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The shards of hell

Oh, wrath

You fell!

 

My wayward wonder

The sky’s darkness

We ponder.

 

Endless myriads of silver

A star falls

Oh he, a giver!

 

The wish you make

I hear

And ruthlessly break.

 

Haunting sounds

Of days gone

The circle come ‘round!

 

I weep and yearn

The sun lights my face

I burn.

 

Darkness calls to like

We flee for safety

A lightning strike!

 

Our tolling bell

Heaven?

No. Hell.





  
    ​Chapter One


    Six of Those


     


     


     


    1


    “This is the last of it, Boss. Everything else has been taken below.” Wade offered Angela a hand out of the RIB. She had refused to leave the beach until everyone else was on the submarine. She’d come over with the last bit of gear and two tense Eagles.


    Those two Eagles hurried to unload the boat so it could be deflated and stored.


    Angela stepped onto the submarine. “Don’t deflate it yet.”


    “Why? Did you forget something?” Wade peered toward the shoreline, where Tilly’s people were piling into the sandy buses they’d found to transport them to the nearest city. They were going to claim a new home now. It made Wade anxious for them. Setting up a settlement in these conditions was no easy feat.


    Angela turned to face the man now climbing out of the submarine. “No, but I was hoping it wouldn’t go this way.”


    Saul was carrying a single bag in his hand, and he had a backpack over his shoulder.


    Saul spotted her and lifted his chin against her disapproval. “We are not going with you, mate.”


    Angela was dismayed to see the entire sub crew climb out of the hatch behind him, but she wasn’t surprised.


    The crew members shaded their eyes from the bright sun. They had been inside the submarine for a long time. All of them were carrying bags. Many were wearing heavy coats even though the weather was warm. They didn’t want to leave the Safe Haven gear behind.


    “I’d like to know why. Not many refugees give up a place in my camp.”


    Saul’s red curls blew wildly in the warm breeze as he snorted. “I’m tired of being told what to do. I want a warm body next to me and solid ground under my feet for a while.”


    Angela waved a hand. “Safe Haven has single women.”


    Saul stared at her knowingly. “But you’re not going back to Safe Haven yet, are you?”


    “No.” Angela started to mention the women who had been taken below.


    Saul cut her off. “I don’t want Reicher’s rejects!”


    Angela spotted Marc coming up the ladder. She doubted his presence would help things. “Are you sure this is what you want to do?”


    She knew Tilly would be thrilled to have Saul and his crew in their group, but Safe Haven needed his experience. Despite not liking the man very much, he wasn’t bad. If possible, she needed to convince him to come along.


    Saul sneered. “You can’t buy me, lass! This is my homeland. This is where I belong. You’ll have to find someone else. Unless you want to convince me again…”


    Wade and Marc both frowned.


    Before either of them could threaten Saul or try to make a deal that wasn’t going to work, Angela put out her hand. “Thank you for all your help. I wish you nothing but the best.”


    The sub crew was relieved that she wasn’t going to force them to stay.


    Saul was surprised. He hadn’t expected her to let him go so easily. For a brief moment, he regretted his choice and considered making a different one.


    Angela went around him. “It’s done. Take the RIB and enjoy your time with Tilly and her group. I’m sure they’ll be grateful to use you.”


    Saul realized she was right. Tilly and Trevor were just as likely to overuse him as Angela would have been. But I’ll still be in my homeland. Saul proceeded toward the RIB, waving his crew along. “Let’s get to shore before those buses leave.”


    Angela stopped near Marc, but she didn’t watch Saul leave like he was doing. She ran through the options. Without an experienced captain, they were all in danger. Angela looked down the ladder into the sub.


    Ray was standing there. “I’ll do my best, Boss.”


    Angela returned his smile. “That’s all I’ve ever asked.”


    Ray returned to the bridge and tried not to have a panic attack.


    Angela glanced at Marc.


    Marc reluctantly agreed. “I can try to help.”


    Wade joined them. “Do you want me to go along and bring the RIB back?” They only had a few of them.


    “No. Saul may decide not to stay with Tilly’s group. I would rather that he had other options. He’s not a bad man, even though he’s leaving us in the lurch.”


    Saul heard that as he climbed into the RIB, but he didn’t respond. She was right. It was done. He was staying here. Safe Haven would continue on their perilous adventures without him.


    Saul helped the loyal sub crew into the RIB. He was glad they had all chosen to come along. Even the happy whore was here, though he doubted her life would be the same. Tilly would expect her to work upright for her meals.


    Angela carefully descended the ladder, holding tight so she didn’t slip on the damp rails. She could hear mumbling and muttering echoing throughout the cramped submarine. As she reached the bottom, she waved at Trent. “There’s a hatch in the floor near the bridge. Get it open and then clear the bottom level.”


    A small wave of relief went through everyone who heard her as they realized the sub was bigger than just this one level they were all currently occupying.


    Angela had pulled the information from the submarine crew who had been glad they didn’t have to keep the bottom half clean, too. It even had a full-size mess. There hadn’t been any need to use it before. Now, they needed the space.


    Wade came down the ladder next, leaving Marc topside by himself. He sensed the man needed a moment alone. “Where do you want me?”


    Angela gestured toward the bridge. “Complete your daily call to Amy and let them know the mission was a success.”


    Wade grinned sheepishly. “I thought we got that by you.”


    Angela snorted but didn’t rub it in. There was little that she missed these days. It was exhausting and extremely useful. If that ever changes, we’re probably screwed.


    Wade went to the bridge and opened the door carefully. He didn’t let Dog out even though the wolf was whining for it. Dog wanted to be reunited with Marc, but Angela had decided not to allow that to happen until the mission team had been given time to unwind from this run. Many of them had been abused by Reicher’s hounds. No one was sure how it would go.


    “Welcome aboard. I missed you.”


    Wade snickered at the joke. “You awake enough for this?”


    “I’m all good.” Ray was alert enough for duty, unlike some of their weaker members, who were yawning and rubbing their eyes. Everyone would sleep hard tonight.


    Ray motioned at the radio and then went to the small drink center that was still fully stocked. Saul had left the bridge in a good state. There was a little dust on the equipment, but that was it. Everything else was neat and clean, though the hint of body odor was lingering.


    Wade sat in the captain’s chair and picked up the headset. “Come in, Safe Haven.”


    The radio immediately crackled back. “This is Safe Haven. Go on with your message, Wade.”


    Wade frowned. They weren’t supposed to use names over the radio, but Daryl didn’t know that. Wade was surprised that Daryl was the one manning the radio, considering everything going on with his wife and the fact that he was one fifth of leadership now. “The mission was a success. We have retrieved the mission team.”


    Wade flinched at the loud cheer that immediately came over the radio. It was obvious the entire camp had been listening for good news. He had to wait for the noise to clear before continuing.


    Daryl knew what Wade wanted. “She’s doing a little better every day. She said to tell you to be careful and come home soon.”


    Everyone listening was pleased to hear that Samantha was doing better. It sounded like things were fine at home. The same couldn’t be said of the mission team.


    Wade was relieved. “Tell her I will and I love her. Is Amy around?”


    The radio cleared with a little girl’s excited voice. “Are you coming home now, Daddy Wade?”


    Wade was sorry that he couldn’t tell her yes. “Not yet, Sweetheart. Take care of your mom for me. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


    “I will. Bye-bye!”


    Daryl took back over the radio. “Is there anything else?”


    “Negative. We’ll check in with you soon and keep you posted.”


    Daryl grinned into the radio. “Just stay away from the Bermuda Triangle, okay? That’s the last thing we need right now.”


    Wade laughed. “We’re nowhere near that. Wade, out.”


    Wade replaced the headset and looked over at Ray.


    Ray was frowning. “There are six of those triangle spots scattered around the world, right?”


    Wade shrugged. “You’re the captain, not me.”


    The two men switched places.


    Dog watched them impatiently from under the counter behind the heavy steel door.


    Ray sat and waited nervously for orders.


    Wade was eager for it. They had rescued their missing men and disposed of another evil tyrant. The sooner they got out of here and made it to the recovery location Angela had chosen, the better.


    The radios on both of their belts lit up with Angela’s calm voice. “Saul preprogrammed coordinates into the autopilot. As soon as Marc comes down, get us moving. I’d like to be there by nightfall.”


    Ray began adjusting controls nervously, hoping nothing went wrong.


    Wade used his body as a block to keep Dog in as he left.


    Dog huffed angrily and went back to his spot under the counter.


    Wade went to the topside ladder and waited for Marc to come down so he could close the hatch.


     


    On top of the submarine, Marc observed the shoreline, but he wasn’t seeing Tilly’s group or Saul and the sub crew as they flew toward the beach. He was staring at the debris-filled water and the light smoke still coming from the destroyed entrance of the lab.


    He contemplated his time under the water in small, jerky replays that brought up ugly emotions. I’m broken now. Angela says she and Adrian can put me back together, but I don’t believe that. I’m only going with them because it’s expected and because I do love her. I don’t think I’ll be able to make it for long. At some point, I’m going to be just another ghost wandering the wastelands, hunting for what I’ve lost.


    Adrian nodded to Wade and quickly climbed the topside ladder. He made noise as he approached Marc so he didn’t startle the desolate man.


    Marc felt Adrian join him. Animosity wasn’t the first thing that came to his mind this time.


    The warm breeze ruffled their hair and brought the heavy scent of salt to their noses. For Adrian, it was a common feeling and smell. For Marc, it was almost new. He had either been in the sub or the lab for months. The sights and smells of nature were welcome, but also strange. It would take him time to readjust to being in the outside world again.


    The same was true of the entire mission team. All of them had stared at the ocean and the beach while waiting for their turn to be transported to the submarine.


    Marc swept Adrian’s Eagle gear, feeling out of place in the comfortable clothes from the lab. He assumed Angela would have all of them change and shower at some point. Part of him was looking forward to it. The other half didn’t want to let go of the comfortable clothing. “When do you want to start?”


    It was more proof of how broken Marc was now. In the past, he never would have agreed to allow Adrian to help him without a long, drawn-out fight. Adrian sent a wave of calm, but he didn’t use overwhelming force. He knew Marc and the others couldn’t handle that. “How about right now? We’ll find an empty room and a beer.”


    Marc hadn’t been drunk since before this run. It suddenly sounded very good. He walked toward the hatch.


    Adrian took one last glance at the shoreline, where his son was now helping Saul and the sub crew out of the RIB. Then he followed Marc. It wasn’t his destiny to stay here and interfere with Gordon’s parents. It’s my duty to help the mission team and I’m going to do that. It’s always been my job in Safe Haven. I’m very, very good at it.


    Wade waited for Marc and Adrian to come down, and then closed and sealed the hatch. He keyed the radio on his belt. “We’re all set here, Ray.”


    A few seconds later, the intercom system activated throughout the submarine. “Prepare for departure. I guess that means hold onto something in case I screw up.”


    Ray’s honesty and nervousness didn’t bother any of them after what they’d already gone through. Complete confidence would have been a lie. That would have bothered everyone. The only person who could get away with it was Angela. From her, it was expected.


     


    On the shore, Gordon grabbed Saul’s hand to help him out of the RIB.


    Saul had been scanning the boy’s thoughts. He was the only other descendant here, and Saul didn’t like what he had picked up. He opened his mouth to start protesting the change in the natural order.


    Gordon locked Saul’s gifts. Then he used the memory modification he had copied from Angela. He didn’t want a descendant rival in their group. I’m the alpha dog here.


    Saul stared blankly, not sure what he had been about to say.


    Gordon studied the submarine crew and was relieved to determine they were all normals. He didn’t dig into their thoughts. There wasn’t time for it right now. He needed to get his group under cover.


    The submarine crew hadn’t noticed anything wrong. They waited for orders.


    Gordon smiled calmly. “Hurry up and get on the bus. You don’t want to be left behind.”


    The sub crew hurried that way.


    “Thanks.” Saul followed them, not sure what had just happened.


    “It’s my honor.” Gordon took a minute to watch the submarine as it began to glide through the choppy water. Then he got on the bus, proud of himself for handling the first real challenge to the new world order that Angela was establishing. He was already eager to see her again at the final battle where they would officially take over everything. Nothing can stop us now.


     


     


    2


    “It even has a medical bay. Awesome!” Harry entered the small medical compartment and began exploring the cabinets and shelves.


    The medical bay was stocked with copies of most of the equipment that they had used in Reicher’s lab. Most of it had been untouched since before the war. The packages were dusty and wrinkled.


    The bay held two exam tables, a partition on ceiling rollers that could be pulled over to provide privacy between the two tables, and a chair in each corner, along with one rolling stool for the doctor on duty. The rear of the room held a doorway that led to a small isolation compartment where Gus had been taken.


    To Harry, it felt cramped after the empty rooms they had used in the lab. He began planning how he wanted to reorganize it.


    For Shawn, it reminded him of his old life and provided comfort. In the old world, medical procedures had been done on willing patients, not screaming captives.


    “Keep going.” Angela motioned Kenn and the military men to continue the tour of this bottom level. She stayed in the entrance, observing Harry.


    Harry didn’t care. He was thrilled to find a fully outfitted medical center on the submarine. When he’d first boarded this vessel, he had been depressed by the small area. Finding out there was a second floor was good. Discovering the medical bay gave him an immediate mood boost.


    “Would you like to get started right away?”


    Harry nodded at Angela. “Give me about half an hour to get things sorted and set, and then you can send them in.”


    “Does it matter what order?”


    “No. I can pretty much handle whatever problems they have.”


    Angela took a moment while he was distracted to examine his thoughts. She didn’t like invading anyone’s privacy, but it was important to make sure he was stable enough to carry out the medical exams.


    Harry waved her off. “I’m fine right now. As long as you keep me busy, it shouldn’t be a problem.”


    Angela was relieved to hear that and even more relieved to see his thoughts matched his words. “I’d like you to avoid using magic in some of these cases. Our medics won’t always be able to handle it with gifts. We have to be able to cover it the old-fashioned way, too.”


    Now Harry did pause. He looked at her suspiciously. “You’re going to curtail my freedom right away.”


    Angela didn’t lie. “I have to, Harry. You may not be able to see it from where you’re at, but from where I’m standing, things have gone too fast. If I don’t slow it down, you’re going to burn up upon reentry.”


    Unlike some of the other mission men, Harry didn’t have a new distrust toward Angela. He had always believed that she had the best interests of everyone at heart. “I’ll try.”


    Angela smiled brightly. “I don’t mean you can’t use your new gifts at all. Some of the injuries we have can’t be healed quickly by normal means. I have no problem with you using magic for those.”


    Harry’s mood immediately improved again. “Thank you.”


    “Sure. Let me know if you two need something that isn’t already in here and I’ll dig through the supplies and send it in.” Angela gave Shawn a comforting smile and then left.


    Shawn joined Harry in exploring the medical bay. “Do you think she means it?”


    Harry tried to be positive. “We’ve always been able to trust her. Everything she’s done has produced good results for Safe Haven.”


    Shawn thought about Missy.


    Harry scowled. “That part of your life is over. Try to move on. I need you more than she does.”


    Angela continued down the hallway even though she’d caught that. Shawn’s adjustment would be different than Harry’s, but it wasn’t the right time to deal with that yet.


    Ahead of her, a large group was gathered around the one Navy man out of Kenn’s group. He was giving them a tour of the sub and filling them in on what each space was used for. Angela listened intently, memorizing it.


    “This is the laundry compartment. Behind this, are pumps and another ladder up to the hatch that leads to the top of the submarine. Behind that are areas that you all want to avoid. It’s the nuclear reactor, ballast tanks, auxiliary equipment spaces, turbines and generators, and other stuff like that.”


    Angela planned to explore all of those areas when there was more time. She was curious if they were all stocked like the medical bay was. She also wanted to know how much total room they had, and if the equipment was better than what they were enjoying on the cruise ship. The Adrianna used fuel for power. This submarine had a nuclear reactor. It would still be running long after she and everyone else here was gone. It was one of the huge advantages of nuclear power. The disadvantage was the possibility of something going wrong with it. “All of those areas are off limits.”


    The Navy man, Thomas, looked over and saw her in the rear of the group.


    Thomas lifted a brow.


    Angela didn’t want to take over the tour. “You’re doing fine. Keep going.”


    Thomas was in great shape. During the lab rescue, Angela had noticed the workout equipment. It was obvious that Thomas had taken advantage of it. He was muscular, with slightly curly reddish blond hair that framed a pale face, but his most striking feature was his vivid green eyes that observed everything intently. She had little doubt those mesmerizing orbs were collecting and hiding secrets.


    Thomas directed them to the other side of the submarine, where several doorways were waiting. “This leads into the crew bunks. There are storage spaces, lockers, and bathrooms in there. We call those the head.” He went to the next entrance. “This is the mess. We call it the galley. There are also dry and cold storage areas, and a food preparation compartment. We’ll use this area a heap as soon as your boss picks a cooking crew.”


    Kenn made a face. “None of it will be as good as what we had on the bottom level of the lab. Don’t expect that.”


    The reminder of their captivity wasn’t welcome. The mood dropped.


    Angela didn’t try to improve it. She wasn’t going to comfort them or distract them every time negative thoughts came up. That wasn’t the best way to help them recover.


    Thomas continued the tour, taking them up the narrow hallway toward the front of the submarine. “This is where the officer berthing is located. There’s no reason for the captains to be in a bedroll on the floor like you were doing above us. Officers berthing is outfitted with nice beds, storage areas, and private heads.”


    Angela didn’t tell him she preferred to keep her crew together. Now that there were so many people on the submarine, she may want to use the officers’ quarters for those who needed privacy. It was likely that couples would be assigned to these areas, but she hadn’t made up her mind yet.


    “This ladder goes to the long room next to the bridge. It’s called the control room or the attack center.” Thomas went up the ladder, expecting people to follow him.


    The other military men did. Everyone else waited for Angela.


    Angela motioned toward the crew residence area. “Everyone can use the bunks or they can stay on the top level for tonight.”


    People in the group went into the bunk room to claim a spot.


    The Navy man came back down the ladder as he realized he had lost most of his audience.


    Angela shifted closer. “Tom, right?”


    The man held out a hand. “Thomas Jackson, but everyone called me Bear.”


    She shook with him and let go. “I’m Angela. I assume you already know that.”


    “Yes.” Thomas automatically straightened under her firm gaze. It was obvious that she was the boss even without the introduction. “If there’s a job you need filled on the sub, I might be able to do it. I served on a battleship for most of my time, but I’m familiar with this vessel.”


    “Do you know how to sail it?”


    Thomas wished he could give a different answer. “Sorry. That wasn’t my job.”


    “What was?”


    “I repaired engines.”


    Angela smiled. “We always need engineers in Safe Haven. I’m sure we’ll be able to find work for you.”


    Thomas felt her digging into his mind. He didn’t resist. It had happened regularly in Reicher’s lab.


    Angela didn’t find anything that concerned her. That was a relief. There was still a weeding process that would have to be done for everyone she had brought out of there, though. “They may have questions.”


    Thomas got the hint. He joined the others in the bunk room.


    Kenn came out of there and stopped near her.


    Angela denied him. “I’m not ready for that conversation.”


    Kenn wasn’t ready for it either, but the longer they waited, the guiltier he would feel about the way he had treated Tonya. “Is there something you’d like me to be doing right now?”


    Angela could tell he was already getting restless. “Why don’t you and Thomas figure out how to get a meal going in the mess?”


    Kenn wasn’t excited by the chore, but it was something to keep him busy for now. He went that way without pushing her.


    Angela stayed there for another moment, listening to people pick their bunks and exchange meaningless conversation that wouldn’t lead to arguments or tense moments. Everyone was walking on eggshells to keep from upsetting any of the mission team or the new people.


    Unlike the land camp, it wasn’t possible to put the new refugees into a quarantine zone. Having them all together was going to be a challenge. But I’m ready for it. As far as I’m concerned, showing them how to get along with each other will be the easy part.


    Angela studied the dark doorways that led to the rear of the submarine. If anything went wrong with the nuclear reactor or the generators, they would have to abandon the sub. None of them had experience with that and she didn’t want to try learning on the job. Messing around with nuclear fire wasn’t a good idea. Angela made a mental note to have that entrance blocked off. Curious kids and bored adults might lead to more trouble than they were able to handle.


    Angela keyed the radio on her belt. “Charlie, please escort all mothers and their children to the medical bay in 30 minutes.”


    “Copy.”


    Angela used the radio again. “The next appointments for the medical bay after that will be all of the other children. Anyone under the age of 18 must have a medical exam tonight. There will be no exceptions.”


    Angela climbed the ladder, confident that Kenn and the others would keep things calm down here. She could feel the unrest on the level above her. That’s where she needed to be.


    The next few days and weeks would keep her busy and offer challenges that she hadn’t faced in Safe Haven, but she was confident she would be able to get them through it. The only two men she wasn’t sure they could help were Marc and Biff. One of those men was broken and doubting if he wanted to survive at all. The other was terrified to live. If Adrian couldn’t help them, they might both still be lost.


    Angela proceeded toward the rear compartment on the top level, where Adrian and Marc were now talking. She wanted to listen for a few minutes and determine how it was going. If Adrian was making any progress at all, she planned to send Biff in to join them for the next session.


    This recovery period would include a lot of therapy moments. Adrian would need to use all of his skills to pull the men through this first painful stage. I told him not to hold back. I hope he remembers that.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Two


    Just Walk Away


     


     


     


    1


    Adrian handed Marc a beer. “Do you remember doing this in Ciemus?”


    Marc snorted bitterly. “I remember you making a lot of promises and not following through on any of them.”


    Adrian went on as if Marc hadn’t spoken. “It seems like we do one of these sit-down talks every few months.”


    Again, Marc let his resentment be known. “Yes, but only one of us ever gets anything from it.”


    Adrian fingered his swollen eye. “Yeah, you do usually get to beat on me.”


    Marc scanned Adrian’s black eye, wishing he had been the one to give it to him. “I didn’t do that.”


    “I was making a point.” Adrian studied Marc’s bloodshot eyes and full beard. He had seen Marc upset a few other times, but nothing even came close to what he was viewing now. Marc was a mess, mentally and physically. He also smelled bad. None of it surprised Adrian. What did surprise him was that Marc wasn’t disfigured in any way, like the other team members. He assumed Marc was feeling guilty over that as well, but it wasn’t what they were going to discuss today.


    Adrian took a beer for himself and then joined Marc at the small table. They were in the rear storage cubby with the door left open a little. “Let’s begin.”


    Marc felt the old hatred return in full. It was ugly. “This sucks. You’re the last person I should be talking to about my problems. You’re the cause of it all!”


    Adrian refused to accept that. “You got to marry her. She’s carrying your baby. I’m still banished. Tell me again how everything went wrong for you.”


    Marc flushed. He tried to think of something snotty, but it wasn’t worth the fight anymore. Despite everything Adrian had just said, Adrian had won and he knew it.


    Adrian grunted. “That’s not the least bit true. If I had won, you’d be dead, and I’d be married to her.”


    Marc drank some of his beer. When Adrian had first suggested it, Marc had hoped this would help him, but all of his old hatred was still there, waiting to rise up and spew out of his mouth to ruin what little future he had left in Safe Haven.


    Adrian gave Marc a minute to get himself under control. He scanned their surroundings instead of jumping into Marc’s thoughts.


    The storage area was small, with fully stocked shelves built into three of the four walls that went from the floor to the ceiling. Many of those shelves were holding items Safe Haven needed, like powdered milk barrels, bags of instant potato flakes, and jugs of water. Adrian knew Angela was looking forward to getting it all back to their island.


    The rest of the storage room was empty except for a small folding table with two chairs and a lot of dust. It was obvious this cubby hadn’t been used by the mission team or the rescue team. The table and chairs had been brought in a few minutes ago, at Adrian’s request.


    Before they arrived, Angela had told him to start therapy sessions right away. This was the best location he’d found. Adrian hadn’t known about the bottom level of the submarine, but it wouldn’t have made a difference. Most of these talks would make the mission men uncomfortable. It would be better that they were on the top floor, away from everyone else.


    Adrian opened his beer and set it on the table. He studied Marc openly now, seeing wide cracks, self-doubt, and tons of guilt that would have to be shoveled out like manure. “I’m glad you survived.”


    Marc snorted. “I’ll bet you are.”


    “I am. Some of us weren’t sure that she was going to come after you guys at all. We know now she had to act that way so Reicher couldn’t get in front of her, but it still placed a lot of doubt in our minds. A few of the dumber people even thought she was replacing you with one of the eager young bucks in camp.”


    Marc’s head snapped up, eyes blazing. “Who? I’ll rip their guts out!”


    Adrian chuckled. “That’s the side of yourself you need to hold onto. It will help you get through this.”


    Marc’s depression returned just as fast. “This is the side of me that makes her hate me. Stop lying. She’s never considered anyone else.”


    That was absolutely true, no matter how hard others had tried. “Since you know that, why did you allow Kendle to come between you?”


    Marc was trapped by that question. In the past, he’d told everyone he thought Adrian was replacing him and he had claimed Kendle so he wouldn’t be alone after that happened. Now, it was obvious that he’d lied.


    Adrian waited, again giving Marc time to collect his thoughts. He expected the man to lie again, but he was hoping to get the truth out of him at some point. Only the truth would set Marc free from that ghost.


    Marc suddenly wished he hadn’t agreed to a therapy session. “I don’t want to do this.”


    Adrian wasn’t discouraged. Facing mistakes of this magnitude was hard for anyone, but for someone with an ego like Marc’s, it was actually painful. “Shall I guess and you can tell me if I’m right?”


    “No.”


    Adrian went on as if Marc hadn’t refused. “Being with Angela is hard. She wants the best from everyone around her, including her mate. It crushes your pride and your self-confidence to be with someone like that. You chose Kendle because in that way, she was the exact opposite of Angela. You didn’t have to give her your best. You could be whoever you wanted to when you woke up that morning and Kendle was fine with it. You didn’t pick her to ease your broken heart. You picked her because you were considering ending things with Angela for someone who was easier to handle, easier to manipulate.”


    With every word, Marc’s shame grew. It was obvious that Adrian knew exactly why he had created a bond with Kendle. Marc could deny it, but that would never change the truth. “Does she know?”


    Adrian quickly nodded. “I figured it out a few weeks ago. I’ll bet Angela’s known since it happened. Her biggest gift is understanding what makes people tick.”


    Marc contemplated Thalia at that moment. Reicher’s daughter had also known what made humanity tick, but much like Angela, she had expected the best out of them every day. If she had been more like Kendle, Reicher’s plan might have worked.


    Adrian wasn’t surprised by that mental admission either. Marc had been hunting for an escape from his relationship with Angela since they were kids. “She’ll let you go if that’s what you want. You know that.”


    Marc did. Angela would always sacrifice herself for someone else’s happiness. It was part of what had made it so easy to walk away from her each time.


    “Is that what you want?” Adrian was relieved that his voice didn’t sound eager at all. If Marc did that, Adrian planned to fight for Angela with every breath in his body, but only in that circumstance. I refuse to interfere this time.


    Marc caught all of that, but the usual anger didn’t appear. This time, it was mostly confusion. “I don’t want that, most of the time. Sometimes, I can’t help it.”


    “That’s during moments when we’re in the middle of a heated battle and she’s in charge, right?”


    Marc nodded, voice breaking. “She’s so good at it! I can’t keep up with that day in and day out. Maybe you’re good enough to tolerate it, but the rest of us mere mortals have weaknesses that you and she apparently don’t.”


    Adrian chuckled softly. “You’d be surprised by how much doubt both of us carry over the decisions we’ve made and how we follow through with our plans no matter what.”


    Marc shrugged. It didn’t matter if Angela doubted herself. What mattered was that he couldn’t live up to her expectations of him.


    “It seems to me that the only way you can be happy with her is if she’s not in leadership, so that she doesn’t expect as much out of you. And you know that’s not what she wants, so you’re torn between the two and constantly ripping yourself, and her, apart over a choice that you can’t make.”


    Marc drank a little more of his beer instead of answering. He didn’t know what to say or how to erase the shame he felt from that.


    “I assume you’re aware that your choices during this run have officially removed any chance you had of leadership in her camp?”


    Marc forced himself to be honest. “Some of that was intentional.”


    “Because you believe if you’re just a camp member, maybe then you can save your marriage.”


    “Yes.” Marc stared at him in misery. “Will that work?”


    Adrian felt great sympathy for Marc. He wanted to tell the man that was a solution, but he couldn’t. “You two will always know why you’re just a camp member. Over time, she’ll develop bitterness about it because she needs you to help her lead Safe Haven. Her unhappiness over your choices will make her pick between you and leadership.”


    “She’ll pick me.” Marc was certain of that.


    “Of course, she will. We’ve seen that pattern repeat with her continuously. She even left Safe Haven to come find you after you chose to be with Kendle rather than to face your responsibilities with her. And you already know that choice will crush her even if it wouldn’t destroy Safe Haven, which it will.”


    Marc slammed his hand on the table, rattling both bottles. Beer sloshed over. “I know that! Give me a solution!”


    Adrian didn’t hold back. “I see three possible solutions. The first one is that you do what you’re considering. You become an average camp member and stay out of her way during the leadership moments so you don’t have to challenge her or feel guilty for your choices. That one will end in her giving up leadership and eventually a divorce because she can’t handle it. She knows she was born for that job. If you take that away from her, it will bring you both misery.” Adrian took a quick sip of his beer to wet his dry throat. This wasn’t an easy conversation for either one of them.


    “Your second choice is actually harder. You can tell her the truth about why you picked Kendle, face her nonjudgmental sadness, and then tell her you’re leaving Safe Haven because you can’t handle her being in charge. That decision will also crush her, though it will take a lot longer. I don’t recommend it.”


    Marc had already gone over those choices. He was hoping Adrian could give him a solution they could all live with. “What’s the third choice?”


    “You live up to the expectations. You’re under the impression that it’s her expectations that are too hard, but it’s you who has the issues, not her. You think you have to be perfect to be the mate of someone like her, but that’s not true. As long as you try hard in your duties and stop usurping her choices, she’ll be perfectly happy with it. You have to accept your limitations and stop pushing yourself over them.”


    “Only part of that is true, but even if all of it were, how in the hell do I do that? She’s better than me on every level. How am I supposed to live with that! I’m a man. I’m supposed to be the leader!”


    Adrian was pleased that they had made it this far in with only one conversation. Adrian had thought it would take longer to get Marc to face that part of himself. “Every time you start to feel ashamed or embarrassed or even jealous, walk away. You don’t contradict her, and you don’t argue with her. Walk away and come find me. We’ll have a conversation, much like this one, where I gently, if I can, help you see that it’s your issue and not hers.”


    “I wish I could believe that.”


    “You will in time. If I’m not around, then you’ll do this for yourself. You don’t have to feel bad about who you are or who you were. Safe Haven was made for second chances; it’s a place where we can erase our past and become better. I’ve helped hundreds of lost souls find their way, Marc. If you let me, I’ll do the same for you. None of the past matters anymore. I usually say only survival does, but we both know that’s not true. Having honor is a huge part of being an Eagle. You feel like you have to compete when anyone does better than you at a job, but especially when it’s a female. The old world encouraged that behavior. They told you that was what made you a man, but you’ve been torn about that your entire life because you’ve never believed it. You knew it wasn’t true. You knew that wasn’t fair, it wasn’t right. But you still based your entire life on it, and now you’re having to fight with yourself to change. Everyone I’ve helped has gone through the same process. You’re no better, or worse, than anyone else in Safe Haven, including Angie. We’re all here because we needed a second chance.”


    Marc’s emotions were getting the better of him. He wiped away the tears that were forming. “I don’t know if I can do any of that.”


    Adrian continued to be supportive and helpful. It was what Marc needed for this first session. Other talks might not be as mild. “Some people can’t. You have the options we talked about. There are also other ways, like becoming a den mother instead of an Eagle. The important thing for you to remember is that you don’t have to make a choice yet. No one is asking you to do that. The only thing you have to do right now is try to figure out what will make Marc happy. Don’t think about Angela or your children. Just consider what you want from your future. Once you can settle that into a few sentences for me, we’ll go from there. I’ll do my best to help you find happiness.”


    Marc slowly agreed. “I can do that much.”


    “Awesome.” Adrian jokingly flashed his wrist, where a watch was no longer resting. “Sorry though, your time is up for the day. Please pay the receptionist on your way out.”


    Marc laughed.


     


    The woman standing outside the door listening to them also smiled, but she didn’t make a noise to give away her presence. She didn’t want Marc to know she had was listening to his therapy session.


    Angela heard raised voices down the hall and went that way, feeling a little better. With enough time, Adrian could help anyone. That was his gift.


     


     


    2


    “You have to follow orders.”


    “Slam you!”


    “You’re not the boss here. We don’t have to do anything you say.”


    Angela paused outside the theater compartment. Cate and Cody were trying to get the new children to go take a shower and change into clean clothes. Almost all of those kids were descendants. It wasn’t going well.


    She glanced in, evaluating the situation before entering.


    The two dozen kids were wrinkled and sandy, with blood on their shoes from the trip out of the lab. They were also starting to stink. She definitely wanted them to shower and change.


    She saw the older kids had claimed the couches. The younger kids were on the floor, between them and the door. The older children were automatically using the younger kids as a defensive wall between them and anyone who came in. That bothered Angela. It was another hint of the trouble they might have while trying to undo Reicher’s brainwashing.


    “The alpha wants you to get ready for your medical exam.” Cody didn’t use his gifts against the new kids. He already knew that wasn’t going to work. All it would do was trigger a magic fight.


    Cate wanted to use her gifts, but Cody was standing in front of her, preventing it.


    “Reicher only made us take a shower once a week.”


    “We already had a shower.”


    “I’m not wearing those duds.”


    “If you don’t do what you’re told, you’ll get in trouble.”


    The new kids weren’t bluffed by Cody’s warning. They continued to argue instead of doing what they were told.


    Angela put a hand on Cate and Cody’s shoulders to get them to move aside. She entered and scanned the new kids.


    Even one of her hardest glowers didn’t get them to obey. They didn’t have respect for her. She was certain if she brought Marc in that would change, but she wasn’t going to rely on lab hierarchy.


    The kids waited for a punishment, glaring back resentfully. None of them wanted to be on this submarine. Their lives in the lab had been easy as long as they followed orders.


    “I’m not Reicher. I’m not going to torture you. What I will do is take away your gifts.” Angela did that immediately, not giving them time to fight. “I am the alpha. When you learn to respect that, you’ll get your gifts back. Until then, you’re all normals.”


    Shouts of anger and fear filled the room. The children lunged to their feet and came toward her angrily.


    Angela felt Marc and Adrian come down the hall, drawn by the chaos. She ignored them. “There are rules you have to follow. If you don’t, you’ll be normal forever.”


    Angela remained immune to the shouts and threats, but the fear from some of the younger kids bothered her. She remained motionless on the outside and refused to let them know. This was part of why she hadn’t wanted to bring these kids along. Some of them would never change their mindsets. None of them knew the difference between right and wrong.


    “Unlock me right now!”


    “How can we guard you without gifts?”


    “That’s not your job anymore. You get to be kids now. In time, you’ll all pick a job that you enjoy.”


    Some of the younger kids were relieved by her answer. Only the older kids had protected Reicher. The younger kids had been bullied by the older kids for not being strong enough yet.


    “You won’t be sacrificed for the adults in my camp.” Angela waved Adrian in. “This is your settling partner.”


    The kids immediately resumed screaming and shouting. Some of them tossed items from the room toward Adrian.


    Angela brought her shield up, dismayed.


    “That’s a Mitchel! He’s not allowed around us!”


    “Kill all Mitchels!”


    Marc entered the room.


    Silent obedience came immediately.


    The kids had stayed together after being brought on board. They had chosen this room and hadn’t left it yet. Marc knew they had picked this area because it looked like one of the lounges from the lab. Long couches, small recliners, and a view screen on the wall were comforting to them. Marc refused to admit that it was also comforting to him. The lower they had gone in the lab, the more luxuries Reicher had provided. The movie nights had been especially welcome, for the distraction. Marc assumed the sailors who had once manned this submarine had felt the same way about this dusty theater. “Adrian will be your settling partner.”


    None of the kids shouted at Marc, but it was obvious that they weren’t happy.


    “Listen to him and do what he says, or I’ll remove you.”


    Adrian was aware of the ugly glares. If not for Marc insisting, every one of these children would attack him. It was heartbreaking.


    Marc motioned.


    Adrian stepped forward to get started.


    Marc and Angela listened for a minute as Adrian started retraining more of Safe Haven’s orphans.


    Adrian swept all of the kids, even the younger ones. “You were working for a bad man, in a bad place. You’ve done bad things. It’s not your fault. Bad guys are sneaky. They often ask kids to do things that are wrong.”


    Adrian glanced toward Marc. “They often brainwash adults into doing their dirty work, as well. We won’t hold that against you.”


    Marc nodded once in acknowledgement.


    Adrian continued. “If a grownup tries to get you to do bad things again, say you will and then come tell Marc, okay? You can trust him to know what’s right and what isn’t.”


    Marc wasn’t sure that was true anymore, but he gave the confused kids a smile. “I’ll protect you with my life. It won’t be bad for you in Safe Haven. All of us will see to that.”


    Adrian went to an empty chair in the corner. “I’d like to tell you a story about Safe Haven and how we survived the war. Would you like to hear it?”


    All the kids wanted to, even those who acted the opposite. The older children hadn’t gotten much outside information and the younger kids wanted to hear a story. Both groups were eager to please the boss while he was here watching them.


    “Bad guys blew up a lot of the world and allowed other bad guys to steal kids from their families. It happened to almost everyone in our camp. You won’t be alone in that. We’ve all lost people we loved.”


    Adrian’s words were already drawing in a few of the kids. They hadn’t been allowed to miss or mourn their friends and families while in the lab. They hadn’t been allowed to talk about the war at all. Doing it now was like having forbidden candy while no one was looking.


    “We have a lot of orphans. We love them, like the caretakers love you.”


    The kids had enjoyed being taken care of. The caretakers had often acted like parents. More of the kids settled down to listen to Adrian.


    So did the adults.


    Marc stayed, listening to Adrian’s words. After their conversation, listening to Adrian deal with the kids was almost magical. It was obvious why Adrian had been spared in a moment like this. No one else would be able to reach these kids the way he would. After enough time with him, they might even recover. I understand why she let him live. This time, I agree with it.


    Angela slowly reached out and clasped hands with Marc. She didn’t say anything or send any thoughts. She just let her physical contact offer comfort.


    Cate and Cody were still standing inside the theater, also listening and observing. They were proud of Marc for seeing why Angela had banished Adrian but refused to kill him. All the children in Reicher’s lab, and all the kids in Safe Haven, needed him desperately. He would be able to work his magic on some of the adults, but it was the future of the world that he was securing right now. These kids might go on to lead healthy, almost normal lives that would then guide their camp into a future that was better for everyone. It wasn’t good enough to just fix the grownups. The kids would inherit everything one day. They had to be mentally sound enough to do that.


    For Cate, it was a pivotal moment. Seeing how wild these kids were made her understand why she’d had to settle down, too. She was a lot better now, thanks to Angela’s patience and love. She adored having a mother who cared for her.


    Seeing how traumatized the adults were after time in Reicher’s lab was also helpful to the twins. Over time, they might be able to forgive their own mother for not being strong enough as they watched Angela deal with Charlie, Marc, and leadership–all at the same time.


    Cody had already figured out that Angela’s love was helping his sister. The small amount of attention she had gotten from Marc had also helped. Cody hoped there would be more of that in the future. Cate needed firm guidance and the ethics and morals that Marc was known for. His screw-up with Kendle wouldn’t be held against him by most people. In fact, it almost made him likable because he was more approachable to them now that he had made a huge mistake. Before, Marc had seemed perfect and as he was figuring out, that was hard to live up to.


    Marc caught all of that and stored it for later examination. At the moment, the contact with Angela was overwhelming his senses. “I missed you.”


    Angela remained quiet and observant. She didn’t want to push him into a harder relationship yet. He’d had a good therapy session. She wanted it to last for a while.


    Marc knew what she was doing. He assumed she’d been listening, but even if she hadn’t, she was smart enough to know the truth on her own. “I don’t want you to hold back because it’ll make me unhappy. Handle things the way you normally would, and I’ll deal with it.”


    Angela lifted a brow. “Are you sure about that?”


    Marc forced himself to nod.


    Angela immediately stepped into his arms and sealed their lips.


    Unexpected heat flew through the hallway, surrounding the couple and branching out into other compartments. The kids recoiled from it.


    “Yuck!”


    “Gross.”


    The adults recognized it in relief. Everyone wanted Angela and Marc to reconcile. Safe Haven was always a better place when leadership was happy and satisfied.


    Adrian hid his sadness and continued to work with the kids. He would always want Angela. There was no changing that, but he refused to act on it anymore. I have my honor back. I’m not giving that up for her or anyone else.


    Marc and Angela didn’t notice any of it. Locked in a hot embrace, all they were aware of was each other and how long they had been apart.


    Angela reluctantly pulled away. She hadn’t been this aroused in a long time, but she doubted he was ready to take things any farther.


    Marc tugged her back into his arms. “Boy, are you wrong.” He kissed her again.


    Neither of them was happy when the radio on her belt crackled. “I’m picking up an SOS call, Boss.”


    Marc sighed against her lips. “I’d like to pick up here later, if you can schedule me in.”


    Angela chuckled. “I’d be happy to discuss that with you, Mr. Brady.”


    Marc gave her one of his special smiles. “Call me if you need me, Mrs. Brady.”


    Angela blushed happily. She went to Ray’s location with a happier heart.


    Marc stayed there and resumed listening to Adrian’s words to the children. He’d never had a problem with the physical side of his relationship with Angela. Everything else was hard.


    Listening to Adrian was a reminder that he didn’t have to be perfect. Adrian certainly wasn’t, and yet he had a set place in Safe Haven. And she’s not disappointed in him even though she is still angry about what he did. In time, she’ll probably forgive him for his mistakes.


    Instead of being furious about that like he usually was, Marc found he was relieved. If she’ll do that for Adrian, then I know she’ll do that for me.


    Adrian gave Marc a pointed look. “Ray may need you, too.”


    Marc followed his wife without argument.


    Adrian faced the curious, tense, angry kids alone. “Where were we?”
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    “Where are they?”


    Ray pointed at the map as Angela took the empty seat next to him on the bridge.


    Angela saw that Ray had been busy reorganizing. She didn’t mind. He was going to be the main captain in here.


    Dog came from under the counter and nudged Angela’s hand for attention.


    Dog was only being let out for bathroom breaks, but that wouldn’t last much longer. He didn’t like being caged any more than his owner did.


    “I traced the location three times.” Ray pointed. “According to the coordinates, the boat is right there, but I haven’t been able to pick it up on radar.”


    “Are they still on the air?”


    Ray activated the radio so she could hear it.


    “Is anyone out there?! Please, someone answer me! I’m the only survivor. I need help!”


    Angela listened to the man’s panicked voice, trying to dig into his thoughts over the watery distance.


    “Is anyone out there?! Please, someone answer me! I’m the only survivor. I need help!”


    Ray lowered the volume. “It’s the same message over and over.”


    “Have you tried to answer yet?”


    “No, I wasn’t going to do that without your permission.”


    “Try it now.” Angela hoped she would be able to get some of the person’s thoughts in case it was a trap.


    Ray activated the radio. “Come in, lone survivor. We heard your call. Are you there?”


    The static immediately cleared. The same panicked voice answered them right away. “Are you real?”


    Ray grinned into the radio. “Real as rain. Give me your details, please.”


    “There was a storm. Everyone else vanished. I think they were washed overboard. Are you sure you’re real? I don’t want any more trouble with ghosts.”


    Now Ray frowned through the radio. “What ghosts?”


    The man didn’t answer.


    Ray looked at Angela, confused.


    Angela gestured. “Keep going.”


    Ray tried again, though he wasn’t sure what to say. “Are you there?”


    “I’m here. I’m always here. Every morning that I wake up, it’s just me. Nothing ever changes. I don’t know where I am! I miss my wife.”


    Ray assumed the man was hallucinating. After a long time alone on the ocean, that was likely. “What’s your name?”


    “My name? Um. I believe my name is Harvey.”


    Angela was the one frowning now. “I am not getting anything at all from his thoughts. It’s like he’s not even there.”


    Ray felt a cold chill. “I can go quiet, and we’ll skip his location.”


    “No.” This was different than not accepting refugees from Tilly’s group. Angela couldn’t leave someone stranded on the ocean. Her guilt would never let her live with that. “Tell him we’re on the way.”


    Ray wasn’t sure that was the best way to go, but he didn’t make the choices. He keyed the radio. “We’re coming to get you. Just sit tight and think good thoughts.”


    “Thank you! I’ve been alone so long!”


    Ray began to chat with the stranger to buy time.


    Angela searched for the stranger’s thoughts and received absolutely nothing. She had never dealt with that before. Even their enemies had still registered on her magical grid when she hadn’t been able to get into their thoughts.


    The door to the bridge opened behind them. Marc entered.


    Dog rushed toward Marc in joy. He jumped up onto Marc’s stomach was his front paws, whimpering, whining, and rubbing his snout against Marc’s arm. Missed you! Glad you’re okay! Missed you!


    Marc chuckled as he hugged the wolf and then began to rub him all over like he used to do. “I missed you, too.”


    Marc hadn’t been sure if his experiences with the hounds in Reicher’s lab might have ruined this relationship for him. It was a relief to find out that he wasn’t afraid of Dog at all. He had honestly missed his companionship. “How are you, boy? Tell me all about it.”


    Dog immediately began to whine as he enjoyed Marc’s touch. They wouldn’t let me bring my gear!


    “I’m sorry that happened to you.” Marc chuckled as the wolf continued to show his affection. He studied Angela. “Why are you keeping him in here?”


    Biff came down the hall behind Marc. He opened the bridge door the rest of the way so he could see Angela. “What do you want me to do now, Boss?”


    Before Angela could tell Marc to close the door, Biff spotted the wolf.


    Everyone around them saw Biff’s big body tense. A wave of fear crashed through his control and hit them all.


    “Kill that hound!”


    Biff’s stone warrior appeared behind him. It stomped toward the bridge angrily, huge fists raising.


    Dog growled lowly, fur rising. What is that?!


    Marc put his body between Biff and Dog. “It’s just Dog. Stop it now!”


    Biff’s fear prevented him from listening.


    The stone warrior was a complete shock to everyone who saw it, except for Jayda.


    Eagles drew their weapons while trying to convince themselves what they were seeing was real.


    Doors slammed shut all through the submarine. The kids from the lab cowered in place or quickly hid.


    Angela hurried around Marc and pushed Biff out of the bridge. She jerked the door shut right as his stone warrior reached them.


    Huge fists began pounding on the steel door, demanding entrance.


    Dog continued to growl.


    Marc shouted at Biff again.


    Out in the hallway, the appearance of Biff’s defender had interrupted everything that was going on. More people came to doorways or stepped out to discern what was happening.


    As soon as they spotted the stone warrior, all of them backed away, hoping they weren’t the target.


    Jayda was on duty over the bridge and Ray. She recognized Biff’s panic attack. She stepped by the pounding stone warrior as if it wasn’t there. She gently took Biff’s arm. “Pull it in now. You don’t need it here.”


    It was easy to see that Biff was terrified. Jayda bonded with him immediately. She kept using a calm tone instead of yelling like Marc and several of the others were still doing. “It’s okay now. I’m here with you. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”


    Her gentle words reassured Biff. She sounds like Thalia, just nicer.


    “Pull it in now.”


    The stone warrior vanished.


    “Very good.” Jayda put her arm through his, smiling in approval. “Let’s go to the medical bay. It will help you to be around those you’ve already bonded with, at least for a few days, okay?”


    Marc listened in surprise. She has experience in crazy.


    People stared as Jayda led Biff by them without scolding him or seeming like she was afraid of the stone warrior that could have crushed her fragile body in one blow.


    Biff began to calm. Embarrassment took over next. “I’m sorry!”


    Jayda led him toward the ladder. She could feel his tension and fear of her response. He expects a punishment. “I understand. Some things are just too terrifying to face alone.”


    Biff relaxed. He let her take him into the medical bay, where Shawn and Harry were preparing for the medical exams. Both men had listened to the chaos without responding. They observed Jayda comforting Biff now in approval and a bit of longing. Both men wished she had been around while they were in the lab.


    Jayda directed Biff to a chair in the corner. “Just hang out here until you feel better, okay?”


    Biff felt exhaustion sneaking up on him. This was a long run. “Thank you for stopping me. I didn’t want to hurt anyone.”


    Jayda patted his arm. “It’s my honor. Anytime you want to talk, come find me.”


    Jayda went back to her post.


    Trent was on duty on the bottom level. He stopped her at the ladder. “How did you know what he needed?”


    Jayda shuddered lightly. “It’s what works for me when I see fire. I had to learn how to soothe myself. He won’t have to because he has us.”


     


     


    2


    In the medical bay, Harry and Shawn resumed preparing for the next medical exams.


    Isabel came down the hall and stopped in the doorway. She hadn’t forgotten that she owed Harry a favor. “I can be a nurse for Safe Haven, if you want me to.”


    The medical bay was getting dirty. Trash cans were starting to fill up and papers were all over the counter that needed to be sorted into files. Opened supply packages littered the floor. “I can also clean.”


    Shawn frowned at her. “You can’t be trusted around our patients.”


    Harry defended her. “She let Gus out of the jail. In time, she’ll be one of us. That’s what the boss wants.”


    Charlie interrupted the argument. “That part of her life is over.” Charlie already knew what his mom wanted on that one. He’d caught it in her thoughts while they were still in the lab.


    Charlie had come by to see if they were ready for the next patients, but the medics were still finishing the last batch. The mothers weren’t in good shape. The babies were fine, mostly, but the moms had needed a lot of minor care, like callous lotions, blood pressure medications, and vitamins to combat bone loss from being underwater so long.


    Still sitting in the corner, Biff frowned. He didn’t like the idea of Isabel treating patients. He hadn’t forgotten that she and her sister had healed captives so they could go right back into Reicher’s cells.


    Isabel scowled. “If I can’t be a medic, then what am I supposed to do in your camp?”


    “You can help us defend it. My mom said for you to take care of your babies for now. When we start Eagle classes, she wants you in them.”


    Shawn couldn’t argue with that. Training with the Eagles might bring out the best in Isabel, but it would definitely expose her if she was evil.


    Harry pulled on a pair of gloves. “Her real age might be a problem. Do you see how much grayer she is now?”


    Charlie opened her folder. “It doesn’t say how old you are.”


    Isabel didn’t answer. She didn’t want to talk about age or looks. That hadn’t changed.


    Shawn spilled her secret bitterly. “They were eating the dead to push back the aging process. She’s in her 50s.”


    Charlie made a face. “We didn’t find a butchering floor.”


    This time Harry revealed the secret. “The body chutes in the session rooms were made to cut things up and grind them into a slurry that got filtered and was sent through pipes to the cooks. The rest was flushed into the ocean daily.”


    Shawn paused, turning toward him. “How do you know that?”


    Harry shrugged. “It was Thalia’s last thought as I killed her. She assumed that’s what would happen to her.”


    Shawn gave a small laugh. “In a way, it was.”


    No one knew what to say to that.


    Isabel slowly returned to the bunk room, where Grace was feeding her babies. Isabel’s milk had dried up, but the other mothers were used to being cows in Reicher’s twin farm.


    Harry gestured. “Go find out if anyone up there needs a medic. We’ll be ready by the time you’re done. Call me if there’s something too big for you to handle.”


    Charlie’s stomach was rolling from the new information. He headed toward the ladder to the top deck.


    Charlie saw Kenn coming down the hallway. He gave the man a sneer and went
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