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Time is sly.

It sits idly by,

Then it makes you cry.

Don’t trust time.

 

Time is full of rage,

Locked in a mental cage.

An unknown mage.

Don’t trust time.

 

Time isn’t who it seems.

It steals your dreams,

And fill your mind with screams.

Don’t trust time.

 

What did I say?

Have I given it away?

Oh, these games that we play!

Don’t trust time.
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    Greg scanned the bridge of the stinking, creaking submarine for anything he wanted to take.


    They were resting on the calm eastern Pacific Ocean surface near the Peru-Chile Trench. Molly and Theo were coming to get them all soon. Greg was eager to get out of the clothes he’d been in for days now. Body odor was filling the sub, but it wasn’t just his. The air conditioning had shut off during the last round of torpedoes they’d sent at the UN. It had only been an hour, but the temperature was rising quickly.


    Greg wondered if Lisa would be there to welcome him home. The thought wasn’t as smothering to him now. “Are we all set?”


    Saul ran a hand through his damp hair, showing dark pit stains. He knew how to fix the air conditioning, but Greg had refused to waste the time or manpower. “It’s a shame to do this.”


    “It’s also right.” Greg listened to the crew getting the hatch open. Everyone had packed their gear and gathered at the egress. He and Saul would be the last to leave.


    Greg felt the mood shift into something tense and desperate. He placed it with someone he didn’t want to speak to right now. I thought I was out of range. Damn hive evolution!


    Greg gave Saul a hard look. “Keep shutting things down.”


    Greg went into the hallway of the submarine and ducked into a side compartment. It was clean again and things were working properly other than the air conditioning, but the charred spots and loose wires said something ugly had happened here.


    Greg concentrated. Who’s calling, please?


    Marc wasn’t amused. Funny.


    I try. Greg could almost hear the camp celebrating in the background, but Marc’s mood was tense and tight, like it got when Angela was in danger or when he drank. What’s up?


    I think you know.


    Greg sighed. No one should have this much power.


    Marc slammed his mostly empty beer onto the table. We need it for this run, Greg. Without it, we can’t evade their sweeps. We’ll be captured. A few of us will be held and the rest will be slaughtered on the spot! You’ll doom everyone if you scuttle that tin can.


    Greg and Marc both tensed as Angela connected to their line.


    Sink it now and save hundreds of lives in the future.


    Greg hated them both for putting him through this. He recognized yet another test of his loyalties. This time, they’d made sure he had to pick one or the other. Are they Safe Haven lives?


    No.


    Greg’s stomach dropped. He forced out words. “I’m sorry. I can’t sacrifice Eagles.”


    He pushed the intercom button on the wall. “Saul, stop. Bring it all back online, including the air.”


    Cheers came from Saul and the crew.


    Marc’s elation was smothered by Angela’s fury. Fine. Go with him!


    She broke their connection with a violent swing that stung both men.


    Marc didn’t care. Head my way. Start sorting through those new people. It’ll go easier on them if you handle it.


    I will. Greg refused to dwell on what he’d just lost. He was an Eagle first again, and he would be gone long enough for Angela’s anger to fade.


    He shuddered. Until those lives are taken in the future and then she’ll hate me forever. I’m not even in the friend zone anymore.
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    Marc gently broke the connection, pleased with how it had gone. Greg’s choice had ended any chance he had of ever being with Angela. Greg thought she valued Safe Haven lives above all others. “He should know that isn’t true. She’s put others above us all along. The only way our side can have a chance at a future is if the threat is gone, because she’ll protect the normals first every time.”


    “She’s trying to keep them from going extinct, jackass. I just have no idea why.” Kenn joined Marc in the small, empty training room they’d chosen for prepping their run. He saw the beer and Marc’s slightly glazed eyes, but he didn’t let that intimidate him. “You’re wrong anyway. When we cleared the atolls, Angela targeted normals harder than the descendants, who were more dangerous. I think that proves she doesn’t always protect them first.”


    “I would agree, except I know why she chose that plan.”


    “Why?”


    “She was hunting power. She gave the teams time to pick out descendants they thought could be added to her army. She had to take the cut from the normals.”


    “She would have found a way to save them if that was all she was doing.”


    Marc grunted. “She also scared our normals. Most of them will never cross her openly again.”


    “Yeah, they’ll stab her in the back and leave her body in a tunnel.”


    Marc ignored that. He pushed a battle plan toward the Marine. “We’re taking 12 Eagles, four of whom are rookies. Cerise and her peculiar people will also be along for the ride and we’re supposed to trust her as our guide.”


    Kenn made a face. “Not a chance.”


    “Exactly. Get Neil to scan her and make maps while you and Wade ask the right questions to bring up those mental maps. She’ll know what you’re doing and try to block. Confront her openly then and she’ll fold or flee. If she flees, Angela will kill her and we won’t be leaving.”


    “You shouldn’t go at all.” Kenn didn’t shy from Marc’s warning glance. “If you leave her here alone, you’ll destroy your marriage. Adrian will win her over this time.”


    “And?”


    “And you’ll lose your life with her!” Kenn glared. “What is your problem?!”


    “Her.” Marc knew honesty mattered for their mission, but also for his peace of mind. “He’ll make her happy while I’m gone. He’ll care for her mind and her safety. He’ll make sure she eats and sleeps. I couldn’t leave her in better hands.”


    Kenn stared, digging deeper. He winced as Kendle’s death flashed through Marc’s mind. It was on a loop in the background behind his plans for invading the government lab. “You bullshitted everyone else–maybe even her. Tell me the truth. You can’t take this mess into combat.”


    Marc knew that was true. He fought not to let out an ounce of emotion as he spoke the words that were screaming across his heart. “She didn’t kill him. It was supposed to be both of them. She’s supposed to be feeling this way with me.”


    Kenn wasn’t sure what to say that would help. Mentioning loyalties, the future, and human nature wouldn’t go over with the furious man across from him. Now that he’d spotted the signs, Kenn was alarmed by how angry Marc was. “You knew Kendle was evil. I guess Angela doesn’t see the same in Adrian.”


    Marc’s face blazed. “Tell me the truth! I can’t take this shit into combat!”


    Kenn was sick of the drama. The truth poured out like a bucket of ice water. “She’s letting you go. You can’t blame her for holding onto the only man who ever treated her well and has always been there for her. She let you make the call, but she didn’t agree with it or Adrian would be dead. And you knew she wasn’t going to do it; you get to act superior and walk away without showing that you’re crushed. She hooked you up and screwed herself, again.”


    Marc felt a tear slip over his cheek. “I don’t know what I am anymore.”


    This wasn’t the first time Kenn had handled a member of his team when heartbreak was involved, but he’d never thought to be doing it for Marc. “Get that chin up, Marine! You signed up to fight for your country, not some piece of ass. Get your shit together and get back out there breathing fire and killing shit. It’s where you belong–with your brothers.”


    Hearing the old-world phrases brought some of Marc’s emotions under control. He wiped his face and stood up. “I’m crashing. Find me if you need me.”


    Kenn frowned. “Passing out, you mean?”


    Marc grunted. “You got pissy drunk every night before we went into battle. Why can’t I?”


    Kenn watched him go. “Because you’re supposed to be better than me.”


    Marc snorted and left the room.


    Kenn examined the battle plan, but his mind wasn’t on it. I wonder if he’s right. Maybe Adrian can make her happy. If so, this is the perfect time for Marc to die in battle.


    “I’m counting on you to make sure that doesn’t happen.”


    Kenn jerked, heart leaping as Angela came in.


    Angela didn’t care that she’d scared him. It didn’t please her anymore. “You’re both very, very wrong. I’m not sending him away to get rid of him. He has to go so I can keep him.”


    Kenn studied her sad eyes and stiff expression. “I don’t understand.”


    “I know. And I can’t explain it before you meet your objective.”


    “What do you want me to do that you couldn’t put in my orders?”


    Angela smiled sadly. “Teach him to trust me. You’re the only one who might be able to make it happen. I need this, Kenn.”


    Kenn heard the unspoken accusations and her pain, but it was dull in comparison to her words. “If you need it, I’ll cover it.”


    “Thank you.”


    “It’s my honor, and I mean that.” He didn’t say he owed her, but he felt it. He was also a bit ashamed that he’d thought she was throwing Marc over for Adrian.


    “Both of them have a place in my life. I just need them to accept it.”


    “Marc will never accept Adrian.”


    “No one knows exactly what the future holds.”


    “I’ll try to make it happen.” Kenn cleared his throat awkwardly. “You be careful here while we’re gone.”


    Angela felt that old desire to hurt her creeping back into his mind. She waited for him to cross a line, controlling her fear. Kenn was geared-up, healthy, and fit. Anyone would be a bit alarmed by his size and stance.


    Kenn brought up a mental wall and stared at her with a blank façade. “I’m working here.”


    “And doing a good job of it. Don’t stop.” Angela left, confident that Kenn would work on Marc. No one can wear you down like my Marine. I know.


    Kenn waited until she was gone before lowering his wall. Not repeating the old abuses he’d inflicted was hard when he’d enjoyed so much of it. “I’m sorry.” He picked up the battle plan and put his dangerous mind to work.
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    Lingering in the hallway shadows, Tonya continued around the corner, relieved. She knew Kenn loved her and their son, but if Angela ever cracked and allowed him to get close again, he would be gone. Tonya hated knowing that, but she also liked it. That knowledge was helping her make plans for her future, no matter if she had to face it alone. He might leave me someday. All these men have the wandering itch and this island isn’t going to see enough action to keep them happy. We’ll all have to get used to feeling abandoned while they go out and conquer this new world without us.


    “Sometimes, it will be the other way around.” Angela came around the corner and stopped, scanning the woman and the baby in her arms.


    Tonya didn’t give an answer that might be twisted against her.


    “You’re not glowing anymore.”


    Tonya glanced around to make sure they were alone. “Guilt does that to a person.”


    Angela sympathized. “You didn’t mean to hurt him, but he would have hurt you at some point. Gabe and Peter shared many common traits.”


    Tonya forced herself to nod instead of blurting her secrets. Angela already knew them. “How do I make the guilt go away?”


    “Forget it. And if you can’t, then leave. Be ready to go on a moment’s notice.”


    Tonya gawked. “What?”


    Angela spoke the brutal truth. “The only way the guilt will go is if you’re exposed. Learn to live with it or leave. I’ll wish you the best in whichever way you choose.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I didn’t have to kill Gabe. You took an ugly burden from my shoulders and I’m grateful. If you need help, you’ll have it.” Angela stepped by the shocked woman. “He’s a little cold.”


    Tonya covered the sleeping boy with another blanket from her kit. Her mind replayed those words over and over without leaving space for anything else. I might have to run.


     


    Angela kept tracking Marc with her newest copied gift. His signature on her grid left traces when she narrowed in, allowing her to spot every place he’d stopped. It was fascinating and very distracting.


    Monica felt her unease. “I have it covered, Boss. No worries.”


    Angela flashed a strained smile. I don’t trust my security. That’s never a good sign of what’s to come.


    Angela put that fear aside and tracked her mate to a bar where he was trying to remove a stain without scrubbing. “It’s time to come clean, Marc. We both know what you did. Now we’ll face it.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter One


    I Like Being Invisible


    Safe Haven Refugee Camp


    Pitcairn Island


     


     


     


    1


    “It’s been three weeks.” Kyle kept his voice low even though any number of descendants were scanning for trouble. “We should have heard from the mission team by now.”


    “I know.” Morgan kept gathering trash with his pointed stick. He didn’t want to talk about it so openly. Safe Haven’s members were working and playing all over this beach. Not to mention the dozens of Eagles and camp members on the top deck of the cruise ship. A bad vibe would hit them all and kill the calm mood.


    Kyle lit the trash can that the approaching workers would use for this burn session. “She’s handling it better than last time.”


    Morgan scrutinized Angela through the open sides of the tan beach tent where she now started every morning. She handled people who needed to talk to her, schedules, interviews, and any other business on her lists. It reminded the senior men and women of their beginnings in Safe Haven. Adrian had encouraged people to confide in him by using the same tactics. Angela was doing it to lure people off their ship.


    Kyle handed his garbage stick to a rookie and then ignored the curious man. “I don’t like it.”


    Morgan stabbed more garbage. “That’s because it’s not right. And she isn’t saying a word or giving a sign. That’s dangerous for someone like her.”


    “You think she needs to talk about it?” Kyle often overlooked Angela’s gender because of her skills.


    “Maybe. She doesn’t have a right hand man, not really. Ed’s her official gopher, but she doesn’t talk to him.” Emotional stability was an important part of the relationship between boss and assistant, but Angela and Ed didn’t have a bond at all and that wasn’t changing.


    Kyle was aware of their audience growing. He continued the very real play carefully. “She and I used to do that. We haven’t in a while.”


    “Why not?”


    “She isn’t the same. Something changed.”


    Morgan met his eye. “Sounds like she was offended somewhere. Figure it out, make amends, and then restart those talks.”


    Kyle grinned. “Jennifer said the same thing, with harsher words. I’ll start working on it.”


    “You have a long day starting.”


    “Makes it easier to sleep. I hate it when the teams are on runs without me.”


    “Same.” Morgan loved those men, too. He wanted all of them to return.


    Morgan tensed as Adrian came into view on the hilltop. The red mark of an outcast on his arm glinted at everyone.


    Morgan glared at the man like the other Eagles were doing, but the seed in his mind grew.


    Kyle frowned realistically. “We can’t do that to Marc.”


    “Screw Marc! He left her here alone!” Morgan tossed his garbage filled stick to the ground and walked away. “I have other shit to do.”


    Kyle didn’t protest, but it wasn’t because his status had changed the instant he’d said he would take Jennifer out of here. He agreed with Morgan too much to keep defending Marc.


    Neil winced as he walked by, but like them, he didn’t defend Marc. He’d left his newly pregnant, new wife to go play war, and he’d blamed her for Kendle’s death. The Eagles weren’t going to let this one go.


    “It’s all yours. Watch that fire.” Kyle went to the pontoon bridge.


    The workers chatted lightly about what they’d heard as they took over collecting and burning the piles of trash on the beach.


    Kyle motioned to the next group of rookies as they came to the top deck. They were fully geared and in high spirits, but they were also loud and careless. They clearly didn’t know the job yet.


    Angela came from her beach tent and joined them on the gently bobbing bridge.


    Her watch gave a single beep to remind her it was time to start her shift. She scanned the group of rookies and shifted the thick folder to her other arm so she could reach her gun easier. “We’re just going to do rounds of a few sites. Do you think you picked enough security?”


    Kyle studied the nervous rookies gathering around them without the proper formation or stance. I guess it could be the scattered squid stance. “No.” He waved at Grant to join them.


    Angela snorted, but she didn’t argue. The new people had only been released from quarantine yesterday. Each of the three dozen UN refugees had a settling partner, but the Eagles and camp didn’t trust them.


    Grant joined the rookies, chuckling when some of them recoiled from his sweaty body. He’d just finished his two hours of daily Eagle workout time. He was funky right now. These rookies were due for the same workout after dinner.


    Angela inspected the top deck of the ship and found several of the off-duty new people observing her. She ignored them for now. Eagle training was already underway. The new people were all signed up. The Eagles would sort through them.


    But that’s not enough. Angela glanced toward the hilltop, where Adrian had spent every day observing them and doing workouts. He was regaining his health and watching everything they did.


    “You should put him to work before he gets bored and does something stupid.”


    Angela didn’t answer.


    Grant started to repeat himself.


    Kyle shook his head. Pushing the boss isn’t a good idea.


    Angela rotated toward the beach, pretending she hadn’t caught that. The Eagles had a lot of authority because they were trusted. If they were making quiet plans, they were doing it for the good of the camp. “Let’s get this tour started.”


    Kyle led them across the pontoon bridge that was showing wear and tear in places. The rough outline of a dock paralleled the bridge with long metal posts they’d taken from the wreckage of Kraft Mansion. They didn’t have enough posts to finish the dock yet, but Kyle knew where they would get them. All we have to do is learn underwater salvage. The ships they’d sunk were made of steel, and while round posts were preferred, nearly any shape would suffice.


    Angela paused at the end of the bridge. She opened her folder to the correct tab. “Fishing updates.”


    Ed hurried to find them in his book.


    Everyone waited while he shuffled through a stack of papers, muttering. It was always like this.


    Angela looked at Kyle. I’ve had enough.


    Kyle couldn’t refuse her silent request. “I think I have this covered, Ed. Why don’t you switch with me?”


    Ed’s face fell. The excitement of the position was long gone. “I really am trying.”


    “You’re not being fired.” Angela wasn’t in the mood for drama or bad attitudes. “You should resign before I need to do that.”


    Ed nodded. “Consider it official right now.”


    Angela ignored the clock ticking on her wrist. “Tell me what you want to do and we’ll get you switched.”


    “Can I think about it?”


    “Of course.” She gestured. “Take Kyle’s slot for this shift. Let me know in the morning.”


    Ed was relieved. He hadn’t wanted to ask for another assignment, but he hated being her right-hand man unless there was action.


    Angela tapped her folder.


    Kyle swallowed a grin. “We’ve fished every day since the mission team left.” Kyle observed her for a reaction.


    Angela didn’t give him one. She only lifted a brow. “And?”


    “We’ve gathered 502 pounds of mixed fish. We finally have a small stock. We got ahead when they started dragging nets between two boats like you suggested.” Kyle scanned their fishing trollers. “The first day they only got eight pounds, though. No one had faith.”


    “Eight pounds?”


    Kyle shrugged. “We also got 200 pounds of trash and debris.”


    “What happened?”


    “Grant told us to drag the nets out of the current. He reminded us Henderson Island was famous for the beaches being covered in garbage from all parts of the globe. That mess is floating by us all the time.”


    Angela sighed. “First digression. What are we doing with the trash?”


    Kyle was ready for her. He’d been expecting that question as soon as he was told about the 200 pounds in one day. “We’re drying it on the decks overnight and then adding it to the nightly trash bonfires.”


    “And we’re sorting out the things that aren’t safe to burn?”


    “Yes, but most of the Eagles don’t understand why we’re protecting the air after a nuclear war.”


    Angela chuckled. “I don’t want our people dying from toxic fumes.”


    Kyle wrote it down, feeling like an idiot. “So noted.”


    Angela waited for the rest of the answer to her question.


    Kyle replayed their conversation. “We’re using one of the damaged ships to store the rest of it. Marc said not to create another garbage dump here so we don’t violate our deal with Nature.”


    “It’s not too much weight?”


    “It’s fine right now. Theo and his crew pulled the heavier appliances, pipes, poles, and other stuff we need, so it’s offsetting the weight of the trash.”


    “Excellent. How much room do we have?”


    “We’ve filled the rear deck about halfway. I’d guess the first garbage ship will be full in about two months.”


    “I’ll find a solution before then.” Angela wrote it in her book, wishing she’d already thought of one. “I assumed they would have a town dump, but I didn’t consider how big it would have to be to hold the garbage from 300 people.”


    Kyle frowned. “Our numbers aren’t that high anymore.”


    Angela let him figure it out.


    Kyle got it quickly. With the addition of the new people from the UN invasion, Safe Haven had 251 people. Most of their losses in the last month of travel had come from normals abandoning ship. “For the future.”


    She nodded. “Within these three years.”


    “That means more people have to join us.”


    “Yes. It’s unlikely we’ll breed so many fighters in that short a time.”


    Kyle couldn’t tell if she was joking. He kept his opinions to himself.


    Angela was glad. She didn’t want to scold him in front of the rookies. “Back to the update.”


    “Neil and Wade’s idea for shark hunting has produced 80 pounds of meat and two serious injuries. Both rookies were told not to try any more hands-on submission tricks.”


    Angela had helped to handle those injuries. “They’ll have the first shark bite scars to show off after they finish healing. Next?”


    “Theo said we can test the whale spear whenever we’re ready. He also said they take a week to make and we only have two of them. Pick someone with a perfect aim and a lot of patience.”


    Angela stared at him.


    Kyle flushed in pleasure. “I’d be honored.”


    “We’ll test it out together, but not from the Adrianna. Pick a ship that can take the fight and weight.”


    “Theo said the smallest UN ship we have should be good for what you have planned. He wants to go over it again and reinforce a couple of areas.”


    Angela wrote that in her notes, then flipped the page. “Agriculture.”


    Kyle snickered at her professional wording. He also gave her what she wanted. “We checked all the orchards and had Tonya run tests. They seem fine, but the harvest is light. We assume it’s the last one of the season.”


    Angela wasn’t surprised. “Getting here right as summer ended wasn’t the best scheduling, but we’ll make it work.”


    “Some of our crops will still grow in these temps. It only goes to around 65° at the worst.”


    “I’m more worried about sunlight. If it stays cloudy, it won’t work.”


    Kyle held up a hand toward the bright sun. “Should we transport Sam’s garden off-ship now so it can get sunlight while it’s clear?”


    “No. It’s all growing well, except for the banana trees. I don’t want to disrupt that. The bananas can come off, but have Samantha consult our companion planting charts before workers add them to one of the orchards.”


    Around them, most of the rookies were getting bored and they weren’t even on the island yet. They hadn’t realized how long it took to do rounds and get updates.


    Ed stared at the ocean and ignored them all.


    “There are two crop fields, both empty and small. I recommend we use them for modest foods that we can plant a lot of.” Kyle paused. He glared at Ed. “Get them in line or switch out.”


    Ed sighed unhappily. “I’ll send you a hardass who can pay attention. I’m out.”


    Kyle watched Ed go back onto the ship instead taking control of the rookies. “What is his problem?”


    Angela studied Ed and found only satisfaction. “Send him to Tim.”


    Kyle wrote while he spoke. “If you can’t pay attention for five minutes, you’ll never be an Eagle.”


    The rookies straightened, scanning the peaceful beach and garbage-littered ocean. Angela had made it clear they had to become Eagles to stay. The new people didn’t want to be banished. All of them were happy here.


    Kyle handed Angela a private note.


    She stored it to read later. “How many other possible plots?”


    “Dozens, on this island alone. We’ll stay busy.”


    “They all need to be cleared first, I assume.”


    “Yes.” Kyle handed her a map he’d found. “There’s a lot more here than we first thought. It’s been buried under a year of nature and debris.”


    Angela studied the map, mood lifting. “This is good.”
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    “I agree. There’s even a concrete road under there somewhere, though it only goes to the cemetery and the sheriff’s office.”


    “And other agriculture?”


    He shook his head. “No eggs or births. Tonya is scheduled to run some tests next week. We think they’re all sterile or too old.”


    “Sounds like we need a run for livestock.”


    More moods lifted as they remembered they had that option.


    Angela shut her folder and took the beach path. If the sheriff’s office here was in good shape, it would get criminals off their ship while they waited for sentencing. They hadn’t had a new crime in a little while, but there was no doubt it would happen. Humanity was anything but peaceful. All council meetings were also on break right now so she could get the island set up, but she doubted it would be long before they got back to work on their founding document. “Talk to me about water.”


    “We’re fully stocked on our ship again. Marc had us collecting and storing it on the other ships. We’re covered for three months at the moment and we’re adding two weeks’ worth every month, on top of what we use.”


    “That’s great. Let’s get some of it lugged to town. I’ll let you know how much once we finish the tour. What about food?”


    Kyle kept writing and listening to the rookies. “Six months, but that’s a mix-n-match issue for the last month of it. We’re out of a lot of things now.”


    “I saw the oat bags being brought up from storage. Have the cooks use it in more recipes to conserve flour.”


    “Oatmeal raisin. Yuck!”


    Angela laughed.


    The sound carried across the beach and went up the hill on the wind.
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    Adrian fought not to break his rhythm. The pushups were hard on his body, but they left too much time for his mind to betray him by replaying the sight of her jean-clad body and long black braid glinting in the sun. “Eighteen, 19…” Adrian shoved to his feet and went to the pullup rope he’d rigged on a sturdy tree. He lifted his body into the air and held there for a five count.


    “You’re making progress. You could only do a three-count before.”


    Adrian let go of the rope. “You should be cleaning, cooking, or both.”


    Sadie grimaced. “You’re supposed to train me.”


    “I am.”


    “In what? How to be a housewife?”


    “In self-care, Sadie. If Angela sees how messy that bunker is, she might shut it down. It’s not safe for any of us to have a breeding ground for germs.” Adrian had refused to sleep or have sex in there anymore. “And you can’t eat protein bars all the time. Your body needs other stuff. Learn to cook and clean. Then we’ll do something else.”


    Sadie stomped back toward the bunker, giving up her idea of an orgasm and a swim.


    Adrian resumed his pullups, worrying about Sadie’s future. She grew on me. I won’t let her be hurt.


    He examined the beach and found Angela’s group walking in the opposite direction. That would buy Sadie some time to clean, but it wouldn’t be enough.


    Adrian reluctantly dropped to the ground and followed her toward Luke’s bunker to help. “It’s worth it. One of these days, the women I care for will do the same for me.”


    Angela’s laughter floated up on the wind again, mocking him.


    Adrian didn’t care. Anticipation of a visit flooded his stomach with butterflies. She’s scanning my thoughts again. She stayed away as long as she can.
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    Angela broke the connection and marched into the jungle.


    Kyle had caught all of it. He wisely didn’t comment, but Adrian was right. Angela was pretending to be fine. A visit would help her cope and buy her more time. But not Marc. His time has run out.


    Angela spotted the edge of the concrete road that Theo and his team had verified existed. She began digging out a small section with her boot.


    Grant copied her, attacking the opposite side.


    The rookies followed his lead and began helping between sweeps of their surroundings. Even kicking dirt was better than just standing there.


    Kyle gave Grant a look of approval, then opened his notebook to be ready for Angela’s next questions and choices.


    Angela switched feet, thrilled with her strengthened legs. A month ago, they wouldn’t have tolerated more than a few hard kicks. Now, they were taking it without protesting. Except for the ingrown toenail on my right foot. Angela switched legs again. “How are we coming on the tunnel bunker?”


    Kyle flipped to the last page in his book. “It’s fully mapped and lighted. The solar lines have been attached to the walls. We have a basic two-square wide path through the entire center, even where we fell through.” Kyle paused as a chill went up his spine.


    Angela stopped kicking and sent out a thin wave of comfort. “Come back to me.”


    Kyle shook it off. “Sorry, Boss.”


    Angela resumed walking. She was able to feel the road beneath her boots for a few steps and then the island took back over.


    Kyle stayed on her heels. “The tunnel where we sheltered during the island invasion has been finished for two days, except for the bathrooms. We’re still digging a drainage ditch for the plumbing. We’re sending this one directly to the onboard sewage treatment system. Theo said it will be a month before he can get that finished, but workers are clearing room for the hoses in small sets. We’ll have it ready.”


    Angela was happy with that progress. Digging was hard work and it took time, especially when they were being careful not to kill or destroy more than they absolutely had to. Marc had been adamant about that to secure their deal with Nature.


    Angela forced her mind away from her mate. “What about furnishings?”


    “We’re at 50%, roughly. Beds and tables are in, along with major appliances and power cords. Theo said nothing else should be brought down until he has all that hooked up and running without overheating.” Kyle glanced back and found Grant directing the rookies on where to be while they walked. He turned back to Angela. “The Eagles have been using it as a base during shifts and a sleeping area when they don’t feel like hiking back to the ship in the dark. A lot of workers are coming down for breaks as long as the Eagles are there. No problems or injuries.”


    Angela smothered a chill this time. “Are the signs posted?”


    “Yes. Anyone who can read will understand not to be rough on the vines, roots, trees, plants, bugs, or animals.”


    Angela walked a little faster, making her lungs and heart work harder. “Are the other bunkers stripped?”


    “Most of them. We haven’t touched Luke’s property.” Kyle refused to say Kendle’s name anymore. She was dead to them in every way.


    “Okay.” Angela paused to let Grant finish settling the rookies in place slightly ahead of her and to both sides. Then she resumed her faster walk, now starting to feel it in her legs. “What about the town?”


    “All sites have been cleared or evaluated. Now that the QZ setup has been stored, Theo and his team will get started on repairs to the buildings he decided were okay. He expects all these projects to be completed by the end of this month.”


    “Really? Tell him I said nice job!”


    “I will.” Kyle automatically slid closer to cover an angle the rookies were missing. “Our five bunkhouse locations have stayed about half full since you opened them to the camp.”


    “That’s excellent. Pass the word that there’s room in those bunkhouses and let another group of camp members sign up. Keep doing that every two weeks until we have them all off the ship.”


    Kyle wrote it down while vaguely listening to Grant explain what a rookie was doing wrong that Kyle had had to cover his spot.


    “How many uses of our tree house?”


    Kyle chuckled. “Three. Two smashed thumbs from bad swings and one concussion from tripping over vines.”


    Angela grunted, stepping high to avoid the tangled masses that had been trampled but not conquered. “How’s our path idea coming along?”


    “It’s all planted. As soon as the clover grows, people will see the path through and it will push the vines back a little but not kill them. Sam did worry about it getting enough water.”


    “I think nature will cover it.” A path made from clover wasn’t important. If it didn’t work, nothing was lost. If it did work–and it really shouldn’t. The thick vines should choke the clover–then she would know Nature was going to help whatever they planted on this island. “Any signs of growth yet?”


    “No, but we haven’t checked it in four days. When it rains, you can’t tell the vines from the dirt.” Storms had slowed them, but it was bright and dry now.


    “I think that’s it for my list. Surprise me with something I’ve forgotten.”


    Kyle pointed. “You asked for it.”


    Angela saw the two girls sneaking across the bridge toward the beach. Amy and Kimmie thought they could get by the rookie guards on the ship and they were right. Angela motioned sharply at the guard on the top deck.


    He followed her finger to the girls.


    He shouted at them.


    Rookie Eagles on duty gave chase.


    The girls ran.


    Angela rolled her eyes. “Cut them off. Take them to their guardians.”


    Grant stared for a minute, not understanding she was talking to him. Then he grinned. “You got it.”


    Angela smiled but turned away so the fleeing girls didn’t see it. She needed them to think she was upset. But I’m not. They’re bored and going for a little adventure. Normally, I would allow it. It just isn’t safe right now. She swept her own rookies again, most of whom were new people. She’d insisted on it so they could sort the wheat from the chaff faster.


    Angela hiked toward the town, no longer as eager for this tour and rounds. I want a little adventure, too. I just don’t want anyone to die. I don’t think I’ve been this bored since before the war.


    Kyle stored that and stayed close for her next question. He refused to glance back as they entered the jungle. Jennifer was on the bridge of the ship. He could feel her hot gaze observing him and everyone else. Her evolution wasn’t causing trouble yet, but Kyle was certain it would at some point.


    “Has she made a final choice?”


    Kyle stiffened. “About which topic?”


    Angela understood Jennifer was considering a number of options. “Don’t rush her, then.”


    “I won’t.”


    They both watched Grant skillfully head off the girls and march them back to the ship.


    Angela thought about Cerise’s observation of Grant.


    He’s special. He just doesn’t know it yet.


    Cerise thought that because Grant had been immune to most of her spells and charms. Angela knew it was really his ability to get people to work together. He was letting it all out now that he wasn’t caged in the bridge. It was a blinding flash of proof that people didn’t have to be a descendant to be useful and important.


    Angela avoided a taped-off square of ground that had been dug up. The soil was being removed as Tonya tested it. She would need the rest of the year to get the entire island cleared. It was already slowing their building plans, but as long as they made steady progress, it would be good enough.


    The contaminated ground was being dumped into the shallow parts of the ocean around the far side of the island. It was slowly adding to their landmass, while being cleaned in the sun and surf. Angela hated doing that, but there wasn’t another solution. They couldn’t store it on ships or the island without exposing everyone, and the ocean was already full of radiation and trash. She couldn’t solve that problem, yet.


    Kyle waited while Angela got lost in her plans to build a trash collection system around this island. She was trying to figure out what it would be used for. Kyle believed she would come up with something. She was fantastic at adapting existing materials into usable ideas that Theo brought to life. Their relationship was perfectly balanced and imperative. Neither was more important, though one couldn’t exist without a creator.


    Angela got them back to work. “Clinic first. I’ll call it from there.”


    Everyone settled in for the hike.


    Angela felt danger zero in on her, but she didn’t change her plans. She wanted it over with.
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    “He’s not going anywhere!”


    “That’s not going to happen.”


    Ed glared at Adrian through the bunker doorway. He ignored the mess and the stench and the glaring girl acting like she was gathering the trash. “We’re down a dozen Eagles. There are three dozen new people in our camp. Do the math.”


    Adrian did it against his will. My Eagles are outnumbered 3-to-1. Shifts are short, light, and all of them have uncovered angles from tired people doing double duty. She’s in danger again. “You could cover her.”


    Ed denied that. “I’m too restless now. I’ve lost my edge.”


    Adrian studied the man and found a tiny mark on his neck. “Who’s the lucky girl?”


    Ed stiffened. “I’d rather not say.”


    Adrian sighed. “That means the boss won’t like it. What’s the deal? Too lazy? Too young? Too old?”


    Ed chuckled and didn’t answer.


    “You’ve made the choice or you wouldn’t have given up your job. I hope you’re sure.”


    “I am.” Ed’s happiness faded back into anger. “You can’t let rookies guard the boss and think she’ll survive.”


    Adrian easily resisted that blow. “She’ll fry anyone who threatens her.”


    “Or maybe she’ll sacrifice another child to save her precious herd of normals.” Ed walked away before Adrian could ask. “I like being Invisible. It makes me the perfect spy for either side.”


    Adrian grabbed his gun belt as Sadie’s mouth dropped open. “Who’s your boss right now?”


    Ed jerked a hand toward the water. “Marc.”


    Adrian marched faster. Both men ignored the anger of the female in the bunker.


    Sadie threw her handful of garbage toward him. “Prick!”


    Ed followed Adrian, but he let some distance open up between them. When Adrian was far enough into the jungle that he wouldn’t notice, Ed headed for the ship. Mission accomplished.


    He crossed the pontoon bridge without guilt. Angela was about to have the man she needed to watch her back and stimulate her mind. If it led to anything else, Ed didn’t care. “You shouldn’t have left her, Marc. You went too far this time. The Eagles have had enough.”


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Two


    Limbo


    The Adrianna
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    “Get up there! I can’t believe you two!”


    Heads swiveled to observe as Grant brought the disappointed girls back onto the ship.


    Adding her support, Jennifer glared at them as they went by, but it only held a little menace.


    Kimmie and Amy still flinched and hurried below to get out of her sight.


    Jennifer still wasn’t used to that reaction yet. She remembered doing it to Angela, though, and that made it worse. It was isolating to be so powerful that people were terrified by a hard look. I was shot twice in six months. Both my shoulders have bullet scars now, and I’m always a target. They have very little reason to fear me.


    Jennifer had expected to have less respect after letting the truth slip, but nothing had changed. She was still the enforcer. She was still being trained and treated like Angela’s heir. Jennifer’s sharp mind was trying to figure out why. “Angela didn’t tell them otherwise?”


    The camp and Eagles trusted Angela, even over the angry rant of someone who was clearly telling the truth.


    “Maybe it doesn’t matter. They don’t think I’ll give up the chance to lead Safe Haven.”


    Jennifer still wanted that, in ways, but her heart had changed upon seeing her daughter in danger. And now I understand why Angela needs an heir. No one who’s sane wants to sacrifice their family for this job. The others think they would because they don’t get along with their family or because they don’t have one, but they’re crazy. They don’t understand what it’s like to be hunted every minute of the day.


    Jennifer could feel trackers searching for the source of the huge evolution. It had been registered by all the descendants in their hive and anyone else within hundreds of miles of her. That made things more dangerous for everyone here. “If I really wanted to protect them, I would leave.”


    Jennifer sighed. “But I don’t love them like the boss does. That’s the real reason I can’t take over when she’s had enough. We’ll find the right heir while we’re here. Until then…”


    The elevator dinged behind her.


    Jennifer stopped herself from drawing her gun with her good hand. She was anxious and had been since the mission team left.


    “Are you okay?”


    She forced a smile onto her face. “All good. My guard has the runs. Don’t punish her for leaving. I insisted. The gas bombs were more than I could handle.”


    Ray chuckled. He took his place in the shadows, but he didn’t promise not to report Monica. She should have called in her relief early.


    Ray swept Jennifer and found a powerful young woman exploring her indefinite state. The sling over her shoulder glared out bright white in the dim noon shadows of the bridge.


    “Any trouble below?”


    “No.” Ray scanned the top deck. The guards were in their places. The deck was busy with working crews and walking citizens who wanted sunlight without leaving the ship. They’d been calling them ramp dwellers, but those souls were a little braver now. They were actually traversing the deck instead of cowering on the ramps, but they still hadn’t left the boat yet.


    Ray had been on all their ships and on all the nearest islands. He was one of the few who could say that. He’d been doing salvage and delivering supplies to outposts that Angela was setting up on each island. She said if anyone got stranded, they would have supplies to cover them, including a radio and a way to make a fire.


    It made sense since they’d had crews going to the islands to collect weapons and gear, and to clear the bodies from the invasion. It was done now, as far as Ray knew. They weren’t working on those islands anymore, but the supplies were still there. It made him think they would return at some point.


    They certainly had enough boats and fuel to make that trip if they needed to. Their fleet now held nine ships and one tired cruise liner. Five of those were made for battling rough seas and pirates. Angela had them anchored in the small cove near Cave Cliff, on the other side of the island.


    Ray saw Molly neatly patrolling the side deck with Panaji, who was her trainee this week. Selito and Raheem were also on duty, doing their first shifts as rookie Eagles. All three men were thrilled to get the promotions. Ray hadn’t realized they were all doing FND work, but it was clear now.


    Jennifer checked the screens and panels on the console to be sure nothing had changed. It was the most boring job on the ship and she was happy with it. Her pregnancy was going well. Autumn was next to her in the pumpkin seat and sleeping peacefully. Roy was with the other kids, having a snack. Kyle was with Angela. Jennifer had been given three weeks off to recover from her gunshot, though she’d been ready for work after a few days. This was her first day back at a post. It was all good, but she wasn’t at peace.


    She hadn’t spoken to Angela about it yet. Maybe that’s why I don’t feel right. She’s the alpha. She can make me leave even if I decide I want to stay.


    Jennifer regretted her outburst, but every word had been the truth. And yet I’m on duty again, with my kid right here. Am I nuts?


    She sighed. She hadn’t been completely inactive, though most people didn’t know she’d been doing private lessons with Cate and Cody. Angela had started that months ago and Jennifer had resumed those classes a few days after the chaos. She hadn’t gotten orders or asked for permission. She’d shown up at the normal time and called the kids to her. The guards had readjusted their schedules and reported it, but Angela still hadn’t come to talk. Jennifer knew it was her own fault, but it had still brought depression and loneliness.


    The twins were progressing steadily in their lessons. It had kept Jennifer from feeling completely left out, but now that she was back, she realized she hadn’t been left out at all. She hadn’t been shunned during meals or avoided in the halls. I don’t understand what happened. Shouldn’t everyone hate me?


    “The twins made it clear you needed a break and you were scared about the baby. The camp likes it that you had a weak moment. It makes you seem more human to the normals, and the descendants like knowing you’re flawed. They thought you were perfect. It was intimidating.” Ray went out onto the bridge steps to keep from being distracted further.


    Jennifer let out a noise of derision. “I’m not even close to perfect.” She scanned the calm ocean and stopped herself from going over the list of her crimes, her sins.


    Ray felt a connection to her and welcomed it. He’d spent a long time thinking he was the only one who worried about being damned for his life choices. It was both comforting and sad to know every single person on this ship had felt that way at some point.


    Jennifer made a mental note to thank Marc’s twins during their next lesson. They were adjusting to everything that had happened, but they were furious with Marc for leaving. His long talk with them beforehand hadn’t helped. They wanted a mom and a dad, at the same time.


    Cate also wanted to fight. If Angela hadn’t approved the monthly matches, Cate would have found a way to do it secretly among the kids. She was wild and being away from her father again wasn’t helping that side of her. She did spend a lot of time with Angela. That was keeping her in line so far. The first matchup was coming soon. The little girl was yearning for the days to go by faster until the next one.


    In the bridge, Jennifer saw Ed come onboard with fast steps and an angry expression. She didn’t dig into his thoughts for the reason. He was glancing toward the hilltop where Adrian was usually working out and watching. It was easy to guess their former leader had said or done something Ed found offensive.


    Jennifer felt Morgan come up the ramp. She tried not to frown. Kyle was making them spend time together even though Morgan had publicly said he was staying even if she left. The evenings and meals were tense for her. She wanted to tell the often unshaven man to go away. She also wanted to thank him for standing with her and Kyle every time she heard he’d been given shit about it. She hated it that he was being treated poorly by the camp and lower-level Eagles. Only his high station here had kept the peace in some of those arguments.


    Jennifer refused to dwell on it. I’ll make a choice soon and this limbo will end for all of us.


    Ray snorted as he came back inside, but he didn’t speak.


    Jennifer studied Morgan’s tense shoulders and longer hair as the returning rookies smirked at him. People thought he was trying to destroy a happy marriage. They knew that wasn’t the case, but they still thought it. Jennifer didn’t understand why people were wired that way. Even when shown proof, they refused to change their opinion or belief. The truth shouldn’t be subjective, but it is.


    Morgan caught that as he paused under the bridge to reach the rear deck. He thought about past politics. They used to call it human nature, but it didn’t have to be that way. We have to retrain our fragile egos to accept new information and process it correctly.


    Morgan waved at Daisey before he caught sight of who was standing next to her on the rear deck. Daisey and Ralph were overseeing the preparations for Safe Haven’s first group dinner on land. The town restaurant was ready to service the camp for a full meal now. Angela was making it happen.


    Morgan expected the two-hour affair to include speeches and tributes to those they’d lost and those who hadn’t come with them. It would be sad and sappy, and people would pass out. In the tunnel bunker right below the party. Angela was a genius, and it wasn’t just because that would get more of them to stay on land when nothing bad happened. People had to be retaught to spend time together. Their long journey here allowed mental walls to be erected. People had isolated out of fear. Now they were scared of each other and that had to change.


    Morgan didn’t look at Pam. She was standing next to Daisey and dressed to catch his attention, but the bright, lacy clothes and carefully applied makeup couldn’t hide her red nose and bloodshot eyes. She wasn’t doing well.


     


    In the bridge, Jennifer tensed. Her connection to the hive lit up, warning everyone that something was coming.


    Descendants all over the ship froze in place, waiting to determine how they should react. When the most powerful magic user on the planet sounded an alarm, it was heeded.


     


    Nearing the clinic, Kyle cursed himself for not bringing more security.


     


    Deep in the jungle, Adrian trekked faster toward Angela.


     


    Angela kept walking and working. She couldn’t stop every time trouble found them. She would react when it was needed.


     


    Jennifer scanned the ship and the ocean, then the island. She found it quiet and calm, with a light, warm breeze carrying the sights and scents of a tropical paradise. But the birds went quiet. I’m not wrong.


    The radio on Ray’s belt lit up.


    “I know you’re listening! Answer me, damn you!”


    Ray lowered the volume but didn’t shut it off. That would be a waste of time. It was running in Jennifer’s mind as if she was the radio.


    “It’s my job.”


    Ray didn’t ask her about that even though he wanted to. William’s voice blared out again.


    “I’ll find a way to reach you. The water can’t hold me here forever!”


    The radio went dead.


    Jennifer blinked, coming back to herself. She broke the connection.


    Angela’s firm voice came through their short-wave radios. “Let me worry about him when the time comes. He can’t hear us or reach us. We’re protected.”


    Ray was glad Angela had immediately calmed their biggest fears.


    Jennifer was able to scan through the ship and the ground now. She listened to the disruptive waves of the normals below to see if it had been enough. This wasn’t the first time they’d heard William calling, but it was the first time the camp had heard it openly while Jonny checked radio stations. It was part of his job as their DJ.


    Morgan stepped back so he could view into the bridge.


    Jennifer glanced at him through the glass. She slowly nodded.


    Morgan saw how she hesitated. He made a note in his book to tell Angela it might not hold for another call. She needed to do something to assure the camp that William would die in the final battle.


    Morgan stored his book and resumed his walk to the rear deck. He greeted Daisey and gave Pam a polite smile, but he went to Ralph for the update. Pam had moved into the camp hall and made friends with Daisey, who was happily sharing den mother leadership with her new husband. The kind woman had been trying to get Morgan to change his mind about Pam and that included enlisting the help of camp females. Three weeks of emotional excavators had brought Morgan to the edge of his patience. It’s never going to happen. Let me go.


    Pam didn’t respond. She just watched him with needy, betrayed eyes.
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    “It’s all trayed and freezing. We’re done prepping fish today.”


    The other cooks let out small cheers despite being happy to have the food. Skinning and cutting up so many fish at one time was dulling their knives and their knees.


    Dwight stepped over the fat cat waiting for the next scrap to drop. All the felines were in the mess right now, including the roly-poly kitten who was the delight of the entire ship for the amusement it generated.


    Dwight didn’t mind. It was less mess to clean and it made his wife happy to have them around. Tonya also liked it because it saved a little on cat food. She was worried about them getting enough to eat since the island only had a few rats. She claimed those would be gone in a few months and then the cats would need a share of the human food.


    “We’ll cover it.” Brittani finished washing her hands and pulled up her thick gray jacket hood. “I’m gonna go lie down until the next shift.”


    “You’re off until tomorrow. Get some sleep.”


    Brittani forced a smile and limped to the exit. When she got tired, her healed leg sometimes ached like it had right after she’d been shot.


    Dwight and Thelma exchanged a worried glance. Brittani’s behavior since Trinity’s death had been erratic, different. They were afraid to ask her about it after the rocky moments they’d had.


    Dwight had another concern. Watching the normals was part of his job now because he was on the law council. If they started conspiring again, he had to notify Angela, and what better place to meet and talk about mutiny than in the mess? So far, things were calm, but the two groups were still leery. It wouldn’t take a lot to restart that mess.


    Dwight let a piece of fish fall to the floor.


    The kitten beat the adults to it. The piece was gone in a quick gulp and so was the kitten. It went right back to its spot under the counter by his feet where its parents couldn’t fit.


    “We’re hitting the showers.” Tobias wrapped a fishy arm around his wives and led the giggling women out of the mess.


    People called spicy encouragement that brought smirks and blushes. Tobias and his women were fitting in well now, without any of the repelling issues everyone was worried about. They didn’t spend much time around other byzan, though. Thelma wondered how that might go when the group events happened, like camp meetings or the dinner on land. She liked the throuple. She hoped repelling was a myth.


    Thelma scanned the mess tables and the buffet they’d put out hours ago. Most of the camp ate at set times, but a handful were living on a different schedule. Most of those people were here now.


    Ian and Debra were having powdered eggs and toast while gazing at each other without speaking.


    Thelma was certain they were talking, though.


    Near them, Jeff was grabbing a quick meal before his next shift. Leeann and Missy were tormenting him with constant chatter about everything and nothing.


    The same was true of the camp women who were supervising a snack for the younger kids and those about to go on duty. Hawk and Caleb were going to join Marc’s twins for duty over the kids’ dorms. They were eating lightly and enjoying their new status.


    Across from them, Candy was snacking and waiting on Conner for their daily game of whatever he brought up from the cargo hold. He and Charlie were donating blood right now for the medics to freeze. All the descendants had been donating. As soon as Angela suggested it, the medics had been swamped with volunteers. Everyone knew being healed by magic wasn’t always possible.


    Allison was on a stool near the door, reading a book and trying to ignore the guards on duty. Her appetite was good and her tests were still clear. The happiness radiated off her in thick waves that tried to distract her new family. I wish there was a way to feel this good forever.


    Zack and two of his sons were in the corners on duty. The boys were officially Junior Eagles now. They stared impassively, determined to do a good job.


    Heads turned as the mood shifted.


    Grant came in with Kimmie. His hand on her shoulder told everyone she was in trouble.


    Jeff sighed as Leeann and Missy fell silent for the first time. He examined Kimmie’s jumper and gym shoes. Both held bits of sand. “Off-ship?”


    Grant nodded. “Halfway up the pontoon bridge before Kyle spotted them.”


    Jeff glared at all three girls. “Ambushing me is…rude!”


    Kimmie gave him a charming smile. “Just rude? ‘Cause we can try harder.”


    Grant left before he laughed. He’d already dropped Amy off to Wade. She was getting the same treatment Kimmie would once Jeff remembered how to talk.


    Grant swallowed a snicker at the thought of Wade’s face when he’d called him daddy number two. Wade was adjusting well to his new life, and surprisingly, so was the camp. Grant assumed that was because Samantha and Neil had already had that type of relationship with someone else.


    Grant jogged back up to the ramp, eager to rejoin Kyle and the boss. He was soaking in any extra shifts he could get while the camp didn’t need him to sail the ship. Knowing he could have another life had soothed him enough that he was starting to look forward to the future again instead of dreading it for only having one needed skill. He much preferred duty while wearing his black Eagle outfit and rookie jacket.


    But I don’t want Theo’s level of work. That’s too much for anyone to carry for long.


    Grant smiled at Cody and Cate as they went down the hall, followed by Dog. They didn’t stop to chat.


    Grant wondered how high up in Safe Haven the twins would go when their Eagle egos kicked in.


    Cody caught the thought and finally had a name for what he was feeling. Eagle ego. I like it.


    Cate rolled her eyes and led the way to their next stop.
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    Tonya carried the blood bags to the cooler and gently stored them on the shelf in the lab.


    Timmy waited for her to move, then he closed and locked the cooler. “Is that it?”


    Tonya washed her hands. “Not even close. We still have to collect and store the samples Terry and Tim drew while we were working on Conner and Charlie.” She glanced over at the two quiet boys. “Water, water, water.”


    Charlie obediently drank more from the bottle he’d been given.


    Tonya didn’t tell the teenager what he needed to hear. His messy state and rough attitude didn’t encourage advice.


    Conner held up his empty bottle. “Can I go?”


    Tonya smiled at the neat, shaven boy as she lotioned her hands. Conner wasn’t a problem. He was one of the few teens in camp who wasn’t. “Sure. You’re off donating duty now for the next month. Eat, sleep, drink your water rations.”


    “I will.”


    “Oh, and remind Candy she has babysitting duty after evening mess.” The heavily pregnant woman would have help with that. She was too far along for hard work, but she still wanted to be helpful.


    “Will do.” Conner left. He hadn’t spoken to Angela’s son the entire time they’d been here. He didn’t have anything to say and Charlie was a closed-off wall while he adjusted to Tracy being out of his life.


    Conner headed for the cargo steps while exchanging greetings with those waiting for their appointment with a medic. He avoided the thoughts of his last run that his mind wanted to replay on a loop. It wasn’t good to dwell on what couldn’t be changed. Drew was gone. I can’t bring him back.


    Charlie finished his bottle of water and left via the other hallway. He didn’t speak to anyone and they left him alone. His mood was dangerous again. His mind kept replaying his manhood mission. I always had help. I was never on my own. Maybe if I had been, my life would be different now.


    Tonya added the new numbers to their blood stock file. Thanks to Adrian coming in around dawn every few days to let Terry draw blood, they had one full cooler and had started stocking a second. According to her tests, the thawed blood was still good, but the real proof would come the first time they used it for an injury. “Take the basket and get their samples. Check each one to make sure it’s labeled.”


    Timmy left the lab quickly, gliding through the med bay and waiting patients fast enough to create a breeze. He turned sideways to fit through. His stomach still touched people.


    “Why’s he in such a rush?” Jayda stayed in the hallway between the lab and the main med bay.


    “Food is calling.” Tonya opened the folders for each of the four samples Timmy was about to bring back to her. She was rotating them in batches now and finally feeling like she could keep up.


    New names mocked her, sending her mind to the final battle where they’d gained three dozen refugees. Some of those people were
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