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    The future isn’t carved in stone.


    The survivors have secret schemes.


    Nuclear ashes have made them bitter,


    And left them with shattered dreams


     


    Setting sail was hard.


    The apocalypse winds had no rival.


    Adrian’s Eagles guarded them,


    During a constant fight for survival.


     


    They mourned their dearly departed,


    Barely avoiding fate.


    Preparing for the future,


    While riding the waves of hate.


     


    Now on their way to a dystopian stand,


    No longer open to one and all.


    Under siege by old enemies,


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Marc waved. “The Boss.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Roy grinned around his sucker.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Most people nodded and exchanged comments with those closest.


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


    “Are we able to visit?”


    “Can they come down here and visit us?”


    “Can we trade places?”


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


    Grieving loved ones began to cry again.


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


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


    You got it. Adrian scribbled faster.


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


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


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


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


    Marc shoved Adrian out of his mind.


    Adrian finished writing out the scene.


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


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


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


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


    Adrian’s face went blank.


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


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


     


     


    2


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


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


    The slowly clearing crowd in the mess laughed with them.


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


    Marc nodded, drawn.


    Angela tugged him down for a soft kiss.


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


    Brittani cleared her throat. Her foot tapped.


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


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


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


    Marc immediately began to do that.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Wade grinned, sunken eyes twinkling. “Awesome!”


    Neil swallowed a laugh to enjoy later.


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


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


    Marc filed that under the man’s profile.


    Wade rotated the chair to stare at Angela.


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


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


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


    Wade dropped his chin. “Yeah.”


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


    Wade pouted. “Tim would have waited.”


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


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


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


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


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


    Angela shrugged. “Okay.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Angela tensed.


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


    The crowd instantly began scanning for a threat.


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


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


    Candy’s mouth opened.


    Kyle scowled at her. “Follow the rules!”


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


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


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


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


    The delivery crew came around the corner.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Angela snorted. “Try the Eagles and Rammstein.”


    Now Ivan wore a quizzical expression.


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


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


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


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


    And her cracks?


    No change.


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


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


    Marc smiled at her. “Always.”


    Angela tugged him down for another short kiss.


    “Yuck!”


    “Ew!”


    Kids barreled toward them from their cabins.


    Marc rotated as he dropped, arms opening.


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


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


    Angela smiled innocently, pointing at Marc.


    Brittani’s glare switched targets.


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


    Debra tapped Brittani’s shoulder and gestured.


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


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


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


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


    Marc nodded to Courtney.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Marc sniggered. “Do you need anything?”


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


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


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


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


    Angela stomped on his foot.


    Neil flinched. “Hey!”


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


    He hobbled backwards. “Stop that!”


    People were staring, laughing.


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


    “What’s your problem?!”


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Stanley juggled his stack of trays.


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


    They landed in Neil’s arms.


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


    The witnesses burst out laughing.


    Angela closed her mouth on the warning. Karma.


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


    Descendants snickered at his thought.


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


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


    Angela dropped out immediately.


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


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


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


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


    “That’s spooky.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Allison gaped in shock as Neil killed it.


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


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


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


    Dog jumped up and ran his tongue across her face.


    Allison recoiled. “Gross!”


    Dog kept licking. She had bacon for breakfast!


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


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


    Dog curled up on her slippers. Is this better?


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


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


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


    Neil also stored that. He now understood why Marc had put Allison in this cabin with the boss. He wondered how many other cabins would yield little details for their new guardian. Was it Marc’s idea? If so, the man’s a lot smarter than the Eagles ever gave him credit for.
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    Zack met Marc at the far exit of the cabin hallway, surveying the large duffle bag he was carrying. “Updates now or get them from the next shift?”


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


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


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


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


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


    Jayda froze.


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


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


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


    Jayda took a quick look at Zack.


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


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


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


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


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


    Jayda smiled. “Cool. That’s it.”


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


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


    Wade flushed. “Definitely.”


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


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


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


    “We’ll be at the memorial.”


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


    Zack moved off, motioning to Jayda.


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


    “Jayda?”


    She spun around, hope replacing her exhaustion.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Laughter echoed down the hall.


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


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


    Marc groaned. “This will be ugly.”


    Wade grinned. “Can we do Adrian first?”


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


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


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


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


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


     


     


    2


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


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


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


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


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


    “You do.”


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


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


    Two shadows leapt from the bookshelf onto his shoulders.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Wade chuckled.


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


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


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


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


    Zack followed, curious and a little nervous.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Wade grinned. “Yes, you certainly were.”


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


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


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


    Wade’s grin widened. “Thank you.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “Get off my ass!”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Allison blushed and went back into the cabin.


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


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


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


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


    Jayda flushed deep red.


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


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


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


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


    “Excuse me?!”


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


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


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


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


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


    People gasped.


    Wade grabbed Marc’s arm and shoved upward.


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


    Ivan hit the ground.


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


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


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


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


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


    Wade wrapped her up tight and put love into it.


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


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


    Wade laughed. “Awesome.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    “It’s wrong!”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Cathy smiled. “Good.”


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


    “You did?”


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


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


    “No.”


    “No?”


    “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “You’re getting older by the day.”


    “What?!”


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


    “That’s… That’s…”


    “Gross? I know, right?”


    “Insensitive!”


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


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


    “I rest my case.”


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


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


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


    Cathy laughed. “You still want them.”


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


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


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


    Ivan slid to his knees, moaning and bleeding.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Jayda sighed. “Hey.”


    Ivan stopped, shoulders stiff. “Yes?”


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


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


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


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


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


    Marc lifted a brow. Is she awake?


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Ivan scrambled up, clearing the path.


    Missy nodded, going back into her cabin.


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


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


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


    Neil rolled his eyes and shut the door.


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


    Debra pushed faster, already sweating.


    Marc followed.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Debra had picked up the pattern. She glared.


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


    Debra huffed, but she did it.


    “That’s it, baby.”


    Debra almost tripped.


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


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


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


    “I have those too.”


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


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


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


    Debra blushed. Yep. She pushed faster.


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Wade nodded. “I used it.”


    “You learned sign language?”


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


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


    Wade frowned. “Were you exclusive?”


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


    Debra’s tears fell over the steps.


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


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


    Wade looked at Theo for the translation.


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


    Marc snorted.


    Wade grinned.


    Theo’s face tightened. “I see.”


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


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


    Debra’s chuckle was sexy and sad.


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


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


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


    Wade signaled Marc now, needing the translation.


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


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


    Theo’s face tightened at the three short sentences.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


    Theo glared. “You call this love?”


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


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


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


    Wade waited for Theo to yell or Marc to scold. When neither came, he gave them the truth as he saw
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