boards they’d just used for patching.


    “Damn it!”


    Biff winced. “Sorry!”


    Neil shook his head at Daryl when the man would have scolded Biff. “Try again. Just go slower this time.”


    Biff brought the stone warrior back out, breaking a sweat. He was suddenly sure this type of work would become a regular thing if he was successful. He didn’t mind. The thought of failing in front of everyone did bother him.


    People clapped as the stone warrior lifted the corner gently and held it.


    Dirt and small pieces of wood fell off the building. Cracks sounded from other areas. It would have to be fully checked out before they went to bed tonight. Neil realized that mistake too late.


    “Don’t worry about it. We can go to the ship for a few days if we need to.” Angela wasn’t upset. Mistakes were going to happen as they learned.


    “Go!” Biff steadied his mental hold and used his energy to keep it all in place.


    Neil and the others got to work putting the concrete blocks into a wide square beneath the lifted corner. None of them cared that an imaginary being was keeping them from being crushed by the bunkhouse. It worked because they all believed.


    Angela watched in relief and concern. It was amazing to have this type of power for building and fighting. They were formidable. It was concerning that they were becoming more odd by the day.


    The cheering normals in the crowd felt that way, too. They clapped, and retreated.


    Thomas joined Angela. “When he lowers that, there will be new cracks to patch. We’re really better off tearing it down, pouring a concrete foundation, then rebuilding it.”


    “Noted.” Angela didn’t want to have that conversation.


    Thomas limped over to help heft the blocks from the wheelbarrows.


    Biff blinked sweat from his eyes. “One minute.”


    The block layers worked faster.


    The lunch bell rang again, pulling some of the crowd.


    Angela sighed. And that’s the next problem I need to cover. We’re low on food.


    She wondered if anyone had noticed all of the lessons and classes were centered around food production. If I can’t find a way to feed us, we’ll have to go somewhere else. There’s no point in rebuilding the bunkhouse if we won’t be here to live in it.
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    Greg scanned the beach with his one good eye, where their large group was fishing, stringing poles, baiting hooks, and enjoying the quiet away from town. Even those who didn’t like the water were doing well today, himself included.


    There were a lot of people in this crew. More than a dozen of them sat, stood, and worked. They were taking turns at each station Morgan had set up. They were switching once an hour to keep people from getting bored, but also to make sure everyone got practice at all of it.


    Greg enjoyed the warm sun on his scarred skin. “Here comes Jennifer.”


    Morgan already knew. He’d felt her arrival. He kept working while the ocean gently lapped at the shore and gulls flew overhead. The beach had become a peaceful location for him during times of stress.


    Morgan was living with Kyle and Jennifer now. Everyone had adjusted to that over the last three weeks except for Morgan himself. He still felt the need to occasionally pinch himself to make sure he was living in reality. He was part of a family who accepted him in almost every way. It had awkward moments, but Kyle had been a great sport so far. Morgan still hadn’t figured out why Kyle had agreed, other than the extra set of hands to care for Jennifer and the kids. Morgan refused to take that thought any further. I don’t need to know. I just don’t want it to end.


    Greg took the freshly strung fishing pole over to Erin, who was putting bait on the hooks as they needed it. She had dug a small can of worms out of the jungle that was in need of rain. None of them had forgotten about the flood, but they were all looking forward to a little bit of moisture. The dust was a huge pain. It was all over everything.


    Morgan nodded at Jennifer, seeing the baby was asleep. He smiled at her guard, always happy to see that she had one. They hadn’t had any problems on the island in a while. We’re due.


    Cate glowered at him. “Shut up.”


    Morgan laughed.


    Jennifer didn’t stop to talk. It wasn’t good to distract any work crew, but especially not this one. Morgan and the others were catching fish for dinner while training the new people on how to do it. It was important that they began producing enough food to feed everyone. She did slow a little, so she could catch any random thoughts that might be important. As the enforcer, that was her job.


    Cate glared at people who tried to be friendly, reminding them she was on duty, but it felt good to be welcomed. She just wasn’t allowed to show it until her shift was over.


    The adults observed tolerantly. The Eagles were proud of the girl even though it felt odd to have someone as important as Jennifer protected by a child who only came up to her hip.


    Erin hadn’t noticed Jennifer and Cate’s arrival. She resumed chatting to Greg about the plans she had made. “I think I’m going to get XO on Angela’s team with this plan.”


    “Uh-huh.” Greg waited for her to finish putting the bait on the hook so he could take it over to Raheem and Selito, who were their fishermen for this hour. Gio and Nero were digging worms out of the beach grass nearby while counting the minutes until they could go have lunch.


    “She always says she likes ambitious plans.”


    Greg didn’t answer. He was thinking about Kyle. Jennifer had shared her gifts with him and then taken that power back. Kyle had popped in as a descendant on his own at that point. Greg was wondering if becoming a hybrid had stopped his own gifts from coming in naturally. Greg had briefly discussed it with Shawn. As far as they knew, they couldn’t give the power back to Angela, but neither of them was willing to ask her and find out.


    “Are you listening to me?!”


    Greg’s head whipped around at Erin’s shout.


    Conversations paused as people rotated toward her.


    Jennifer stopped.


    Erin flushed as everyone stared at her.


    Jennifer frowned. This wasn’t the first time Erin had yelled at someone for no reason. “The rage vaccine isn’t working on you.”


    Everyone tensed at the reminder of the infection that half of the camp still had.


    Erin didn’t want to tell the truth in front of everyone, but she already knew this was going to be reported to Angela. She reluctantly confided. “I didn’t take it.”


    Greg scowled at her. “Why not?”


    Everyone else on the submarine had been vaccinated and cured. None of them were feeling rage any more, just the normal anger that came from everything they’d been through.


    Erin shoved the baited pole into Greg’s hands. “I don’t want to give up the strength. Every day that I have it, the rage illness makes me stronger.” She did a quick flex of her arm, where a bulging muscle drew his attention.


    Greg had only vaguely been aware of the changes in her body. He had assumed they came from another source.


    Jennifer took out her notebook and wrote it all down.


    Erin saw her and got defensive. “You can’t make me take it!”


    “Oh, shut up!” Sadie was already tired of the drama. “We have bigger issues to handle than you.” She pointed at Jennifer. “When are you going to punish Adrian?”


    Sadie’s blue hair made her appear wilder than she really was. Despite her start with this camp, Sadie had turned out to be a minor camp member without any real fight in her. Jennifer knew the boss was disappointed.


    Panaji, her boyfriend, was useful, helpful, and easy to like. They were all still hoping he would rub off on the former UN fighter. Sadie didn’t have the rage illness, but she was full of anger at Adrian’s betrayal.


    “Stop it.” Panaji put a hand on Sadie’s arm. “You have to let it go.”


    Sadie jerked away from him and stomped toward the jungle. “I’ll never let it go.”


    Morgan sighed. “Maybe we should all take a break.”


    Raheem held up a line with a dozen large fish hanging from it. “Do you want us to gut these now and take them to the cooks?”


    Morgan shook his head. “I’m holding a fishing lesson with the kids. I’m going to teach them to do it.”


    Morgan was hoping that spilling fish blood would help ease the symptoms of the rage illness in their children, especially Missy and Amy.


    Jennifer caught that. She stored her notebook. Morgan had obviously figured out the rage vaccine wouldn’t work on their kids. She hoped the others didn’t know it, too, but it was impossible to keep secrets in this camp. If they didn’t know now, they soon would.


    “Sorry, man.” Greg felt bad for Panaji. He thought the man could do better than Sadie.


    Panaji shrugged. “Women in my country were easier to handle.”


    Debra looked over from where she was storing the fish they’d caught. “Oppressed!”


    Panaji frowned. “Some of them were. Now, it’s happening to the men.”


    Debra blew out a rude snort and then resumed taking fish off of the hooks and putting them into the live well.


    Debra was wearing a bikini top and soaked jean shorts that accented a great body. Many of the males studied those curves when she wasn’t looking.


    Greg didn’t agree with either of them. “It doesn’t have anything to do with oppression or slavery. Sadie’s pissed. She wants justice. Until she gets it, she’s not going to let it go.”


    Panaji was enjoying most of his relationship with Sadie. He felt the need to defend her. “Cheating should not be allowed. It should be a rule, with a strong punishment.”


    “You can mention it to the boss. Maybe she’ll have the law council discuss it.”


    Panaji immediately shook his head. If Angela wanted that to be a rule here, she would have already handled it. Sadie wasn’t the only one who was angry at someone for cheating.


    Bernice grinned at all of them. “In the Cayman Islands, if you cheated, body parts came up missing.”


    People winced or chuckled.


    Bernice was wearing a long sundress and flipflops that made annoying noises when she walked. Her long, dark hair was in a ponytailed braid that reminded everyone of the boss. It made her less approachable, intentionally. She didn’t want to be bothered by the single men in camp.


    Selito sniggered. “The water people were always happy to have those extra parts. They ate them.”


    Raheem snickered.


    Bernice went still and quiet.


    Everyone regarded Selito for an explanation, except for Morgan and Jennifer. They both caught Bernice’s reaction to the topic.


    Erin had to ask. “What are water people?”


    Selito pointed toward the ocean. “The swimming people who live beneath the water.”


    “You mean mermaids.”


    Selito nodded at Erin. “We were a fishing country, mostly. We had a lot of contact with the water people.”


    “You’re joking, right?”


    Selito grinned.


    Bernice changed the subject. “What other signs of the rage illness do you have?”


    The mood immediately dipped.


    Erin began defending herself.


    Greg tried to calm her.


    Bernice resumed working.


    Jennifer and Morgan exchanged looks.


    Standing with the group, but not really participating, Zack and Eric continued to fish while listening. Neither of them had spoken aloud since arriving, but they’d been having a mental conversation the entire time.


    Zack was trying to convince Eric that the hunt for power was forbidden and he needed to obey that rule. Eric was trying to convince his father that without more power, they were all in danger from Jennifer and everyone like her. The fact that both men were descendants didn’t matter because they were so far down the hierarchy that they were subservient to everyone else. Now that Jennifer was here, both males had gone silent mentally as well, waiting for her to leave.


    Debra gave Zack a hard look.


    Zack sighed. “I’m trying.”


    Debra forced speech between her lips again. “Not enough!”


    Zack already knew that. Eric wasn’t going to be swayed until he and Jennifer made peace, but that wasn’t likely to happen. His family held onto grudges anyway, but Jennifer was also stubborn. It would take something serious to broker a truce between the pair.


    Jennifer continued toward the dock, where the Adrianna was bobbing softly in the water.


    Debra caught a glimpse of Autumn sleeping in Jennifer’s arms and smiled wistfully. She hadn’t told anyone she was pregnant yet. She was still enjoying it. She was lonely, however. Her mind flashed back to her conversation with Angela.


     


    You killed him!


    “Yes. Name your price.”


    Debra glanced toward the hallway, where Theo was coming out of his cabin. I was happy then.


    Angela sighed. “Can I recommend someone more suited to you?”


    No. I want him!


    “I’ll see what I can do.”


    Debra made a guttural noise that blended perfectly with her sneer. Don’t give me that shit. You make everything happen now. You’re a master chess player who could beat any of the angels from the Weigh Station. You’re beyond byzan, so just give me what I want!


    “It may not be what’s best for you.”


    Debra didn’t care. I took a bullet for you in the mountain. You owe me!


     


    Morgan looked over at Debra. “Shut up!”


    Debra tossed the net down and ran over to the water. She neatly dove in and went to the bottom.


    No one asked Morgan why he had told her to shut up. That was a common order going through the camp whenever someone contemplated something bad or something that wasn’t supposed to be known by everyone else.


    Greg had noticed that Debra was always wet. “She’s spending a lot of time in the water.”


    Erin filled him in. “She wants to join the dive team.”


    “Is that safe for her, with her being deaf?” Greg liked Debra. He didn’t want her to be in danger.


    Erin shrugged. “I think people should be allowed to do what they want to.”


    Morgan spoke up to keep that fight from restarting. “It’s not like we can hear anything under the water anyway. When we’re down there, we try and then we get freaked out because we can’t. That won’t happen to her.”


    Morgan didn’t tell them Debra had already been approved for the diving team by the boss. That was her news to deliver when she was ready, just like the pregnancy was her information to hand out. As long as Debra was single, she didn’t have to answer to anyone.
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    Jennifer saw Kenn coming down the jungle path. She waited at the end of the dock for him.


    Kenn’s shoulders stiffened as he realized she wanted to talk. He locked his thoughts as he reached her. Fog head was screwing with his balance and his brain function. He couldn’t seem to say the right thing today no matter how hard he tried.


    Jennifer lifted a brow.


    Kenn sighed, dropping the mental walls. “It’s just fear. Nothing bad.”


    Jennifer didn’t dig into him. She turned toward the fishing group. “Did you catch any of that?”


    Kenn relaxed as he realized he wasn’t her focus. “I got it all.”


    He ignored Cate, like he was supposed to do, but he suddenly wished they could have time together again. Marc’s little girl had been good for him.


    Cate felt the same way. She added it to her mental list of things to ask Angela for the next time she did something great or special.


    “And?”


    Kenn understood Jennifer wanted his thoughts. “Who do you want to cover first?”


    “Erin.”


    Kenn scanned that woman. She and Greg were talking quietly now, unaware that they were still being observed by the enforcer. “She may become a problem in the future.”


    “Like Darren?” Jennifer was scared of another snap that would endanger innocent lives.


    “Like Allison. Other women who are weak will see Erin getting stronger and they’ll want it.”


    “Yeah. I wish they’d follow Angela’s example and do it naturally.”


    Kenn snorted sarcastically. “Naturally.”


    Jennifer frowned at him. “You believe her strength comes from magic? Boy, do you have a lot to learn.”


    Kenn didn’t want to get into that with Jennifer. “Next?”


    Jennifer rocked Autumn as she started to wake. “Greg.”


    Kenn paused. He wasn’t sure if he was comfortable reporting on Greg after what they’d gone through in the lab.


    Jennifer respected that. “I just need to know how he’s doing. Keep his secrets to yourself.”


    “What if that is the secret?”


    “Then tell me so we can find a way to save him.”


    Kenn wanted that, too. “Greg’s playing a great role. He looks and acts happy. His thoughts are solid, calm.”


    “But?”


    “But he’s doing everything he can to convince people he’s not depressed anymore, including himself. When it hits him again, and it will, he might flip back into being dangerous to himself.”


    “I thought his new relationship and coming kids were helping.”


    “That’s all adding to his stress level.”


    “What’s the biggest problem?”


    Kenn sighed. “Memories, nightmares. That lab hurt him in ways you can’t comprehend without having been there.”


    Jennifer was willing to take Kenn’s word on it. “What can we do for him?”


    “The boss has to handle that one.”


    “Soon?”


    Kenn wasn’t sure. He knew Angela didn’t need the stress so close to her delivery, but Greg was showing signs that the problem in his mind was getting worse. “Watch him and you’ll know. When nothing riles him, he’s in his head and that’s a scary place.”


    “I will.” Jennifer let Kenn pick the next one himself as his gaze went over the fishing group.


    “Eric hates you.”


    Jennifer sighed. “I’ve tried to talk to him and Zack. Zack’s okay, but Eric won’t let it go.”


    “The more power he gets, the more of a danger he’ll be to you.”


    “Does Angela need to send him away?”


    Kenn slowly nodded as he delved into Eric’s thoughts without the rebellious boy knowing. “Maybe for a little while. He needs a strong dose of reality to appreciate what he has here.”


    Jennifer wrote it in her book.


    Kenn moved on. “The two foreigners are fine. They’re happy.”


    “Their names are Raheem and Selito.”


    “Whatever.” Kenn didn’t care if Jennifer believed he was being prejudiced. He didn’t like either man because they were both so clean that they made him look filthy. “Sadie needs the same thing. She’s forgotten that it’s a cruel world out there.”


    “Will she come back?”


    “Definitely. She loves it here when she’s not stewing on Adrian. Maybe some personal time with the boss would help her.”


    Jennifer wrote it down, copying quicker to get all of Kenn’s observations.


    “Debra is lonely. She’s also scared of getting back into a relationship with Theo because he was so controlling, but she’s jealous of the women he’s been servicing…” Kenn grinned. “And she’s pregnant.”


    Jennifer acted like she hadn’t known. “That’s great.”


    Kenn snorted at her attempt to fool him. “Now, for Morgan.”


    Morgan looked over at Kenn with bright red eyes.


    Kenn grinned, not intimidated. “He’s…fine. No worries there.”


    Jennifer smiled. “Good.”


    Morgan calmed, surprised that Kenn was covering for him.


    Kenn sent a quick mental thought. Shut up!


    Morgan turned his mind to the topics around him.


    Jennifer wrote that in her book, too, even though she didn’t want Angela to dig into their personal setup.


    Kenn shifted so Morgan couldn’t see his hands.


    Jennifer translated the Eagle coded message with a reddening face.


    Morgan isn’t going to really be happy until you tell him he’s welcome in your bed. He wants the same setup that Neil and Wade have.


    Kenn headed for the ship. “After you give birth, you’ll need to make that choice.”


    Jennifer had already made it. She enjoyed spending time with Morgan until it got awkward and then she left the room. She didn’t want a physical relationship with him.


    “Then tell him that so he’ll go unload in someone else’s bed.”


    Jealousy went through Jennifer.


    Kenn snorted. “I thought so.”


    Jennifer went across the dock with a mind full of confusion. “I don’t understand what’s happening to me.”


    Kenn did. “You’re growing up, becoming a woman. You have desires. It’s not wrong.”


    “It feels that way.”


    “If it felt right, then you should worry about it.”


    Jennifer let Kenn climb the ladder first while she tucked Autumn into the chest sling. Then she followed him, with Cate on her heels.


    When she reached the top, Jennifer faced Kenn. “Now tell me the truth.”


    Kenn groaned. He’d thought he got it by her by giving her something else that was smaller. “You’re good.”


    “No, I’m not. Tell me the truth. What’s wrong with Morgan?”


    Kenn sighed. “He’s torn up over not being able to save Hannah. He can’t talk to you about it because he knows you’re jealous and he knows you don’t want to talk about topics like love and sex with him. He’s depressed and covering it with a great act.”


    “Like Greg?”


    Kenn slowly nodded. “Those two might pop at the same time.”
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    Kenn scanned the ocean as he reached the top of the ladder. It was calm and clear in all directions. Why does that make me so nervous?


    Jennifer swept the top of the ship as she reached the main deck. Everything up here was covered in the same dust that was driving them crazy on the island. The ship was still being used for projects. A few couples and families were also living on it to give them more room in the broken bunkhouse, but it wasn’t enough to keep the ship clean anymore.


    Cate scanned the empty bridge as she reached the top. It bothered her to be on a boat without a captain, even if it was docked.


    Kenn let Jennifer go down the ramp first, automatically taking the other guard position next to Cate.


    Cate delivered a sneer.


    Kenn grinned. “Still practicing, I see.”


    Cate giggled.


    Kenn wondered who the girl was torturing today, but he didn’t ask. He wasn’t supposed to distract her when she was on duty.


    Jennifer snorted. “She’s eager to catch people doing anything wrong. You can talk to her about whatever you want and she’ll still find any problems.” It was one of the things that Jennifer liked about Cate.


    “She’s like you.” Kenn saw that clearly; so did the rest of the camp.


    Jennifer tried not to get defensive about that comment. “We like our jobs.”


    “It’s earned you both bad reputations.”


    “Yeah, you’d know all about that.”


    Kenn stopped teasing her. He walked in silence, now annoyed.


    Cate was humbled by how fast the teenager had gotten to Kenn. “I’ll never be as good as you at this.”


    Jennifer smiled. “Sure, you will. That’s why you’re practicing. In time, you’ll have a cool nickname, too.”


    Cate sulked. “Hard to beat the Dragon.”


    Jennifer grinned as she reached the bottom of the steps. She loved that name. It was a far cry from frightened pregnant teenager.


    “Are you still frightened?” Kenn hadn’t believed Jennifer was scared of anything.


    Jennifer immediately nodded. “All the time. It’s the apocalypse, you know?”


    “I may have noticed.” It always bothered Kenn that so many of their people were the same scared souls hiding under Eagle outfits, but Jennifer had unlimited power. She didn’t need to be afraid of anything or anyone.


    “Except Angela,” they stated in tandem.


    Cate nodded. “We’re supposed to fear the alpha. If we didn’t, why would we listen to her?”


    “Why do we listen to her?” Kenn was in his own mind now.


    “She loves us and wants what’s best for us.”


    Jennifer frowned at Cate’s prompt answer. “Do you believe that, Kenn?”


    Kenn slowly shook his head. “She wants what’s best for the normals. Most of the time, the descendants are an afterthought.”


    Jennifer agreed, though she understood the reasoning behind it. “We’ve had too much peace. We need shit to go crazy again so we can appreciate how much she accomplishes that does benefit our kind.”


    “Maybe.” Kenn was bored and restless, too, like most of the senior people here, but he refused to do what Jennifer had just done. Wishing for trouble wasn’t a good idea. His time in the lab had shown him there were much worse things than being bored and restless.


    “How are things going with Tonya?”


    Kenn swept the corridor as they reached the intersection near the chapel. The memorial hadn’t been relocated yet, but it had been crated. “Tense, sad.” Kenn didn’t elaborate. Tonya missed Rico and nothing he’d done so far had taken her mind off of that dead man.


    “You’re trying something new today. Good for you.” Jennifer didn’t give him time to complain about her reading his thoughts. “She hasn’t spoken to anyone about him yet, as far as I know. The boss thinks she’ll start moving on after she can do that.”


    “Or maybe she’ll see I’m not like him at all and move on in other ways.”


    “Ah.” Jennifer now understood why Kenn had waited so long to try this despite Angela telling him to do it weeks ago. “Well, I’d have faith in the boss on that one. She likes observing you two. If you split up, that can’t happen anymore.”


    Kenn glanced at Cate in a sudden attempt to garner more support. “What do you think?”


    Cate swept the hallway on her side. “Tonya wants my daddy. You’re just a substitute teacher.”


    Jennifer scowled. “Cate!”


    Kenn’s demeanor flipped into anger. He held his tongue by actually biting it.


    Cate swept Kenn’s side while he was distracted. “They all want my daddy. All the men are substitutes. No reason to get pissy.”


    “Don’t curse,” Jennifer corrected automatically. “And it’s not all of them. I have no interest in Marc at all.”


    Cate glared at her. “Liar.”


    Kenn stared at Jennifer. He believed Cate completely. “That’s why you have an extra hanging around. Angela has Adrian and you have Morgan.”


    Jennifer stopped, turning toward him.


    Kenn sighed, head dropping. That was twice today he’d riled a woman to the point of battle. “No need to crush me. Tonya will handle that for you.”


    Jennifer made her feet take her toward the steps. “Go away now, Kenn.”


    He immediately took a different path to the medical bay.


    Cate wasn’t sure what had happened. “He told the truth and you got mad. Why?”


    Jennifer examined that question. It was the truth, though she wasn’t doing it to be like Angela. And I really don’t want Marc. He scares me too much for there to be a spark. Kyle is the only man I’m comfortable with…


    Jennifer sighed. Her feelings for Morgan had grown over these weeks of him being in their daily lives. “I’m waiting for Kyle to snap.”


    “Everyone is.” Cate had caught enough thoughts to know Kyle was a jealous man. He should have tried to kill Morgan instead of inviting him into their lives. “Maybe he wants to be like Neil?”


    Jennifer shook her head. “Not a chance. Kyle has some other reason for it and I’m going to figure out what it is.”


    “Why not just ask him?”


    Jennifer rolled her eyes as they went down the steps to the medical bay. “You have a lot to learn about women and the way we work, kid.”


    “So, no direct questions. Why?”


    Jennifer shifted closer to the girl and lowered her voice. “If we ask a direct question, then we have to give a direct answer.”


    “What’s wrong with that?”


    Jennifer sighed. “No woman on the planet ever starts off with a straight answer. If you do that, it will screw the rest of us. We want our men off-guard and confused.”


    “I don’t understand the benefit of that.”


    They were only running essential services on the ship. Most of the hallways were dark as the females went through. It was a little eerie. Jennifer moved faster to get down to the medical bay. “When you get a boyfriend, you will.”


    “I have one.”


    Jennifer frowned at the girl. “Your dad doesn’t like Bret that much.”


    Cate smiled. “I meant Joey.”


    Jennifer stopped, heart twisting. “Joey died, Cate.”


    “I know.” Cate kept smiling. “He’s happy in Hell. I can’t wait until we go visit him.”


    Jennifer resumed their walk, now the one off-guard and confused.


    Cate smirked. The alpha was right. Practicing is fun.
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    “You’re all clear, Trent.” Terry handed the happy man a sheet of paper.


    The medical bay was the busiest place on the ship right now as people traveled through the rooms and hallways doing paperwork, stocking supplies, and attending appointments. They hadn’t had any serious injuries since the flood, but the medical crew was always busy with minor issues like stomach aches, migraines, and teeth problems.


    “Awesome.” Trent wanted to get started with the diving team as soon as possible. Waiting to be cleared medically had been frustrating.


    Trent had a new T-shirt, a trim new haircut he’d done himself, and a new pair of boots that fit him perfectly. Angela had insisted that he re-outfit himself. Trent was grateful. He hadn’t felt right getting into the supplies on his own, but all of his gear was starting to fall apart from so much use.


    Terry was the opposite of Trent. He was dirty, tired, and obviously not getting enough sleep. Many of their medics were in that condition, though not from being overused. They were all restless and trying to find something to occupy their time. Many of those activities involved staying up too late and not sleeping enough to compensate for it.


    “Are you really going back down there after what you went through?” Isabel was still trying to figure out what drove these Safe Haven people. In the labs, courage like theirs was punished. It was interesting to see what happened when they were rewarded.


    “Yep.” Trent slid his boots on and tied them. “Wade, Zack, me, and a few others are fighting the fear. Besides, we’re nowhere near Port Stanley.”


    “Still. There are sharks, stingrays, killer whales…” Isabel stopped, smiling at him instead. “I hope it goes well.”


    Trent smiled back. He liked Isabel. Most of them did. “Same. Are you a swimmer?”


    “Never have. Never will.” After spending all of her life in the underwater lab in Australia, Isabel hated the water. She didn’t even like taking a shower. She had to force herself to do it.


    A cloud passed over Trent’s face. “Never say never in this camp.”


    Isabel scanned her infants and then resumed digging through the dusty files on the opposite counter.


    Trent grinned as he caught Terry staring.


    Terry had noticed Trent’s yellow teeth. He assumed his own were the same. “I wish we had a dentist.”


    Trent gestured toward Jennifer as she entered the medical bay. “Get the Dragon to handle it.”


    Jennifer chuckled. “Dragons can’t handle dental issues. I already tried on Marc’s chipped tooth.” And being that close to him reminded me that he’s a true hardass and I’m just a kid with some power.


    Trent stood from the chair in the main lobby where he’d been waiting for his paperwork. “There are more than 100 camp members here who don’t have a job yet. Maybe one of them is a dentist.”


    Terry made a note in his book. “Dragons can’t heal scars either.” Trent’s body was still covered in them even though Jennifer had given him three healing sessions since the flood.


    “We all have limits.” Jennifer put Autumn in the pumpkin seat on the counter next to Tonya’s sleeping son. Isabel’s infants were there, too, awake and watching everyone. Jennifer was looking forward to having her unborn son here with them. Her pregnancy was making it hard for her to bend or pass up a bathroom.


    All of the babies were happy and healthy. They were being well-cared for. The camp members were taking turns volunteering as den mothers when they needed more hands, but they had a basic crew of two dozen that were led by Daisey and Trent. Jennifer wondered who their head den mother would be after Daisey left the island.


    Trent went to the exit. “It’s bath night. Tell those two so they don’t start another mini-riot.”


    Jennifer laughed. Autumn and KJ hated bath time. They got all the other kids to cry last time, bringing in guards and parents to see what was wrong. “Sorry, den mother. You’re on your own.”


    Trent chuckled as he left. I love that title.


    Jennifer did wonder why the kids hated getting clean. She’d been there for many of the bath nights. The den mothers were gentle and always careful not to get soap in their eyes. The babies were rinsed quickly and dried in fluffy towels to keep them from getting a chill. Then they were fed a full meal and held until they went to sleep. It should have been something they looked forward to.


    Cate picked a shadowy corner and went there. “We don’t like the soap.”


    Jennifer was immediately concerned. “Does it hurt your skin?”


    “It stinks. We smell awful for days.”


    “What’s wrong with the smell?”


    Cate shrugged. “It’s like poop. How can you not smell it?”


    Jennifer sniffed her arm.


    “You guys use the bars. We get that yellow stuff in a bottle.” Cate held her arm out. “I got a shower yesterday.”


    Jennifer sniffed the girl and recoiled, stomach turning. “Wow. It went bad, maybe.”


    Terry frowned slightly. “I didn’t know soap could go bad.”


    “Me either.” Jennifer wrote it down. “We’ll stop by the shower on my way out and get you cleaned up.”


    Cate smiled. “Thank you.”


    “Why didn’t you guys say something?”


    “We thought you liked it.”


    “Yuck.” Jennifer went into the first exam room.


    Cate stayed in the shadows where she could see all the exits.


    Jennifer left the door open. She only had one healing session to do today. “Hello.”


    Candy smiled at her. Sitting on the exam table while Conner looked after the twins, Candy seemed happy and healthy.


    “Good afternoon, Enforcer J.”


    Jennifer snorted. “What do you want?”


    Candy laughed.


    Conner glanced over, drawn by her sounds.


    One of the twins spit up on his shirt.


    “Ah, man.”


    Jennifer pointed toward the sink in the main lobby. “Go on. We’ll cover the kids.”


    Conner put the baby girl into the twin stroller and went out.


    Jennifer turned toward Candy. “Make it quick. He’ll be right back.”


    Candy lowered her voice. “I need some birth control.”


    Jennifer realized Candy was ready to take the next step in her relationship. She used her new healing gift while considering what to say. Brilliant green light flowed around both women.


    Candy’s cancer was completely gone, according to the descendant x-ray scans they were doing every time she came in. All of their cancer patients were in remission. They were hoping that it was really cured, but with cancer, it was impossible to tell until it returned. Jennifer was just happy to be able to help. Candy looked so much better that it was hard to believe she was the same person who had almost died during the birth of her girls. “Have you been approved for that?”


    “The medics just cleared me…and it’s been 10 weeks since the birth.”


    “I meant by the boss, Candy. You guys are supposed to obey the age limit until you’re married.”


    “Oh, stuff the age limit! That boy is mine and I want him.”


    Jennifer chuckled. “Angela knew this was coming. She told us to remind you that he’s a Mitchel and then stay out of it.”


    Candy sneered. “I love my Mitchel. She loves hers, too, but I’m not afraid to show it.”


    Jennifer shrugged. “You don’t have Marc for comparison.”


    “And I don’t want him.” Candy shivered. “Marc scares me.”


    Jennifer recognized the copy of her own feelings. “I’ll check the dates on the medications. The three-month shot would be good for you so you don’t have to remember to take a pill every day.”


    “What did you ask her for?!” Conner was standing in the doorway, glowering. Anger came off of him in menacing waves.


    Candy flushed at being caught. “I’m fine, and you and I will…at some point.”


    “No, we won’t! No pills and no shots!” Conner was exhausted. Helping with the twins was only a part of it. He was spending all of his free time trying to find a way to make them both happy, but there was no way to know for sure if Jennifer’s healing gift had fixed the problem. Most likely, it hadn’t. Descendant powers had limits.


    Jennifer didn’t want to get involved. She spoke up anyway. “She needs to be covered, Conner. Another pregnancy might kill her.”


    “That’s what I mean!” Conner pointed at Candy, yelling at her for the first time. “You had a stroke during the birth! We’re never having sex, so there’s no chance of you getting pregnant and dying!” He slammed the door as he stormed out.


    Candy sighed. She’d known he was stressing over her health, but not how much.


    Jennifer added it to her book. “He’s not wrong, you know. Even with birth control, it could still happen. Those Mitchels are fertile.”


    “I don’t care. I’m tired of being scared. I want my life back–all of it.”


    Jennifer understood that. “There might be a charm to prevent pregnancy. I can talk to someone about it.”


    Candy nodded. “Talk to whoever you want, but even bad news won’t matter. Conner and I were meant to be mates and we’re going to.”
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    “He’s doing great.” Tonya handed the infant back to his father. The other mothers were feeding the baby breast milk when they had extra, but Charlie was doing everything else. “Mathew is a good name.”


    Tonya tried to ignore the welcome fear she felt around Charlie. He was a Reicher. It made her think of Rico even when she didn’t want to.


    “Thanks.” Charlie cradled the baby to his chest and yawned.


    “I know that feeling.” Between her baby, their orphans, Kenn, and her job, Tonya was always tired. Add in her workouts and she went to bed exhausted. Tonya loved it.


    Charlie wrapped the receiving blanket back around the sleeping infant. “No shots this time?”


    “Not for another month or so.” She didn’t tell him the vaccines they’d brought were almost out of date. The medics were using them sparingly. They didn’t know what side effects might come from expired chemicals.


     “We’re covered here. Jennifer can heal almost anything, including broken bones.” Charlie picked up the diaper bag and went to the door. “Thank you.”


    “Yep.” Tonya wrote it in the baby’s chart and then stayed to clean the exam room so it would be ready for the next patient. They were working on the cruise ship this week so everything could be cleaned and restocked, but also so they could take stock. Angela wanted to know what supplies they were low on so the next mission team could hunt for them while collecting Jayda’s family.


    Tonya turned to go back to the main lobby.


    A man in the shadows stepped into view, face hidden by the wall.


    Tonya’s heart jumped. “Rico?”


    Kenn stepped out so she could see him, steeling himself to the disappointment that went over her face before it was quickly hidden.


    “Hiya!” Tonya hurried over and kissed Kenn to take away the sting, but in her mind, sadness bloomed once again.


    Tonya’s eyes went to his big arms beneath that black tank top as she stepped back. Rico had also been covered in scars. Everything reminds me of him. Damn it!


    Kenn let it go. It was just proof of where her mind was. He’d already known who she was dwelling on when she wasn’t working, training, or riding him.


    Tonya caught his thoughts, and Angela’s words about him staying here or leaving forever. Instead of talking to him about it, Tonya used distraction on both of them. She motioned toward the exam room and leered.


    Kenn chuckled but refused. “Later.”


    “Okay.” Tonya headed for the main lobby instead.


    Kenn faded into the shadows.


    Tonya glanced back to ask if he was here for something medical-related and didn’t see him. But I feel him watching me…


    Tonya swallowed a sob and joined the other medics at the front desk. They were observing the babies who had just woken.


    Autumn and KJ were cooing and making speech noises. They were clearly conversing, though none of the adults could translate it.


    Candy pushed her stroller out into the main lobby, joining the others.


    Her babies began to coo and gurgle, joining the conversation.


    It was funny that they were able to communicate with the animals, but not the babies. All of the witnesses wondered why it was like that. Many of them had tried to talk mentally with the kids, but it only worked on rare occasions, like with Jennifer and Autumn. Tonya hadn’t been able to communicate with KJ at all despite numerous attempts.


    Terry observed in longing. He would never be able to have that experience. Even if he convinced Jayda to give him a chance, he couldn’t give her a child. Both of them were sterile.


    His results had come back in the last batch, along with a lot of others. It was worrisome how many of the camp couldn’t have offspring. Angela was right to be focused on a breeding tree.


    Isabel didn’t need a gift to know what was on Terry’s mind. She’d seen that look in the lab. “Would you like me to get you a copy of the recovery diet from the thumb drive?”


    Terry had gone over all the information they’d brought from the lab. He was finally lonely enough and sad enough to try it. “Yes.”


    Isabel immediately went to do that. As medical trainees and gophers, she and Daniella were supposed to be searching for information on how to help Dace recover the use of his legs, but they hadn’t found much. The medical journals were limited.


    Terry ignored the sympathy of the others. Jennifer and Tonya couldn’t help him. This wasn’t a natural defect to heal, like Brittani’s issue. It wasn’t from an injury. This was a manmade tragedy caused by exposure to too much radiation during and after the war. It wasn’t something Nature or her spells could fix. I’m broken now and there’s nothing anyone can do about it.
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    In the hallway, Charlie stopped to fix the blanket over his son again. Little Mathew’s skin was fragile. He would burn easily.


    Conner came down the hall, now back in control of his emotions. He wanted to escort Candy to town before he had to start his work shift.


    Charlie missed having someone to talk to.


    So did Conner. The boys stared at each other for a brief instant of shared misery.


    Conner tried to put his aside. “How are you?”


    “Tired.” Charlie blew out a sound of frustration.


    Charlie had a diaper bag over his shoulder and a fanny pack around his waist. There was also dried spit on his shirt. He looked like all the other mothers.


    Conner sympathized. “Babies will keep you busy.”


    Charlie motioned toward a hallway window. “It’s not the baby. It’s them!”


    Conner saw three camp women staring at Charlie. They were batting their lashes and making gestures. Charlie caring for his son, and doing such a good job, had reminded the camp women that he was legal to chase now because he was a father. The fact that he was powerful, cute, and the boss’s son was making it worse.


    “They won’t leave me alone. I can’t even take a piss without one of them sneaking in for a service!”


    Conner wasn’t having exactly the same problem with the women in camp, but he was occasionally followed into a private place for a request. He never satisfied any of them, but he also didn’t tell Candy about it. There were just some things a woman didn’t need to know. “They all want you.”


    “I don’t feel the same.”


    Conner still didn’t get why Tracy had left. Being married to the boss’s son would have given her a lot of power and safety.


    Charlie had been working on that for months. “Do you remember the night of the storm on this ship, when Sherman was hit by a chair and almost died?”


    “I heard about it.” Conner had been a hostage at the International Detention Center then.


    “Sherman had been harassing Tracy. I believe the baby caused his injury and it scared Tracy because she thought her kid was evil, like Cynthia’s would have been. It flipped her, hard.”


    Another camp woman joined the group at the window. She waved enthusiastically at Charlie.


    Charlie gritted his teeth. “I should have attended the school session!”


    Conner felt bad for Charlie.


    At the front desk, Candy laughed at something Jennifer said.


    Conner’s heart clenched at the sound. I want her!


    Charlie took a chance. “Do you want to talk about it?”


    Conner sighed. “It won’t help. I’m stuck and I don’t know what to do.”


    “You could talk to my mom.” Charlie grimaced as soon as he said it. “Sorry.”


    Conner nodded. The last thing he wanted was to discuss his sex life with Angela. “I just love her so much!”


    Charlie offered a suggestion before he thought it through. “Maybe you need some time away to think.”


    Conner stilled, considering that.


    Jennifer rotated toward them with a huge scowl on her face.


    Tonya frowned at Charlie.


    Conner missed it as his mind latched onto a possible solution. “Maybe I will.”


    He went down the hall to open the door so Candy could get the stroller through.


    Candy had heard it all. She started to shout at Charlie, then she remembered who he was. She pushed the stroller by him with a nasty glare.


    Charlie was confused. “What did I do?” Conner had the right to take time and be sure about what he wanted from the future.


    “It’s not about the right to choose his future.” Tonya was blunt. “It’s about breaking the rules. Conner isn’t allowed to leave this camp, ever. That came straight from your mom.”
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    Timmy hurried by the drama-bound people, going to the cafeteria for his break. Dwight and Gus’s brothers were cooking on the ship today, prepping some of their meat for the freezers. Timmy wanted to be there for scraps.


    He was doing better now. He was getting along well with the brawlers and he’d even lost a few pounds, but his love of eating hadn’t been conquered.


    “Let go of me!”


    “Shut up!”


    In the past, Timmy would have continued on, determined not to get involved, but his time with the brawlers turned his feet toward the voices to find out what was going on.


     


    “Let me go!”


    “Say you’re sorry for calling me wrong!”


    Leeann held still so the painful pinch on her arm didn’t turn into hair pulling or a slap. Mike was mean when he was angry. “I’m sorry!”


    Timmy entered the chapel, scowling. “Leave her alone, Mike.”


    “Get out of here, lardass!”


    Mike and Leeann were standing next to the crated memorial. Timmy didn’t ask what they were fighting about. It didn’t matter. Mike always had to be right. “If you don’t stop hurting her, I’m going to tell Angela.”


    Mike immediately charged forward, firing a spell while swinging.


    Timmy hit the ground.


    Leeann clasped a hand over her mouth to keep from shouting for help.


    Mike’s spell froze Timmy in place while he beat on him. Mike was taller and stronger than Timmy. He didn’t need to use his magic on his brother; he wanted to.


    Leeann grabbed Mike’s arm as blood splattered Timmy’s white coat. “Stop it! Someone will see you!”


    Mike shoved the girl back as he stood up. He kicked Timmy in the arm. “If you open your mouth, I’ll do this to you every time we’re alone!”


    He kicked his brother once more and then strolled out of the chapel before the guards came to see what was happening.


    Leeann helped Timmy to his feet, trying not to cry. “Are you okay?”


    Timmy wiped blood on his sleeve. It was dripping from his nose and smeared across his split lip. “You have to tell someone.”


    “No!”


    “This isn’t right. He’s not allowed to hurt you!”


    Leeann’s face iced over. She used the same tone Mike had just used. “Stay out of it, lardass! It’s none of your business!”


    Timmy studied her sadly. “Why?”


    Leeann drew in a shaky breath. “Because he’ll kill me. He already said so. If you tell anyone, I’m dead.”


    Timmy’s swelling face darkened. “Billy was better for you than my brother.”


    He left, going to the bathroom so he could clean up. Thoughts of lunch had been punched from his mind.


    Leeann stared after him in confusion as a bell began to ring in the back of her mind. “Who’s Billy?”
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