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    ​Chapter One


    An Odd Mood


    The Medical Bay
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    “If you’re going with me, be on the top deck with your gear at 9 am tomorrow.” Tonya pulled on her sweater while making sure her voice carried. “Talk to the CMO for your medical clearance if you were just on a run, no exceptions. Only a clearance from the CMO will let you go.”


    Patients who’d started gathering their gear changed directions and headed for the tired medic. Cups of oats were put down and happily left behind.


    Thelma began gathering them, huffing.


    Grant dropped the salty filter into a waste can and went to the shower. He was covered in grease and sweat.


    Tonya gave Terry an apologetic glance as she went by the counter. He’d been here for hours, and now he would have to stay longer instead of taking his break. He’d already been given the chore of cleaning up the mess from Dorris and Willie, though Marc and Conner had helped remove those withered bodies. Conner was back with the Mitchels now, and Fern was in her room with Timmy, who had taken a large book in there with him. Tonya hoped he spotted something she’d missed. She didn’t want to lose Fern either.


    “It’s fine.” Terry didn’t mind the extra work because their timeline had changed. He recognized the moment as something else. Tonya was giving her full support, to encourage everyone to trust him while she and Morgan were gone. He liked how that made him feel, but he also resented it that a lab technician’s support carried so much weight with their camp.


    Tonya rotated, hand going to her hip. “Problem?”


    Terry wanted to explain how he felt, but there were dozens of witnesses shifting toward them in curiosity, and the camera was still rolling this out live to every monitor on the ship. “Nope. I’ll cover it.”


    Tonya hated calling people out now, but there wasn’t time to ease him through this. “While we’re gone, try to remember that it’s not a competition for the camp’s love. There’s enough space for all of us here, even lowly lab techs who don’t have as much old-world training as you.”


    Terry turned bright red. He dropped his head to avoid the disapproval from their witnesses.


    Jayda slowly came out to the reception area. The soreness from Neil’s run and being out of a cot for the first time in weeks was already hitting her. “Is that what you’re going to be like on this run?”


    Tonya didn’t back down. “When it’s needed, yes.”


    Jayda held still as Jennifer came over to give her a short healing session. “I guess there’s always a price to pay for winning a cage match.”


    Tonya stiffened as two insistent, unhappy patients came toward her. “That is very true.”


    A soft green glow lit the lounge as Jennifer’s regeneration power sank into Jayda’s hand and finished healing the wound that she’d gotten from Kenn’s knife. It also healed her scrapes and puncture wounds, but not the bruises or soreness.


    “Make sure you finish the antibiotics while you’re gone. We’ve seen these things sometimes come back, even though the person was healed with magic.” Terry went to get a bottle, so Jayda could take it with her.


    “I will.” Jayda still wanted to go, but she would miss Terry even more now that she knew he felt the same way she did. I’ll give him a private goodbye.


    Terry blushed, soothed.


    Angela stepped around Jayda. “Enjoy the run.”


    Jayda paused. “Any advice?”


    “Nope.” Angela went to the counter to take Tonya’s place at the desk.


    Jayda went to pack, disappointed but unsure why.


    Max and Frank both nodded politely to her, but they didn’t speak. Both of the churchmen from Shawn’s crew were glad that Jayda was leaving, though they didn’t have an issue with her personally. They would have this medical room to themselves now, since Selina had stayed with Missy. That meant it would just be two normals in here until they were cleared to leave.


    Morgan gestured toward Dalton. “The boss is going to handle the release paperwork for Jayda. Watch her so you can help with the next one.”


    Dalton hurried over. He’d been helping Anna file paperwork and update files. “Time with the boss! It’s gonna be a good day.”


    Angela began gathering the forms. “Just keep your yo-yo to yourself.”


    Dalton made a face. “Well, that’s not fun!”


    Laughter broke some of the tension.


    Marc glared at Dalton.


    Anna slapped Marc lightly on the arm. “Work now. Pit Bull later.”


    Marc snickered. “Yes, ma’am.” He went to put more bodies onto the gory cart in the hallway while everyone stared at Anna in surprise.


    Anna resumed filing. She knew how to handle guard dogs. She’d spent years doing it with Tobias and her sister.


    Daniella was still bunking with Zack and Mike, but she was secretly observing Ralph and Daisey for problems like she’d been asked to. Anna didn’t believe they were going to cause trouble until it was time to go.


    Debra stopped in front of Tonya. “Want to go.”


    Tonya didn’t need Theo’s silent denial. The bruises showing from under Debra’s tank top said she’d had enough action for now. “Have that baby before you go on any more adventures. You’ll have plenty of time for excitement later.”


    Vario’s relief was noticed by his team, but he managed to keep it from everyone else. He didn’t want Debra to leave camp again for a while either. It was the only thing he and Theo had in common.


    “Just went on one.” Debra gestured toward her room, where Theo quickly got out of sight. “Did fine!”


    Tonya noticed Sadie and Panaji were also staying away from everyone, even though a meal had been delivered. She assumed it was connected to Adrian. The Mitchel door was shut, and they were being quiet, but everyone knew they were in there. “Stay here and give someone else a chance.”


    Debra crossed her arms over her large chest. “Bored!”


    “Then try something new…like maybe being a guard for the boss. There’s always action around her.”


    Angela groaned at Tonya’s comment. “No lie there.”


    “Keep her away from the boss and everyone else!” Zack shouted from his bed.


    Sitting in a chair next to Zack’s cot, Daniella nodded. Zack had already let go of his misplaced anger at Angela. They had a bond that would be hard to break and Daniella was glad of it. That bond might keep Zack alive.


    Leeann cringed. She was in the chair by Mike’s bed, holding his hand. Zack’s anger sent fresh fear into her mind.


    Daniella noticed that reaction. The girl needs someone to help her find her courage. I might be that someone.


    Out in the lounge, Debra spun toward Zack’s room. “Shut up!”


    Zack rose onto his arm, glowering from his cot. “You’re too quick to pull the trigger. You need to be on laundry duty or toilet work until you learn when to fire, Rookie!”


    Debra was shocked into silence.


    Many of the witnesses were also surprised at his open correction.


    Angela wasn’t. Debra had killed Allison during the encounter with Nature in the ballroom. Zack was holding a grudge. “Go help Theo pack. He is going on this run.”


    Vario’s happiness flooded the area.


    Tonya didn’t mind Theo being added. It also explained why Debra had decided she wanted to go.


    Kenn stepped closer, tone a deep rumble of desire. “Room for one more?”


    He’d been standing there staring at her with those sexy eyes and that charming grin in hopes that it would sway her. Tonya felt betrayed by his attempt to seduce her into getting what he wanted. “You’ve been told no several times now. Learn to fucking listen! No!”


    Tonya left the medical bay with waves of anger radiating from her.


    Kenn limped back to his room so Jennifer could give him a healing session. He didn’t look at Angela as he went by.


    Charlie followed Kenn. “I’ll help you get settled.”


    “Thanks.” Kenn had refused to use the walker, but he was already regretting it. He felt like he might fall over. His bruised insides were aching; he had scratches, punctures, swelling, and he’d lost weight again. He really didn’t need to go on another run yet.


    Jennifer followed them, glad Charlie would be in there too. She didn’t trust Angela’s ex.


    The cats did, however. They were all sleeping in a pile under Kenn’s cot. Jennifer found it both cute and creepy. “I’ll give Gus a session after this. Hopefully, it will help him wake up.” All of them were concerned that Gus had slept through the noise.


    Angela retrieved the papers she needed. “Then you’re on a break while we get your room switched. The den mothers are on the way to collect the kids. Cate and Cody will stay with them.” Angela motioned.


    The twins hurried out to the hallway to do escort duty, happy with the chore. The den mothers would pass out snacks that tasted better than the oat cups.


    Jennifer didn’t want to be in the rear wing, even though it would smell better. She wanted to be out here where she could observe everything that was happening. “We’re fine where we are, Boss.”


    Angela didn’t relent. “Your room needs a scrub, and the one they’ve prepped is ready. We’ll handle the move. Take a break. Go see a movie, read a book, enjoy the beautiful views.”


    Jennifer scanned the hallway, where 100 reeking corpses were still waiting to be removed. “You’re in an odd mood.”


    “Yep.” Angela handed Dalton a sheet of paper. “That’s a release form. Read it so you start getting familiar with the paperwork, then take it to Terry to sign. As the CMO, he’s the only one who can officially do that.”


    “Not you or Tonya?”


    “Not officially. There are a lot of rules for dealing with the patients, Dalton. One of them is what to do when they’re a pain in the ass. You’ll sometimes have people who refuse to stay here. Let them go, record it, and leadership gets notified. Never try to keep someone here against their will unless they’re dangerous or you have orders from a senior Eagle.”


    Dalton didn’t ask about that hierarchy. He was finally paying attention. He would figure it out on his own.


    “I know you’re talking about me, Boss, and I wish you’d stop.”


    Angela chuckled at Gus’s sleepy comment.


    Terry detoured toward Gus’s room. Only Mike was still sleeping now.


    Molly and Vario followed the medic. They wanted time with Gus to make sure he understood he needed to keep Parker away from Bernice while they were gone. Parker hadn’t returned to the ship yet that they knew of, but it was only a matter of time.


    Bernice also hurried in to check on Gus. “You will stay here until you are cleared!”


    Gus didn’t argue with her, but he wasn’t going to obey. His leg had a painful burn scar that was bright red around the edges. An IV was in his arm, and he was sure he’d been given medication to combat the infection, but he already wanted to sail away again. He’d been awake for three minutes and the same feeling of restlessness was hitting hard.
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    Adrian came out of the Mitchel medical room. He ignored the stains from the deaths of their traitors as he opened his notebook and settled onto the other end of the couch. He sank down into his mind as that older, almost foreign voice finally began to speak slowly enough for him to copy the words. The notes he’d taken were coming together into the full story of another branch of descendants who had been created at the same time as the founding families that Safe Haven already knew about. Adrian was eager to learn how humanity had spread across the planet, but he was also leery of the new people simply because they were new.


    Those who saw him were glad of another guard out here now that there was so much activity. Even distracted, Adrian was useful.


    Sadie’s door shut softly.


    Kyle’s door opened. He locked eyes with Morgan. “It’s time for us to have that talk.”


    Morgan froze for an instant. Then he nodded. “Name the when and where.”


    Kyle gently flexed his fingers, relishing the pain when it worked. He had his hand back, though he expected a long, hurtful recovery. “During the church service.”


    “I assumed you’d attend it.”


    “So does everyone else.” Kyle shut the door in hopes that he could sleep some more. It had been an intense run.


    Jennifer had already gone to do her next healing session. She missed it all.


    Morgan looked at Angela.


    Angela acted as if she hadn’t heard them. She handed Dalton another sheet of paper as soon as he returned with the signed release form. “This is a copy of it. Get his signature on it too.”


    Dalton wasn’t sure how he felt about this new job. “Why didn’t you give them both to me at the same time?”


    “So you’ll never forget to do it after this. Your annoyance will make it a lasting memory.”


    Dalton’s scowl grew. “Not everything has to be bad for people to remember it.”


    “Okay. Get that paper signed and put both copies into Jayda’s folder.”


    Dalton understood she was blowing him off. He muttered as he obeyed.


    Anna chuckled. The boss knew how to handle guard dogs too. That was clear from her marriage and her past.


    “But not well, or it wouldn’t be so stressful.”


    Anna shrugged at Angela’s comment. “No one’s perfect, Boss.”


    Angela’s nostrils flared. “Fair enough.”


    They both looked over as Neil limped out of his crowded room despite protests from his family. He had showered, but he was covered in red puncture marks, black welts, yellowing scrapes and bruises, and other minor, multicolored wounds. His Eagle shirt was baggy, and his face was too thin.


    Angela opened her mouth to deny him.


    Neil held onto the wall. “Give me a minute.”


    Angela waited, but her frown was huge.


    Neil half sat, half fell onto the stained couch by Adrian.


    Adrian kept writing. His free hand went out to steady the weak man. “I give it willingly.”


    Neil began drawing energy from Adrian. His pain eased as the power sank in and began healing his wounds and filling out his bony frame. “My thanks.”


    Adrian shifted slightly so he was holding Neil up with his shoulder. “It’s my honor.”


    Neil snorted wearily. “You have none.”


    Adrian grunted. “Slam you.”


    Neil rested against his former mentor. “Okay.”


    Anna observed the moment in fascination and anger. She enjoyed seeing what Adrian’s magic could do. But I’m tired of how they treat him. “While you’re gone, maybe they’ll understand they’d all be dead if you weren’t around!”


    Adrian kept writing. “I earned this. Leave them be.”


    “No.” Anna slammed the file cabinet shut. “I can’t stay here anymore. These people suck! Hypocrites, every one of them!”


    Silence fell.


    Daniella came out to the lounge. She went to her sister and hugged her.


    Anna tried not to cry. “I mean it!”


    “I know you do.” Daniella rubbed her back and nuzzled her cheek. “Miss you, sissy.”


    Anna giggled like when they were kids. Daniella always knew how to make her feel better. “Fine, I’ll stay, but only until our babies are born, and then I have to go. I can’t take the constant bullying of someone I love.”


    Adrian smiled. “Love you too, Anna.”


    Everyone knew they meant it as friends. It was the only relationship with a female where Adrian wasn’t trying to hump her leg like a dog.


    Daniella kissed Anna’s cheek. “It’ll get better. You’re lonely and restless. The baby will solve both of those issues.”


    Everyone had assumed Daniella would be the problem.


    Even Dalton was surprised. “She always appears calm and easy-going.”


    Angela gave him a pointed glance. “So do you. And it’s a lie, isn’t it?”


    Dalton took the forms over to the filing cabinet without answering. He rubbed Anna’s arm as he went by.


    Anna tensed.


    Daniella decided to help things along. She pushed Anna into Dalton.


    Dalton caught the pregnant widow in surprise and then desire as their bodies touched.


    Anna snarled, but she didn’t pull away.


    Daniella snickered. “She likes you.”


    Dalton had frozen at the angry noise. “That’s a good sign?”


    Daniella nodded. “Yep. If she didn’t like you, you’d be screaming in pain for touching her without permission.”


    “I’ll remember that.” Dalton used his free hand to file the papers.


    Anna leaned against him and tried to control her emotions. Tobias had charmed them and kept them against their will, but before that, she’d been with him willingly. They’d had love at one point. Watching Daniella kill him and then being alone for months had been hard to handle. She couldn’t help her boiling emotions. “Why are you even near me? I’m not one of the camp sluts. I won’t play with your penis.”


    Dalton sighed. “I’d never treat you that way. What I want is more important than sex.”


    Anna lifted a brow. “And that would be?”


    Dalton didn’t answer.
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    “Dad?”


    Mike’s confused voice carried out into the lounge. Everyone quieted while Morgan went to check on the teenager. Terry was still busy with Gus.


    Zack limped over to Mike’s cot. “I’m right here.”


    Mike groaned. “I hurt all over.”


    “We’ll get you a painkiller.” Zack gently clasped Mike’s hand while Morgan began checking his temperature and blood pressure.


    Mike tried to open his eyes and found them too heavy. “What happened?”


    “You fell down the stairs and hit your head. You’ve been out for weeks.”


    People who didn’t understand the need for the lie exchanged confused glances.


    Angela and Neil’s team approved.


    “Why can’t I remember anything?”


    “You’re locked, boy.” Zack gave Mike’s bruised hand a comforting squeeze. “You asked us to do it, to save your life. Please don’t try to remember or you’ll die.”


    Mike’s eyes opened. He spotted Leeann sitting in the chair by his cot.


    The lock rattled on his memory.


    Mike drew in a calming breath. Stay locked. I don’t want to know.


    Zack was relieved. “Leeann is also locked. You guys can help each other adjust.”


    Mike smiled wearily at the girl. He knew he held a deep affection for her.


    Leeann held Mike’s other hand, blushing at the warmth coming from him. “I’m glad you’re okay.”


    “That fall almost killed him.” Morgan was using his X-ray gift now and detecting scarring that said Mike had been mortally injured. “Be more careful on the stairs.”


    “I will.” Mike yawned. He was out again a few seconds later.


    Out in the lounge, Angela stood up from the reception desk. “If you need a release form to go on Tonya’s run, line up here. Dalton will collect your name, get your form, and file the paperwork. You can pack while you wait. Don’t forget to straighten your room. Please leave the medical bay as clean as you found it.”


    People looked at the bloodstains and the bodies in the hall and then back to her with furrowed brows.


    Adrian glanced up from his notebook. “Jennifer’s right. You are in an odd mood.” His hand kept flying across the paper.


    “I know you are, but what am I?”


    Adrian rolled his eyes at her childish evasion and settled back into his work.


    Neil read over Adrian’s shoulder, still drawing streams of energy that were replenishing his health. The tale unfolding on the notebook page was like reading a skilled author who knew how to blend fantasy, horror, and science fiction into a story that would linger in the mind of a reader long after they finished the book. Neil was both fascinated and repulsed.


    Dalton let go of Anna, who still hadn’t responded to his declaration. “I don’t know how to do this.”


    Angela pointed at the chair she’d just left. “That’s never stopped me.”


    Dalton sat and picked up a pen as a line of patients formed in front of him. “I just get their name, fill out the forms, and take them to the CMO?”


    “No. We don’t have forms to waste. You memorize their name, go talk to the CMO, then relay his decision or instructions. If he clears them, then you’ll fill out the forms and take them to him to be signed.”


    “And if he says no?”


    Angela grinned. “Then you get to listen to the bitching and whining and mental complaints.”


    “I’m a normal. I don’t hear thoughts.”


    “Then you’re perfect for this job, because he isn’t going to clear most of these patients.” Angela patted Dalton’s shoulder while those people all scowled. “This is your new job. Be nice. Smile a lot. Flash those shiny white teeth.”


    Angela went to the rear wing while Dalton grumbled.


    Anna chuckled and resumed working, feeling better now that she’d gotten a short release. She refused to think about Dalton’s words. She would do that when she was alone.


    Dalton drew in a deep breath and got to work. “Who’s first?”


    As if they knew Angela wanted him to be overloaded for his first real job in this camp, a dozen patients surrounded the desk and began demanding his attention.
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    Angela stopped in Fern’s doorway. She was now sharing a small room with the girl Trent had abused. That girl was still sedated while recovering from the broken ribs, beating, and rape. Fern was a lot better. All of her wounds and bruises were gone, though she was still thinner than she should be.


    Fern bit her lip. “I’ll go if you want me to, Alpha.”


    “I want you to join the police force as soon as you’re released and learn how to defend my camp. Timmy will join you when he has time. He’ll also help you move into a cabin on the descendant deck when you’re cleared.”


    Timmy was sitting in the corner, skimming a textbook on rare diseases. “Whatever you want, Boss.”


    “I want you to pass the lab tech exam. Today.”


    Timmy immediately slid the textbook under his chair and got up. “Give me an hour to go over that last chapter again, and then I’ll be ready.”


    Angela paused. “What chapter?”


    “Tonya’s been printing off text blocks, and the pictures she draws, and organizing it all into files to cover anything we don’t have books for. I have her notes on everything she’s been researching since we set sail.”


    It was more proof that Tonya had chosen Timmy to be her lab heir. Angela was now satisfied with that choice. “Morgan or Terry will give you the exam in my office, where it’s quiet and there’s no ability to cheat.”


    “I would never!”


    Fern glanced over at him in surprise. “You just yelled at the alpha.”


    “That’s righteous anger, and he’s entitled to it. Timmy doesn’t cheat.” Angela left them alone, confident that she had given him another good moment in Fern’s estimation. He could be trusted, and he had displayed courage. Fern would need those things from a mate.


    “In the distant future, right?”


    Angela sighed at Zack’s concerned query. “Why did you stop coming to the council meetings, Zack?”


    Zack went quiet.


    Angela didn’t repeat the question. She handed out an order. “I want you there for the next one. I gave you that slot because you earned it and because we need you. Got it?”


    “I’ll be there.” Zack tried not to consider why he’d skipped it after they came home, but the water sloshing gently against the cruise ship was a brutal reminder. I’m not mentally stable anymore.


    “Which one of us is?” Ray finished packing his gear and started stripping his cot.


    Zack didn’t like that, but it was true. No one was really sane now. The war had even destroyed the survivors.
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    “You’re cleared for release, Dwight, but not for Tonya’s run.” Dalton held out the form for the man to sign. “Terry said we need you here.”


    Dwight didn’t argue, though he wanted to. He was certain the choice had really come from the boss.


    Thelma left the medical bay without speaking to anyone. She’d only stayed this long to hear that choice.


    Angela caught Dwight’s attention. “First offense?”


    Dwight flushed while residents around them tried to figure out what he’d done to anger his wife. “Yes.”


    “Then maybe there’s hope. Beg for forgiveness.”


    Dwight grunted miserably. “That doesn’t work with her.”


    Angela wasn’t surprised. “It didn’t with me either. I had to make him pay for it.”


    Dwight shuddered as he left. “Please don’t tell her that.”


    “No need. Women do that instinctively.” Angela smiled as Samantha came out to the lounge. “Tonya already cleared you to go.”


    Samantha ignored the mental protests from Wade. “Amy’s sleeping. I need to go pack.”


    “I’ll come with you.” Neil shoved off the couch, looking so much better that even Angela was impressed with Adrian’s magic.


    The couple left together without getting Neil officially cleared.


    Dalton was too busy to notice.


    In Samantha’s room, Selina talked through a yawn. “Count me out on this one. I’m staying with my kid. We’ll help Wade keep his sanity.”


    Wade chuckled, but they all heard the concern under it. He wasn’t happy that his family was being split up again.


    Everyone glanced over as noises echoed from the reeking passage outside the medical bay.


    A short line of den mothers came into view. All of them were gazing at the bodies, but not in surprise. They were smirking and enjoying the death scene.


    Angela frowned, but they didn’t see it.


    Ed came into the medical bay ahead of them; he was their escort for these pickups. He was stomping and scowling. “I had to make them pick up the kids from here first. They wanted to walk by all those bodies with the kids from all the other areas, as a lesson about disobeying authority. And those were just the magic users! The normals wanted it too, but as more proof that you’ll eventually kill them all!”


    Angela sighed. She handed Ed a sheet of paper with the names of the kids they were collecting. “Update me.”


    He gestured in disgust. “They’re all glued to the TVs. A few people are sleeping, and the Eagles who have duty are doing it, but everyone else is glued to your channels. They’re going to be grouchy later and then go to bed early so they can get up and binge-watch some more.”


    “Good.” Angela saw Ellie emerge from Jennifer’s filthy room with little Mathew in one arm and Karleen in the other. Charlie’s girlfriend was strong and hard to rattle. It was a good mix. Testing her temper would have to come soon.


    “The radios are quiet, and the mess is open.” Ed made a face. “Most of us are skipping that breakfast. You’ll have a lot of hungry people come lunch time.”


    Angela’s stomach growled. She’d also skipped it


    “Good choice.” Ed went to stand by the exit to be sure he got the names of all the kids who were joining the den mothers, while also adding Cate and Cody to his list. The twins were each at one end of the line now and gathering energy to bring up shields if they needed to.


    Kyle followed them with Kane, Autumn, and Roy. He limped into the center of the line, fighting not to groan or think about how much his body was hurting.


    Dalton didn’t notice another patient going AWOL. He was still surrounded at the desk.


    Jennifer and Morgan did notice. Neither of them protested. Kyle would make sure their kids were settled, and it would give him a few minutes of privacy. He hadn’t had any of that yet since waking. The fact that he would be surrounded by Eagles, den mothers, and magical kids who might be able to help him if something went wrong allowed them to act like they didn’t know he was sneaking out.


    Angela took Karleen for a quick hug. “Have a fun day. Love you.”


    Sarah observed and listened, also picking up the odd vibes from the mother.


    Ellie took the baby back and went toward the exit. “I’ll check on them through the day, between my other duties.”


    “Thank you.” It was hard for anyone, including Angela, to trust the den mothers now that most of them had proven to be flaky or dangerous to their charges.


    Piper came through the line and held her hands out. “I’ll take either one.”


    Ellie sensed Sarah might be easier to deal with today because she had slept well and was now distracted. She let Piper take Karleen. “We’ll switch if it starts to be a problem.”


    Piper tucked the blanket around the violet-eyed baby to protect her from the draft. “We’ll be fine.”


    The line began to move.


    Sarah swept the corridors for trouble as they went by, but her mind was on Angela. The mother’s odd mood is connected to you.


    Piper shrugged. Not really. It’s about the people who are leaving.


    She’s normally sad when people go, or worried.


    And she probably will be later.


    So, she’s… Sarah wasn’t sure what word to use.


    Piper supplied it. “She’s happy, Sarah. Adrian and his family are leaving, and for a little while, she and Marc might have some peace. You don’t recognize her odd mood because you don’t see it much. None of us do. She’s happy.”
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    “They’re not going to give you a medical clearance to go on Tonya’s run.” Grant had just come from the shower. Water dripped from his hair onto his bare chest.


    Ray kept packing his things even though he wanted to ogle Grant’s body. “Yes, they will.”


    Daisey looked daggers at Grant for not putting a shirt on before he came out of the bathroom. She hated sharing a medical room with him and Ray.


    Grant ignored her. “How do you figure?”


    Ray didn’t hedge. “It’s safer for this camp if I’m not here for a while. I can chase ghosts somewhere else.”


    Still in his cot, Ralph frowned. He felt the same way about his magic. That demon was whispering things, and he was trying to ignore it. He didn’t want to use his new power to help someone so he and Daisey could stay. I want to be normal again!


    Grant sighed. “That answer bothers me.”


    “Same, but it’s the truth.” Ray took his sheet and blanket over to the hamper in the corner and dropped them in.


    Ray was wearing most of his Eagle gear, though he didn’t have any weapons. He was too thin and covered in minor injuries. Grant didn’t want him to go anywhere. Ray needed to stay right here in the medical bay. In comparison, Grant had already begun to recuperate from his ordeal on the island with Gus and the normals. He’d done well on his run, though he still felt bad that not all of his crew had returned.


    Ray was proud of Grant, but he didn’t say so. Their relationship wasn’t comfortable enough anymore for him to be able to express that emotion. “Being away from here might be good for me.”


    “It also might make things worse.”


    Ray wasn’t concerned. “Tonya will sedate me if I flip out again.”


    “And maybe you’ll be left behind when she returns.”


    Ray picked up his kit. “It’s nice of you to care about me. Thank you.” He headed for the door.


    “Ray!” Grant calmed his voice as Ray stopped. He swallowed nervously. “I don’t know where we stand.”


    Ray’s shoulders stiffened. “Where do you want us to be?”


    “Like it was before, just without the drama.”


    “I want kids.”


    “I don’t.”


    “Then it can’t be like it was before.” Ray glanced over his shoulder. “Different isn’t always bad, you know. We can still be close friends. We just can’t build a future together.”


    Grant hid his broken heart as Ray left.


    Zack had been observing the couple without his usual squeamishness over their relationship. He felt bad for them.


    So did Daniella. She had finally crawled into her cot, but she was still awake, listening to everything going on around her.


    Mike was sleeping soundly. Daniella was sure Jennifer would be in here soon to give the males another healing session. Zack needed it. He looked rough. So did Ray, but he was already out the door.


    The three cats slid out behind him, all headed to the mess for their meal. The female’s stomach waddled from side to side, reminding everyone that she was almost due to give birth again.


    Zack shivered as the air conditioning kicked on. He was underweight now. He felt every change in the temperature. “Why don’t you want kids?”


    “I don’t like them.” Grant pulled on his shirt and started packing his kit. “They feel the same way.”


    “Was that before the war?”


    “And after. I’ve tried to get along with the camp kids…”


    “But the den mothers keep you away from them because you’re gay, and that bad feeling rubbed off. They won’t have anything to do with you.”


    “Yeah.”


    Zack made a mental note to handle that. “You should try again. Things are different now. Start with the one who intimidates you the most. If you can make friends with them, the others will be easy.”


    Grant knew Ray wasn’t going to change his mind about being a father. “Which one do you recommend?”


    “The den mothers are scared of Karleen, because of Sarah.”


    Daisey flinched.


    Grant gestured. “Everyone is scared of her, including her parents.”


    “With good reason.” Zack tugged his blanket over his chilly arms. “That concludes today’s episode of Help Your Neighbor. Tune in tomorrow for a helpful goodbye tip.”


    Grant laughed. “I’ll do that.”


     


    Out in the lounge, Ray stopped at the main reception desk and waited patiently.


    Dalton knew who Ray was. “Stand by.”


    Dalton went to locate Terry for the answer. The CMO was moving among the patients now, doing checkups and acting like Tonya hadn’t humiliated him.


    Dalton was also a bit salty, stinging a bit from some of the patients leaving without permission. It was embarrassing that he hadn’t noticed it, but all of those patients would still have to get a medical clearance if they wanted to go on Tonya’s run.


    Dalton was wrinkled and ruffled after only half an hour. Ray thought it looked better on him than the perfect persona he’d been presenting. This Dalton could be one of them, in time.


    The medical bay was emptying out. People were going to pack for the run. The rooms would be cleaned next. Ray wondered where they would find the manpower for it. Willie and Dorris had done most of the grunt work for the last few months, and a large number of Eagles were either too weak from the last runs to help or they were leaving with Tonya.


    Ray leaned against the desk and scanned the monitor in the corner. One of the small squares was showing the mess. Residents were trying the paper cups of soaked oats and quickly tossing them into the garbage cans. “I didn’t think it was that bad.”


    Ray set his kit by his feet, then walked over to Wade’s room. He tapped on the open door before taking a single step inside.


    Wade and Amy were in their cots, covered and resting. Wade hadn’t gotten much sleep while Neil’s run was happening, and he’d been stressed over Amy’s test results that entire time. He wasn’t going to get much of a break with Neil being gone again and Samantha going with him. Ray hoped Wade found a way to relax. He was a good man. Neil and Samantha were lucky they’d found a third who fit so well with their family.


    Wade scanned Ray’s thin body, read his thoughts, then chuckled. “Your balls are huge.”


    Ray grinned. “That is what Grant said.”


    “Hey!”


    Grant’s joking protest caused fresh laughter.


    Amy didn’t budge at the noise. She was out again, but this time, it was peaceful, healing sleep.


    Missy was also dozing. Selina was still holding the little girl, but she was watching Ray curiously. “You want something from me.”


    “You’re very perceptive for a normal.”


    Selina grinned. “Right back at ya, mate.”


    Ray laughed. “I’ve never been normal, even when I was one.”


    Selina studied him. “Until recently, you seemed fine to me.”


    “Enough to have my child?”


    Selina gawked.


    Grant’s amusement dropped to the cold, stained floor.


    Wade groaned. “That’s how you ask her?!”


    Ray just waited patiently.


    Selina tried to form words. “Um… Are you okay to be a father? Your mind, I mean.”


    Ray wasn’t offended. “I lost someone very dear to me, and it took my mind a bit to catch up to it. I’m better now, and I’ll keep getting better.”


    “What changed?”


    Ray’s voice broke a little. “I saw him on Neil’s run. Dale is dead, and there’s nothing I can do to get him back. I’ve finally accepted it.”


    If she’d been standing, Selina would have hugged him. She’d grown fond of Ray while they were on that run. “I’m sorry for your pain.”


    “Me too, but life is hard.” Ray studied her. “Do you think you could stand to be touched by someone who kills for a living?”


    That part didn’t bother Selina. “How would it work?”


    “Which part?”


    She flushed. “You like men.”


    “So?”


    “We’d have to…”


    Ray chuckled. “I can manage. You’re pleasing to me.”


    Selina was uncomfortable. A dozen people were listening, and one of them was the boss. “Have you thought this through? Going straight might not be easy.”


    “I have no intention of going straight.”


    Selina’s face darkened. “You want me to be a breeder.”


    “Sort of. I won’t try to take the baby from you, though. We’ll raise it together, just not as a couple.”


    She considered what that meant. “I’d have a baby, with no relationship, no warm body next to me at night, no one to listen to, or to take advice from?”


    “I’m sorry I can’t give you all of that.”


    Selina snorted. “It sounds great! Tell me more.”


    Ray was relieved. “I’ll learn the baby spell from Adrian while I’m gone. When I come home, we’ll spend some time getting to know each other and working out a plan. If we’re happy with it, we’ll take the next step.”


    Selina swallowed, suddenly afraid this was a bad joke. “The next step?”


    Ray’s voice deepened. “I’ll make love to you, repeatedly, until you get pregnant.”


    Selina’s body woke.


    So did Ray’s.


    Still listening, Grant angrily left the medical bay.


    Wade cleared his throat. “Later, guys.”


    Ray lifted a brow.


    Selina nodded. “I’ll think about it.”


    “Great.” Ray started the bonding process. He stepped over to the cot and surprised them all by placing a quick kiss on Missy’s head. “Be safe, monster.”


    He left with a smile.


    Selina looked down at Missy, curious.


    Missy snuggled against her new mom’s warm body. “He’s always been nice to the kids, and he loves Grant. You wouldn’t have to marry him or anything.”


    “Good! I don’t want that.” Selina didn’t even want to be in a relationship. She just wanted a family. Her time with Shawn had been tolerable because he hadn’t been able to perform. It had been a secret relief, even though she wanted a baby.


    Dalton returned to the main desk from the rear wing. “Terry said you have to get clearance from the boss, Ray. Medically, you’re okay…”


    Ray knew his mental state had Terry worried.


    Angela held her hand out for the form. She signed it and handed it back to Dalton.


    Ray kept distance between them. “I’ll do a good job, Boss.”


    “I believe you.” But she didn’t smile.


    Ray tried again. “I’ll get better while I’m gone.”


    “I believe that too.”


    His happiness dimmed at her tone. “But?”


    Angela frowned slightly. “I’m not sure. We’re overlooking something, maybe. Work on it while you’re gone.”


    “I will.” Ray left the medical bay. His mind was already digging into it.


    Anna came over to file the papers Dalton had collected from other discharges. “You know, don’t you?”


    Angela scanned the medical bay again. She was the guard on duty here, though no one had realized that. “Of course, but this will slow him down a little. Ray needs to remember how to think like an Eagle on this run, so when he comes home, he can finally be happy for the first time since Dale died.”


    “Is it okay for the baby, though, to not have parents who are together?”


    Angela knew Anna was asking because of her own situation. “As long as the baby is taken care of and loved, it might even be better for all of them. Some couples really shouldn’t live together or try to provide a stable home for their kids. All the fighting defeats the purpose and scars those young minds.”


    “And what about the ones like me?”


    Angela easily comforted Anna. “You’ll be a great mom. Your child will be lucky even if you decide not to give him another father.”


    Anna caught the wording. “Him?”


    “Yep. You’re having a boy.”


     


     


    2


    “Tilly would never have allowed that setup.”


    In Fern’s small room, Timmy shrugged. “Things are different in our camp. Plus, Ray’s a good guy, and we all like Selina now because she made the right choice. They’ll be good parents.”


    Fern had been listening from her bed. She’d gotten another healing session. She was feeling better, and she was more alert. She was now trying to figure out who could be trusted so she was studying the relationships, romantic and non. “It’s better to not have love. It just causes pain.”


    Timmy knew Fern needed more time to adjust, but he couldn’t let that go. “Love can be the best thing in the world if you’re with the right person.”


    Fern considered how she’d become possessive over Timmy. She didn’t understand it. “You didn’t charm me.”


    “No. I can’t. I’m Invisible.” He tugged on his white coat, trying to subconsciously get her to believe she could trust him because he was in the medical profession and their medics had helped her.


    “How do you know that?”


    “I hear thoughts sometimes. I know I will be one of you in the future.” Timmy marked his place in the study guide.


    “That explains why I can’t read your mind.” Fern had tried while he cleaned and replaced the supplies they’d used, but it had been impossible.


    “I could let you in, but it might scare you.”


    Fern already knew Timmy wanted a future with her that included being physical. “I don’t think I’ll ever want that.”


    Timmy slid the guide under his chair, on top of the thick textbook. “I can wait for that too. Why don’t we just spend time together and do fun things? That romance stuff can come later, when you’re ready for it. It can even be your idea.”


    Fern bit her lip. “It might be never.”


    “Then we’ll just be very good friends, and you can stand by me at my wedding to someone else.”


    Fern’s eyes lit up bright red.


    Timmy chuckled. “Gotcha!”


    Fern calmed, snickering. “You’re sneaky.”


    “With my family, that skill really helps.”


    “In my family, you had to learn that to survive.”


    Timmy’s anger filled the room in an instant. He pulled it in, grunting. “Sorry.”


    It helped Fern to have someone around who understood how angry she was most of the time. “What fun things?”


    It took Timmy a minute to figure out what she meant. “Oh. We can bowl, go to the movies, play games, read books, swim…go to the engagement party together.”


    “A party?”


    “Music, dancing, food, people having fun. It’s a camp activity.”


    “You’ll be surrounded.”


    Timmy wasn’t above using that. “Yes, and I don’t know most of them.”


    “I’m going!”


    Timmy hid a smile as he stood up. “I’ll find you something to wear if you want to dress up. If not, your new Eagle gear is fine.”


    Fern ran a hand over her wild red hair. “Another bow. Green again.”


    Her other one was being washed. It had been flecked with blood from removing the traitors. That had also helped her to feel stronger, mentally and physically. Vengeance was sweet.


    Timmy went out to get the bag of bows that he’d stored in his locker.


    Angela gave him a thumbs-up as he went by. That relationship was progressing nicely. In time, Fern wouldn’t hate all men because Timmy had the patience to love her before he tried to get her into his bed.


    “Didn’t work for me.”


    Angela turned toward Adrian at that comment, but she didn’t respond.


    Adrian flipped the page and kept writing. “Is there anything you’d like me to do before I go or while I’m gone?”


    “Yes.” Angela pulled a small silver key from her pocket and tossed it toward him.


    Adrian caught it with his free hand and stopped writing long enough to store it on his ring. He didn’t have many keys, but the ones he did have were important.


    “That goes to locker 204 in the new weapons space. Leave your guns there.”


    Adrian paused. “No guns on this run?”


    “Not for you.” Angela used a stern tone. “Get used to the new weapon.”


    Adrian took a guess. “You want me to get rusty.”


    “Maybe I do, and maybe I don’t.”


    Adrian snickered distractedly. “Anything else?”


    “You may get a chance to practice with it before you leave with Tonya. When you’re very distracted and very busy, you’ll be needed somewhere else, just before sunset.”


    Adrian chuckled. “You love being vague.”


    “Sometimes.” Angela memorized the sight of him for when he was gone. “I also can’t come out and say things like this because Fate is a cruel bitch who delights in the torment of our kind.”


    “Fair enough.” Adrian enjoyed her rare attention. “When I’m busy and distracted, I’ll try to remember there’s more to cover.”


    “Good boy.”


    Adrian finally glanced up, caught by the tone. Her happiness was attractive.


    This Angela was very different from the female who’d only come to Safe Haven to find her missing son. The woman openly studying him was stronger, more dependable, smarter, and so bitter that he mourned the change. That first Angie was the one he’d fallen in love with because she’d had enough hope to save the world, to fix him. This Angie loved him, but she also wanted him dead.


    Angela allowed him a full minute of eye contact. The run he was about to undertake was dangerous. He would need something to fight for.


    “My family isn’t enough?”


    “You always fight for your family. Sometimes, a man needs a little more.”


    Adrian’s nerves woke and started causing him stress.


    Angela turned back to the monitor. A cleaning crew was coming toward the medical bay. They were all strong and well-rested. Removing the bodies here would be their first ugly chore of the day.


    The second screen on the monitor showed a busy top deck and a sunrise that was beautiful. The third screen was the island, showing Daryl and his crew riding their ATVs toward town to get started on more bunkhouse work while the weather was mild.


    The final screen was this medical bay. It was awful how normal it felt to be standing by the desk when only 20 feet away, corpses were stacked four deep. “It really is like an old TV program.”


    “It should have an R rating.” Jennifer came out of the rear wing. She took the bottle of water Morgan handed her on his way into that wing.


    Jennifer’s brown hair had faint gray streaks in it that made Angela unhappy, but they had to use her regeneration gift. There was no way to avoid the draining effect. Morgan was busy helping Terry right now. The men were unhooking IVs and giving checkups to get more patients cleared for Tonya’s run. Once things settled down, Morgan could give Jennifer a recharge.


    Angela patted the chair next to her. “Come sit and watch for a few minutes.”


    “I have two more healing sessions to give.”


    Angela patted the chair again.


    Jennifer reluctantly sat. Her body immediately felt better. “Did you feel it or hear it?”


    Angela shrugged. “A little of both. Pain makes noise. Did you know that?”


    “No.”


    “I didn’t either until recently. Marc mentioned it while we were cuddling. His mind works differently, as I’m sure you know. All the time he spent in here allowed him to notice things the rest of us haven’t.”


    Jennifer studied the island through the monitor. “Was that planned too?”


    “No. We’re doing a time lesson this afternoon. I’d like you to be there to help keep things under control.”


    “Sounds fun.” Jennifer meant that. She enjoyed learning and mastering new skills. “What else?”


    “I’m going to be pulling more hands from the camp members after Tonya leaves. I don’t want them harassed about not helping us sooner. Make sure Ed knows too.”


    Jennifer frowned. “I assume it’s people who have skills we need?”


    “Yes. They didn’t want to continue their old-world lives. I let them have that as long as I could. Now that so many senior people are going with Tonya, it’s time for them to step up.”


    Jennifer pushed away the anger. “I’ll make sure they’re treated fairly.”


    “Fairly may not be enough. I need them respected and encouraged, so they feel like they belong. That’s the only thing that will keep them in the positions I’m going to give them.”


    Adrian stored his notebook, forcing the voices in his head to pause. He went back into the Mitchel room.


    Jennifer observed him, still frowning. “He knows who they are, and he isn’t happy about it.”


    “No. He gave them shelter and promised they could have new lives. It bothers him that I’m revoking that promise.”


    Jennifer groaned. “He said there weren’t any more Mitchels here!”


    Angela laughed. “It’s not Mitchels.”


    “Good. This is supposed to be a calm, peaceful few weeks!”


    Angela sighed. “Tonya isn’t going to make it back that soon. We’re on our own until the end of October, at least.”


    Listening from his cot, Kenn tensed again, mind snapping into devious alertness.


    Adrian went in the other direction. We’re going to be apart long enough that I might get over her this time. He decided to try again. He was tired of being an outcast and in trouble.


    Angela took that as a personal challenge.


    “It’s the first of August today.” Jennifer’s mind connected pieces and sent out alarm signals. “The UN will be here before she gets back!”


    “Not if the Mitchels are successful.” Angela made sure her words carried clearly into the mike on the monitor. “They’ll cut the head off that snake right before it bites, and Safe Haven will have peace.”


    “Until we go home for the final battle.”


    Angela rubbed Jennifer’s tense shoulder. “Part of the final battle is about to happen, right here.”


    Jennifer looked up in confused surprise. “When?”


    “Today.”


    Silence fell. People throughout the medical bay rotated toward them.


    Those watching the TV program from their cabins and common areas leaned forward in delight at the twist.


    Jennifer put the cap on her water bottle. “Piper was wrong. It has nothing to do with the Mitchels. You’re in a good mood because you get to do battle today.”


    “Piper knew the real reason. I asked her to placate Sarah before she figured it out and got upset.”


    Jennifer scowled. “You told Piper to lie.”


    “Yes. Isn’t that what spies do?”


    Coming out of her medical room with her packed gear, Molly winced.


    Thomas nodded.


    “I assume you’ll be using help.” Jennifer had no idea how Angela planned to accomplish such an enormous feat without any prior planning.


    Angela let go of the girl’s shoulder. “You and a select few others will be called when it’s time, but you’ll only be witnesses. I’m handling this one alone.”


    “Is that even possible?” Charlie was in the doorway of Kenn’s room now. Fear was all over his face and in his voice.


    It drew Margret toward him in surprise. I didn’t know he was scared of anything.


    Adrian gently shut their door so she couldn’t see the boy. We’re all afraid of losing the alpha.


    Margret knew that was true. She resumed packing her kit and tried not to think about how much she hated Ellie and how much she would miss Charlie. The guy she’d fallen for wasn’t the blood-covered ghoul who’d scared her.


    Amanda was packing Alicia’s things while the girl took another nap. Alicia was fully healed, thanks to Jennifer’s power, but she needed more rest to recover her energy. “You should be trying to talk her out of it. What’s going on with you?”


    Adrian sat in the only empty chair and opened his notebook again to continue working. “Bret.”


    Bret subtly signaled Candy to let her know where Conner’s last boat was on the Battleship board. “There’s no way her husband will let her do it. Adrian doesn’t have to get twisted, mate. Marc’s going to do that for him.”


    Amanda was relieved. “You’re right. He’ll stop her.”


    “Yep.” Bret didn’t have anything here that he needed to pack. His kit was in their cabin. He studied his family instead, catching memories and judging moods.


    Conner was letting Candy win the game while observing how she felt about him killing Willie and taking the traitor’s lifeforce. He still had specks of blood on his clothes, and his youthful face was glowing. He could feel it. There was no way she had missed what he’d done. The conversation didn’t interest him because he already knew what was going to happen. Angela was the boss. She would do what she felt was best, and everyone would fall in line behind her.


    “You’re all delusional.” Candy shut the game board without firing the winning shots. Conner hadn’t found many of her boats. There was no need to embarrass him. “The boss does what she wants, and she forces everyone else to help or get out of the way until it’s over. She’ll follow through, and her poor husband will be forced to watch her die! Again.”


    Candy’s emotions were boiling, mostly because she didn’t want Conner to be like the rest of his family. But he is. He enjoyed how it felt to take a life. We are not the same.


    Everyone in the room gawked at her, while those in the lounge regarded Angela.


    Angela shrugged. “She’s not wrong. I will follow through.”


    Thomas lifted a brow. “And the other stuff?”


    “No one is here by force.” Angela fired back. “Candy is trying to earn points with her soon-to-be father-in-law because she knows Adrian doesn’t want me to do it either. He’s just hiding it better.”


    Molly glanced around. “Hiding it better than who?”


    Angela jerked a thumb toward the hallway, where a lone man was standing in front of a gory cart with bloody hands and a heart pounding faster than a bird’s wing. “My husband.”


    Jayda came from her room and went by them without speaking. She’d heard it all, but she had personal issues on her mind, and she had faith that Angela could hold her own against Nature or anyone else. Jayda was worried about being the XO for this run. I should give the job to Greg, since he’s third in command.


    She went toward the cargo bay, where she assumed Tonya would now be supervising the gear collection and loading.


    Angela watched her go. “Jayda will need support when she gets around her family. Something to fight for means a lot when you’re unable to see a clear path.”


    “Is that why you didn’t give her any advice earlier?”


    Molly and Thomas were in their Eagle gear and fully recovered from their runs. Amanda and Shawn had done a good job caring for their crews. Angela was happy about that too. “Yes, Thomas. It won’t matter right now, but when she’s facing those ghosts and deciding if she needs to chase them, remind her that I believe in her. I always have.”


    Angela’s words made some of them feel guilty for doubting her choice to have the final battle alone.


    Others resumed worrying. Angela was being nice, and that was always dangerous.
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    “This is nice. Candy will love it.” Conner studied the image Charlie had drawn for the wedding setup. “We were supposed to be married next week. We decided to wait until everyone gets back from Tonya’s run.”


    Charlie wasn’t sure if Conner had heard the new timetable for that. “You’ll have to wait a few months.”


    “I know. It’s a relief, honestly.”


    Charlie didn’t have to ask why. Conner was terrified about Candy getting pregnant again and dying. “I asked Tonya to bring back any party supplies she can find, but I’ll use island vines and the rest of the fake flowers from all over the ship if I have to. I collected most of those a week ago and hid them.”


    Conner grinned at the image of Charlie sneaking through the ship to steal plastic flowers. Sitting across from him with freshly washed hair dripping onto his hoodie, Angela’s son didn’t seem as dangerous now. “What about the reception?”


    “It’ll be set up just like the party tonight, but with confetti and party blowers. I locked those away too. I have a small crew of camp members working on the ballroom right now, so we’ll be ready for tonight.”


    “Will your mom get mad about us using so many supplies?” Conner hadn’t really wanted to share their party with other couples. It was great that no one else had joined them.


    “It was her idea.” Charlie forced himself to swallow a bite of the soaked oats, much like the others in the mess around them were doing. He quickly rinsed it down with water, glad for the salty flavor that removed some of the horrid taste.


    Conner was grateful Charlie had agreed to be his best man. “That’s all for my list. Need anything from me?”


    “Nope.” Charlie knew Conner was feeling bad for not going with his family. He was staying here with Candy, who had already vowed to never leave the island. Conner was being pulled in two directions. It wouldn’t be easy, but staying really was best. For him…


    Conner felt Charlie’s distraction. He didn’t ask what was going on. I have my own issues to handle. If he wants to talk about it, he’ll say so.


    Charlie caught that. He didn’t say so.


    Conner respected his choice.


    Charlie felt the approach of another Mitchel, one he also needed to talk to. “Did you get the ring?”


    Conner took the small black box from his pocket. “I picked it out a few days ago while Candy was watching movies with Brittani and Crenshaw. They’ve been helping her pick a dress and stuff. Put it with your stash?”


    “Yep.” Charlie took a quick peek at it and then put the box into his pocket.


    “That’s a really pretty ring.”


    Both males twitched. They found Ellie standing by their table, holding little Mathew.


    “Candy will love that.” Ellie handed the baby to his dad and took a spot across from them.


    Conner grinned at Charlie and rose. “Have fun.”


    Charlie barely noticed Conner leaving as his son began telling him about the fun morning he’d had.


    The infant was covered in a blue blanket over a full blue outfit that protected him from the chill in the air. Ellie was taking good care of his son. Charlie couldn’t ask for more. But I’m going to.


    Missed you, Daddy!


    Charlie hugged the boy. Same, little dude.


    Ellie smiled. Charlie was great with his baby. It was rare to find a teenager who could be a good parent.


    Ellie scooped up a bite of Charlie’s oats and shoved it into his mouth before he could refuse. She chuckled as he swallowed and shuddered.


    The baby giggled, sending out a wave of happy magic that snared every table around them.


    The center of the mess went quiet as the effect wore off.


    Charlie shrugged. “I’m allowed to be happy sometimes. You’ve met my mom.”


    People laughed and resumed eating.


    Ellie and Charlie exchanged glances. Covering for the baby was the only defense they had right now. Mathew was too young to control his power, but Charlie didn’t want to lock his gifts. It would send a signal that being a magic user was bad and Charlie refused to let his son feel that way. “Thank you.”


    Ellie knew he meant for offering to be Mathew’s mom. “It’s my honor. And my pleasure. He’s a sweet little boy.”


    “I agree.” Charlie tried to keep from expressing too much of his emotions. They were a new couple now, figuring out how to build a future together. He didn’t want to keep rushing it when what he was about to do would probably ruin it anyway.


    Ellie understood Charlie was distracted when he didn’t keep the conversation going or flirt with her. She didn’t push. He seemed like he was trying to make an important decision about something, and she didn’t want to influence him in a bad way. Especially since it might be about me.


    “Do you have police duty yet?”


    “Just a training session later.”


    “The Eagles are covering it?”


    “Yeah. Should be fun.”


    Charlie chuckled. “Unlikely, but you can hope. Have you gotten any sleep yet?


    She shrugged. “Some dozing. I was going to sleep on the couch in the medical bay, but I’m too hyper for it.”


    “I understand.” Charlie’s mind was still replaying the fight and feeding him the rush that he had enjoyed so much this time. I really have changed. Peace wasn’t his go-to option anymore, just like his mom.


    “I’ll hit the rack early, but if you need help with Conner’s wedding or the party tonight, I might be able to stay up.”


    Charlie wanted to spend more time with her, but he knew she was already overloaded for the day. “I’ll be fine.” He quickly scooped a bite of his oats and stuck it into her mouth.


    Ellie almost couldn’t swallow it. She shivered and grabbed his water.


    Charlie laughed with the baby this time.


    More people around them forced themselves to keep eating, following the example of the boss’s son.


    The mess was almost full. Many of these people planned to stay here for the next couple of hours to get the first batch from a lunch meal. They chatted, gossiped, and scanned the monitors for the live shows that were on the screens; the medical bay was the favorite program, because that’s where most of the senior people still were.


    The ship rocked gently in the calm waves, and bright sunshine came in the windows all over the boat, reminding people that daytime had arrived, but few of them had a desire to go out. They were being entertained by the monitors and little was pulling them away.


    One of the cats flew across the mess to grab a scrap someone dropped. She sniffed and discovered a glob of soaked oats.


    Not a horse! Maybelle pranced under another table and waited for something to fall that was edible.


    Those who saw it grimaced and agreed. It was bad when even the cats wouldn’t eat it, but no one openly complained.


    The cooks were also tiptoeing around Thelma, trying not to draw her sharp scolds. Everyone knew something was wrong, even without the awful food she’d been serving.


    Working behind the counter, Thelma noticed their reactions, but she didn’t care. Dwight is hiding something from me, and I will find out what it is!


    “Are you okay, mom?”


    Thelma gave Quincy a quick nod. “I’m happy you’re back.”


    Quincy gave her a fast hug, then resumed gathering the supplies they needed to get lunch rolling.


    “How’s the arm?”


    Quincy flexed it. “Good as gold. Those healers really know their stuff.”


    Thelma’s frown returned. It was hard for her to not rant about her son getting shot while on Amanda’s run.


    Quincy felt her displeasure and left her alone. He was proud of himself for earning the small scar, but he agreed that their family needed to stay here. It would be a long time before any of them volunteered to go out on a run again.


    “Eagles don’t get that choice.” Conner stopped by the counter. “You should resign now.”


    Thelma pointed. “Yes! Do that!”


    Quincy knew they were right, but he also liked this feeling. Camp members were viewing him and his dad as heroes for bringing back food and weapons. That was hard to resist. “I’ll consider it.”


    Soothed a little, Thelma’s mind returned to her husband. Dwight was in their cabin, avoiding her.


    Quincy had come to help prep for the next meal. He doubted he would have been able to sleep, but he was also hoping being here might get Thelma to calm down. He knew she’d been worried about him and his dad, and they really had been gone for a long time, but they were home now.


    Thelma put trays in a line and began doling out the nonperishable parts of the lunch meal. These trays would go to other areas of the ship for residents who couldn’t come here while they were working. Her mind stayed on her ugly suspicions.


    Conner motioned Quincy to the end of the counter, where she couldn’t hear them. “Your dad’s in trouble. Tell him to admit it. The longer he waits, the more she’ll hate him for it.”


    Quincy already knew that. “Thanks.” He got back to work.


    Conner left the mess without thinking about what he’d picked up from them during the run. Quincy hadn’t covered it well enough anyway, but Thelma also had an instinctive sense of what it was. “Dwight’s in deep shit. That one will want blood.”


    Rhythmic footsteps echoed outside the mess. Charlie and Ellie looked over with everyone else.


    Adrian led his family into the cafeteria with his head up and his blue eyes glowing.


    All of the Mitchels had on long black cloaks that flared out behind them and made a fashion statement that people wanted to copy. Most of them were armed and wearing kits. It was clear that they were soon to leave.


    “I need
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