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    They lied to us every single day.


    We believed every word.


    Even when the truth was there,


    We accepted what we heard.


     


    They schemed and plotted.


    We didn’t seem to care.


    They silenced the critics,


    Until no one else would dare.


     


    They ruined millions of lives.


    We overlooked their pain.


    They divided us along every line,


    Then denied any of the blame.


     


    They changed the rules.


    We scoffed at science,


    Accepting their crumbs


    And forgoing our own reliance.


     


    They spilled blood to keep control.


    We cheered those deaths.


    They told us what to think,


    And then stole our very breath.


     


    They balked at the facts.


    We obeyed anyway.


    Candor was lost,


    And remains so to this day.


     


    People are not chattel.


    We’re not meant to conform.


    We’re supposed to spread light and love,


    Not obey someone else’s norm.


     


    They knew the war was coming.


    We weren’t able to deduce.


    Now our lives have changed forever,


    And the world has lost all truth.


     


    


  


  
    ​Chapter One


    I’m Dangerous Too


     


     


     


    1


    Shift updates.


    Ian settled on the plush couch and got comfortable. It was a long list. He’d been patrolling the warming boat for hours. He had new secrets to divulge to the boss, but he was only giving her normal updates right now. He got his notes and began copying them into an organized list that Angela could quickly skim. Ed, her new assistant, would go check in with her or another senior Eagle, and they would deliver all the notes from this shift. She would also get copies in her nightly reports.


    Ian wondered if the top deck would smell as good as the rest of this ship. The cooks had been working for hours and they would be at it for several more. Chili, pancakes, soup, cookies, and fresh bread aromas were invading all areas of their living space, making Ian hungry. He was looking forward to the barbeque lunch they were supposed to have in a couple of hours. He was also eager to ditch his Eagle jacket.


    All Eagles were wearing their full uniforms today while on duty, as required by the boss. She wanted to be sure there was a helping hand visible if the camp needed them, but Ian was almost sweating. Angela had ordered the air conditioning shut off for today. Ian assumed that was to force more people to leave the ship, but it hadn’t worked.


    Around him, camp members who hadn’t gone to the island were showering, cleaning up, and making plans to either enjoy the entertainment floor or the top deck. The rear area was open for public use. The front was off-limits to everyone except Marc and his team.


    The ship was quiet as it rocked softly in the calm water. It made Ian nervous. Like Marc’s team, he was twitching after the run, but he wasn’t sure what to do about it. He hadn’t seen much action this time. He didn’t have an answer to his issue yet, but he planned to take Jeff’s advice.


    “I’m not sure if I can keep doing this. I also don’t want to quit.”


    Jeff had gone through that as well. “Take time. Think it all through. Then the next action will hit and you’ll see which way you go.”


    People came in and out of the hall. They saw the guard on duty and Ian in the chair with his notes. They ignored both men to do their own thing, but Ian was positive if he or the guard made the slightest move toward their weapons, the camp would flee up the stairs and run over the bridge to get to Angela as if they were on fire. It was peaceful right now, but not in the way that implied people were happy. They didn’t like it when Angela wasn’t on board.


    Ian copied the next note, wondering why these camp members had chosen not to leave the ship. They’d all been told of Marc’s deal with Nature. Safe Haven was protected when they were on the island. Maybe it’s some sort of survivor’s block.


    At the end of the hall, Tobias lingered in the cabin doorway, doing the same scans. He and his wives had chosen to work second shift to lessen how much time they spent around Marc and Angela or any of the other byzan. Safe Haven’s leaders were trying extremely hard not to create more problems, but Tobias was tired of the disconnected feeling. He’d been watching the camp and the Eagles. He wanted to be a part of that light in every way.


    Ian noticed a short shadow out of the corner of his eye. He kept writing.


    The shadow slowly eased toward him.


    Down the hall, Tobias’s head whipped toward them. His mouth opened to call a warning.


    Ian sighed. “You’re making people nervous. Stop it now.”


    Joey climbed on the couch, shoulders drooping. “I just wanted to play.”


    A loud cheer came through the window from the beach, where the other kids were playing and fishing. Ian patted the seat next to him. “I’m sorry you didn’t get to go to the island yet. I’m sure that will change shortly.”


    “I asked to stay here. Pam wanted to force me, but Morgan said it was okay.”


    “Why?”


    Joey’s expression darkened. “They don’t like me.”


    Ian felt bad for the boy. “You can stay here with me if you want to. When shift changes and I go to the island, I’ll drop you off somewhere.”


    “But where? I only have one friend and she’s busy with her family today.”


    “I’ll cover that.” Ian took a minute to get a personal update. “How are you doing with everything that’s happened? Do you feel like you’re starting to adjust?”


    Joey made a face. “Cate makes me follow the rules. You have a lot of rules. I don’t like rules.”


    Ian chuckled. “I don’t either, but without them, the world would be an even bigger mess.”


    Joey nodded solemnly. “My daddy told me. He told me a lot of things.”


    Ian wasn’t sure if he should encourage the boy to believe what his father had told him. “Maybe those are things you want to talk to the boss about.”


    “I don’t think she likes me either.”


    Ian was certain about this answer. “Angela loves you. She loves all the kids. Kids are more important to her than the adults.”


    Joey wanted to believe that, but it was hard. “She doesn’t talk to me. She didn’t give me a job.”


    Ian did a fast count. “You haven’t been with us for that long and we’ve had a lot going on. Give her a little more time? For me?”


    Joey nodded. “That’s why I came to you.”


    Ian stared at the boy. “I don’t understand.”


    Joey smiled. “Eagles make things better.”


    Ian was relieved. “See? That’s proof that you are adjusting. You know who you can go to when you need something.”


    Joey watched Tobias hold the door open for his wives. “They’re going to the top deck to lay in the sun without their clothes on!”


    Both women kept their robes closed over their string bikinis as they entered the hall. Those would stay on until they were settled.


    Tobias had his tan shorts and green golf shirt. He didn’t plan to sunbathe. No one wants to see my wrinkles.


    Ian snickered. “I guess you’re a little young. When you’re older, you’ll be able to appreciate it.”


    Joey shook his head. “I won’t get older. I have to live right now.”


    The boy climbed off the couch and marched down the hallway toward Tobias.


    Caught off guard by the horror of the boy’s casual statement, Ian could only stare in concern as the child approached the older byzan male.


    The little boy stopped a few feet from Tobias and scanned him up and down.


    Tobias studied the youngster warily.


    Joey moved forward.


    Tobias retreated. He blocked the path to his wives with his body.


    Shocked, Ian watched the boy walk to the exit. Tobias backed down from him! The kid doesn’t even have a gift.


    Tobias met Ian’s eyes across the long hallway. If you knew that family the way I did, you’d back down too. The boy’s colorful Cartoon Network shirt was misleading. He’s not an innocent child.


    Tobias led his wives to the exit and took them toward the opposite stairs the child was now climbing.


    Ian was impressed that Joey had intimidated Tobias without a single word. He added it to his notes, along with a few thoughts about the child. He underlined the last sentence.


    That kid will be worse than Matt if he snaps.


    “May I speak with you?”


    Ian let out a muffled squeak at the voice in his ear. His pen and papers flew from his hands, creating a small shower of office supplies.


    Bernice chuckled even as she apologized. “I am sorry. I thought you saw me coming.”


    Ian laughed with her as he gathered his papers and book. “Nope. You got me. Good job.” She’s wearing a purple silk robe and hot pink flip flops. She’s going to the top deck to swim or sunbathe. Ian hid his interest.


    Bernice was glad he didn’t seem upset. She almost stopped there because she didn’t want to ruin his good mood, but her conscience wouldn’t let it go. “I want to apologize.”


    Ian sighed. “I’m on duty right now. Even if I wasn’t, there’s nothing to apologize for. You’re not interested. That doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.” He flashed a charming grin at her, then swept the floor. “Did you see where my pen went?”


    Bernice pointed. “Under the chair.”


    She waited for him to retrieve it and resettle himself on the couch. “I did not mean to embarrass you with my refusal. I am in mourning for my husband.”


    That did make him feel better. Ian gave her a genuine smile. “Well, you know where I stand on the matter if things change for you in the future. If not, like I said, I need friends too. It’ll be fine.”


    Bernice was thrilled that he was taking it so well. She smothered her urge to hug him in relief. “Will you be enjoying the beach?”


    “Yes.” Ian finished reorganizing his notes and then put the sheets into his book. “I’ll be going over at shift change. I think you guys have Debra from there.” Conner had been on point since 3 a.m. and he’d done a great job, but he needed to sleep soon.


    Bernice grinned. “She is mean with that water gun.”


    Ian laughed. “That, she is. I’d say it comes from being an Eagle, but she had that attitude when we found her.”


    Bernice didn’t know what else to say. She rotated toward her cabin. “Have a good day.”


    “You too.” Ian didn’t watch her go. He chose the next note and got ready to write it. He’d been angry at first, and embarrassed, but it hadn’t taken long for him to review the relationships in this camp and figure out what he’d done wrong. He just needed to change his approach. All the men in Safe Haven had tried to claim their mates too aggressively, too quickly. He was going to give Bernice time to understand how important he was to the camp and how valuable it could be to have him around. And while he was working on that, he planned to show her what she was missing. Jealousy was a handy tool if it was used correctly. Now that Angela had taught him how to keep his mouth shut, his brain was working overtime. You will be mine, sweet Bernice. The only thing that will keep it from happening is if I die while trying to prove I’m good enough for you.


    Ian saw Gabe walking toward the public showers by the medical zone. Another sigh passed his lips as he got to his feet to follow. The boss would want notes on whatever happened next. Gabe is a perfect example of what not to do.
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    “I want to talk to her.”


    “She’s in the shower.”


    “I’ll wait.”


    “Get out of here right now and I won’t report it.”


    “No.”


    “Are you insane?” Biff had hung his jacket on the wall hook. He wiped sweat from his brow and donned it anyway as his relief, Trent, came off the elevator where Tobias was waiting with his wives. “I’m calling the boss.”


    Gabe scowled. “For what? I’m not a threat to her.”


    “Kenn’s the threat! He put a gun to your head!”


    “And the boss told me to get lost, but I want to hear that from Tonya.”


    Tonya listened to Gabe and the guard on the hall arguing. A deep frown creased her face as she switched off the water and dried her hands, able to hear their loud voices over the fan. She was certain people were coming out of their rooms to listen and see what might happen.


    Tonya had gotten a shower in the public area with the help of a camp volunteer, and then she’d remained here dressing and grooming. She felt better than she had in weeks, but the time away from her newborn was already weighing on her. Harry was with the baby now, but Tonya was eager to get back. Gabe showing up was bad timing on his part.


    “I’m not leaving. Go on and call the boss. Tonya will be out in a minute and I’ll still get to talk to her.”


    Not if I stay in here. Tonya sighed. A year ago, I might have, but this is Kenn’s mess. I need to clean it up.


    Tonya went to the door, leaving her towels, garbage, and dirty clothes for the cleaning crew like she’d been told to. She wasn’t allowed to bend over yet. Even the walk down the corridor had to be slow and careful so she didn’t hinder the healing her body was trying to finish. No one knew the limits of descendant power yet, but there definitely was limits. Magic had saved her life, but she was far from being good as new.


    Trent heard her coming. “Last chance.”


    Biff glared to add support, glad a senior Eagle was here to witness Gabe’s behavior.


    Gabe crossed his arms over his chest. “No.”


    “Don’t call the boss.” Tonya eased out and let go of the heavy door, barely avoiding its swing.


    Trent saw her wince of pain. He pointed at the wheelchair her escort had obviously left for her. “I’ll push you.”


    Tonya shook her head. “I’m okay. Thank you, though.”


    Trent glared at Gabe. “Hurry up. She needs to be back under medical supervision.”


    Gabe ignored the guard. He scanned Tonya. Her still-rounded body was encased in noisy flip-flops, Kenn’s too-big sweatpants and a long white Metallica shirt. Red curls were spilling from her blue bandana, making her green eyes seem even bigger, brighter. She’s adorable. “Are you really okay?”


    Tonya leaned against the wall outside the shower. “Yes. I just need recovery time.”


    Gabe smiled at her. “I’m glad.”


    Tonya felt the warmth in his gaze and his voice. She enjoyed it against her will. “What do you want, Gabe?”


    Gabe’s smile faded. “Are you scared of me?”


    “No, but I’m worried you’ll get in trouble, like Peter.”


    Gabe put his hands in his pockets and leaned against the opposite wall. He cleared his throat. “I had this all planned. Now I can’t remember what to say.”


    Tonya took pity on him. “Kenn picked you guys. I didn’t. You disappointed him. He’s the one you have to make amends with.”


    “I know, and I will try, but if you don’t…” Gabe drew in another deep breath, pulling up the words he’d chosen. “You’re worth waiting for. I think I could love you and your son. When Kenn goes back for the final battle, I’ll stay here and care for you two. I’ll be a good…”


    Tonya didn’t hear anything else.


    When Kenn goes back for the final battle.


    Tonya held up a hand to stop him. “When he goes, I’ll be with him.”


    Gabe frowned. “But you’re not a fighter or a medic, and you have a young son to care for.”


    Tonya’s mind slammed those words into place; her heart began to hurt. “I didn’t…” Tonya wasn’t sure what to say.


    Gabe realized she hadn’t considered that and pushed harder. “Peter would have stayed too. It was wrong of Kenn to remove one of your protectors.”


    Tonya tried to concentrate, not feeling as good anymore. “What do you want, Gabe?”


    He scowled at her repeated question. “You. But only if you want me too.” He took a step forward, aware of the guards waiting for Tonya’s answer, along with everyone else. Faces were sticking out of doors all along this corridor. Sunken eyes and red skin with welts and stitches declared the residents of this hall as patients. The medical deck had stayed busy.


    “There’s one certain way to know.”


    Tonya knew what he meant. Confused and suddenly exhausted, she turned to Trent.


    A cold draft ran through the hall, cooling Trent’s skin in seconds. He felt danger arrive. “Tell him to get out of here and I’ll handle it.”


    “Get out of here, Gabe.”


    Trent quickly stepped forward, reaching for Gabe’s arm. “You heard her. Let’s go.”


    Gabe was faster, slipping by him to clutch Tonya’s shoulder. He pulled her toward him, lids closing, lips puckering.


    Tonya’s anger flared. Electricity shot out of her skin where he was holding her, swarming over Gabe’s jittering body.


    The smell of cooking food was smothered by cooking flesh.


    Tonya jerked free while he sizzled, mental block snapping. Her witch rushed forward, eager to finish the job. Power shot from her hand, slamming into the wall.


    The ship groaned.


    Tonya heard it and tried to get control, but it was hard! The power wanted to be used.


    Biff ducked a wild flare, not sure how to handle this. He knew not to shoot her, but that was about it.


    A door slammed shut. Two more followed.


    The rest stayed open to let people observe. They didn’t care that they might be in the crossfire.


    The lights dimmed. Tonya watched in shock as her witch sucked power from the electricity running through the socket.


    The witnesses observed in horror as Gabe’s skin began to smoke from the current going through his body.


    Electricity flared out again and hit Trent. He staggered, glad the blast had been light. Hairs on his arms stood up, leaning toward Tonya as power prepared to shoot out again. “Get control of yourself!”


    Tonya clenched her fists. “Stop it. Stop now.”


    The lights brightened as the witch let go of the power stream. It looked at her in confusion. Master?


    Tonya gained control, heart pounding. “Let him go. Heal the damage if you can.”


    The witch pulled back. I do not heal. I kill.


    Gabe stopped sizzling and jerking. He fell to his knees. Saliva ran from the corner of his mouth.


    Trent keyed his radio, glad that his own hit had only been like a friction shock from a carpet. “Medic at the showers, same deck. Someone got zapped by a new wire.”


    “Copy.”


    Trent ignored Tonya’s worried stare. “I’ll make sure the boss gets the truth. Everyone here will keep their mouths shut until you’re ready to come out.” The rancid odor in the hall would dissipate in a few hours and only these witnesses would know exactly what had happened.


    Tonya scanned and found a dozen heads nodding. “Why?”


    Trent shrugged. “Bragging rights. Once you come out, they get to say they saw what really happened.”


    Tonya paled a bit as she realized the entire camp would soon know. “They can already do that.”


    Trent limped toward Gabe. “Yes, but then they might make an enemy of you. It wouldn’t be a good idea to remind you that they were here by gossiping about it.”


    “They’re scared of me?”


    Trent knelt. “They don’t know if they should be yet, so yes.”


    “They shouldn’t be. I’m one of the good guys.” Thick power filled Tonya’s mind as she walked toward the lounge. She didn’t look at Gabe as she went by him.


    In the shadows, Kenn left to avoid being spotted as more witnesses flooded the hall. I need time to think now. He’d gotten here before Gabe, but he’d caught the man’s wild thoughts as he came down the hall. I waited. I let it happen. And now I’ll find out if she really loves me or if it was the power.


    Kenn headed for the employee hall. He had a short shift on beach guard duty and then he was free for the rest of the day. He’d volunteered. I felt this coming. I knew I would need time to consider my next words and actions. If she ends things with me, I have to handle it the right way. I refuse to return to being the old Kenny. I’m better than that now.


    Trent helped Gabe to his feet as the man struggled to do it on his own. “Bet you wish you’d gotten out of here.”


    Gabe didn’t answer. He couldn’t. His mind was a complete blank. Where thoughts had once been was only gibberish and pale hues of flashing light from the misfiring pulses in his brain.


    Gabe collapsed.


    Trent rolled him over, lifted him by the arm, and ran for the medic while Biff resumed the post and recorded it in the logbook.


     


    “I want you two to get close to her.” Tobias held the elevator for his wives. They’d paused for a minute to observe, but he wanted them gone from here now so they didn’t get the blame. “Emulate her where you can. She’s more important than these people are giving her credit for.” Every descendant on this deck had felt Tonya joining their clan. Tobias had felt her power level. It was far above her fiancé’s.


    “Because she’s fast with the medical stuff?” Daniella eased to the rear of the elevator to make room for her sister and the bag of gear she had insisted on bringing. Anna hated to be away from her kit. She said you never knew when danger might arrive. Daniella agreed, but the elevator was small. We should have gone up the steps.


    “Yes.” Tobias pushed the button. “Start by asking her for your results.”


    Both women tensed as he glared over his shoulder. Neither sister wanted to hear the results of those tests yet. They were scared Tonya or Morgan would tell them they were ill. The entire camp was feeling that reluctance and there was little anyone could do to allay those fears. People were having side effects from exposure to radiation, to the gas the pirates had used, and to the chemicals from the war itself. There was no way all of them would survive. The knowledge was haunting.


    It didn’t bother Ian as much. He made a note about Gabe and then returned to the couch. We’re all going to die at some point anyway. I just want to have lived well and died for a worthy cause. Everything else is meaningless.


    Ian saw Kenn go by the hall. He assumed the man had felt something happening with Tonya, though he was going in the opposite direction. Ian was a little bitter. Where’s my willing partner? Why does it have to be a chase?


    Ian sighed. Loneliness wasn’t fun. He could get sex on the bottom deck if he wanted it. He didn’t. He wanted a lasting relationship with someone else who wanted to build a future here.


    Ian thought about the weddings that would happen later. He wished Ralph and Daisey all the best. Charlie and Tracy were another issue all together. I don’t want to go through that drama. That’s not what I’m asking for with Bernice. Ian had witnessed the hell that came from picking the wrong person. All it did was drag both people down until there was nothing left of who they’d been. If she’s not my match, I could really use a sign.
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    “What are you doing down here?”


    Joey froze. He was in the shadows of the animal cargo hold. He didn’t think anyone had spotted him.


    When no one spoke again or came toward him, Joey peered around the corner and saw two shadows.


    “Are you okay?” Charlie stepped closer to Tracy, but he didn’t touch her.


    Tracy let out a harsh snort. “I’m peachy.”


    Charlie winced. She was clean and wearing clean jeans with a red t-shirt. She even had her longer hair in two braids, but she wasn’t well. Her pale face and thin lips told him not to push her on anything.


    Charlie was wearing the matching red shirt and jeans. He felt her scan his outfit in distaste. She only likes it when I have on Eagle gear. “Do you want to talk?”


    Charlie wiped away sweat from his neck. Not having the air conditioning on was heating up every deck. He assumed his mom was saving fuel.


    He and Tracy were supposed to be getting ready for the wedding that was taking place around sunset, but their cabin had been empty. He’d found her by her erratic thoughts. “Tracy?”


    “I needed a few minutes to myself.” Tracy rubbed the puppy nuzzling her fingers for more attention. “And I wanted to see the dog.”


    Charlie scanned the small puppy and put it out of his mind. “We have a wedding to get ready for. Do you want me to walk you up?”


    Tracy didn’t answer.


    Charlie wasn’t sure how to handle the situation. Other than pleasing her physically, nothing he did was right.


    Tracy didn’t like it that he was blaming himself, but she didn’t have the mental energy to comfort them both. Tracy slowly stood up. “Who gets the puppy?”


    Charlie wondered if she really cared or if she was using it to avoid the conversation. “I think my mom decided to make him a K-9. He’ll be trained to work with the Eagles.”


    Tracy huffed. “That’s a girl.”


    Charlie flushed at her tone. She wasn’t usually sharp with him. He knew what had to happen next. He forced the words out. “Do you want to call off the wedding?”


    Tracy wanted to say yes. She also wanted to say no. She remained silent.


    Charlie tried not to get angry. “I’m gonna go keep helping Ralph. He almost has everything gathered up. Daisey is going over all the lists to make sure we didn’t forget stuff. She thought you might want to do that too.” Charlie turned toward the door. He spotted the observer in the corner, but a little boy avoiding the den mothers was the least of his worries. “I love you.”


    He wasn’t surprised when she didn’t answer yet again. It was obvious that she was going through more emotional turmoil. I wish I’d never started this relationship.


    Tracy caught the thought, but it didn’t have the power to hurt her. She was already hurting as much as she possibly could. Angela made me torture someone!


    Joey frowned. Is Angela like my dad? Joey wasn’t sure if that mattered to him. He liked Safe Haven. He got to play with the other kids, when they would let him. He had a friend here, and he felt safe. None of the adults were as dangerous as his dad had been.


    Joey left the shadows and came over to stand next to the unhappy pregnant woman. He sensed she needed comfort that no one knew how to give. Maybe I can help.


    Tracy stiffened as the little boy reached out and put a hand around her wrist. His touch was light and without power. She could tell he didn’t have a gift. There was no reason for her to feel threatened. She still pulled away in revulsion. “Don’t ever touch me.”


    Joey instantly withdrew into his mental shell. He dropped to his knees and put a hand out toward the puppy that was rubbing against the bars and giving little yips for more attention. “I’m sorry.”


    Tracy immediately felt bad for snapping at the boy. She let out a long sigh. “You didn’t do anything wrong.” Tracy forced a smile. “Did you need something from me?”


    Joey didn’t like how fast her attitude had changed. She reminded him too much of being scared of his father. He shook his head.


    Tracy wanted to assure the boy again, but she didn’t have an emotional reserve to spend. She went toward the door. “She likes to be rubbed on her ears.”


    Joey smiled at the information and immediately began pleasing the little puppy.


    The animal area stank a little. There was no sense in cleaning it until all the animals were off ship, but it wasn’t that bad. Most of the mess was in the pen where their cow and the goats lived. Those animals had been sharing quarters, happily, for a couple of weeks now.


    Tracy paused. She forced herself to look back.


    In a few years, I could have a son just like that.


    Fear swarmed her. How can I care for a baby? I’m terrified all the time. I never know the right thing to do or say now. I can’t bring a baby into my life! If I’m under that level of stress, I won’t be a good mother. I might not even be able to survive it.


    She shuddered. And it’s one of them.


    Joey heard the door shut behind him. He wondered if he should tell someone Tracy was feeling bad about having a baby with magic. “I bet Angela already knows.”


    The Eagle on duty down here peered through the window and spotted him.


    Joey tensed.


    The Eagle wrote it in his notes. He didn’t have orders to restrict anyone to specific areas right now. Everyone was free to come and go, including the kids. It made it harder to keep track of Safe Haven’s many members, but everyone needed this freedom. Chad doubted Joey would get into trouble. Most of the kids spent time down here with the animals. It made sense that Joel’s son would want to do the same. Just because his dad had been the most powerful being on the planet for a little while didn’t mean he was different than any of their other kids.


    Another part of the shell Joey used to hide his emotions cracked off. He relaxed a little. Every time a tense moment came and didn’t explode around him, he adjusted a little more.


    Joey stood and moved toward the next corral. The other animals were off ship. The horse was next in line to be led to the tall grass around the edge of camp. I love horses.


    He approached the tall animal, observing for danger.


    The horse stopped munching and watched the child approach.


    Joey didn’t try to touch the horse. He chose one of the few treats left in the bowl and dropped it into the bucket on top of the dusty feed.


    The horse quickly retreated, tail whipping, ears pointing straight up.


    Joey wasn’t discouraged. He knew the horse was skittish. The adults had warned the kids to leave it alone because it was dangerous.


    “I’m dangerous too.” Joey sat on the stool outside the stall. “I just don’t understand why. I’m a good boy. I don’t hurt people like my daddy.”


    The horse continued to observe him from a distance.


    Joey pushed off his shoes and then his socks. “I almost always do what I’m told. I thought they would like that. I don’t yell, and I don’t make a mess. I try to be perfect.”


    The horse’s tail slowly lowered until it was resting against its hind leg. One ear laid down.


    Joey rolled up his pant legs. “They all think I’m hiding a monster inside and I don’t know how to show them I’m just me.”


    The horse took a step forward and sniffed the bucket.


    Joey ran his bare feet through the little bits of straw and dirt that had fallen out of the stall. “I want to fit in with them. I’m scared.”


    Joey’s misery filled the room.


    The horse took another step forward, big brown eyes widening. Moisture slowly rolled down its nose. The horse’s tears mirrored the huge drops now rolling over Joey’s cheeks.


    The horse stamped his hoof wildly. Don’t unload your misery on me, little human. I have enough pain of my own!


    Joey scrubbed away his tears, but there was no surprise on his face. “So what’s your problem?”


    The horse realized he’d been tricked.


    Joey smiled. “I’m a smart boy too.”


    The horse bonded with the child against his will. It had been much the same with his master, Jack. He had hated the man, but he’d also loved him. The human had forced him to accomplish things that no other animal of his kind ever had.


    Joey slowly stood and held out a hand.


    The horse lowered his head and allowed the boy to stroke his nose.


    Magic swirled around both of them, creating a bond that can only happen between a human and an animal.


    Joey rubbed the scars, frowning at the feel, but he didn’t promise not to do the same thing. He knew not to promise something unless he was sure he could accomplish it.


    The horse nuzzled the boy’s hand, then stuck his nose into the bucket. He immediately withdrew. My teeth won’t let me eat the treats. They are too hard.


    Joey looked around and spotted a bag of oats. “I can help.”


    The guard on the hall came back by the door and took another quick glance inside.


    Chad froze at the sight of Joey rubbing the horse’s ears while it ate oats from his hand. The child was standing on the stool to reach.


    Chad scanned and found the bag of oats had been cut open. It was a neat slice and the scissors were back on the wall where they’d been hanging.


    Chad decided again not to interrupt the child. He walked away, wiping sweat from his brow. Come on shift change. I need a stiff drink.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Two


    Flashes of Insight


     


     


     


    1


    Marc scanned the happy camp, but he was subtly observing Angela. She was stretched out on a thick blanket in the grass next to him. The sun was gleaming off her hair and pale skin, making her jeans and tank top glow. She’d been dozing in the sun for an hour, occasionally waking fully to check on her camp. Marc had made sure she was able to rest. When people needed something, he was handling it. Even the kids were under control for the moment. Cate and Cody were making sandcastles on the beach with the other happy kids. Being her XO was easy at times like this.


    Marc glanced down at the cast on his ankle. I’m not good for anything else right now.


    Angela turned her head, lips curving into a leer.


    Marc chuckled. “Fair point.”


    Angela slid her hand over his and resumed dozing. She was enjoying the moment while it was here. They’d all had a simple breakfast of muffins with coffee or powdered milk two hours ago and then relaxed. Two entire hours without someone screaming or dying. It’s been wonderful.


    Around them, Safe Haven was also enjoying the moment. Small groups of friends and families surrounded them in a vast circle that had taken over the entire top of the cliff and the small grassy area below it. Another 100 explorers were off on tours or enjoying the beach. Marc had a mental link with a dozen Eagles who were overseeing those activities on noticeably shorter shifts. Angela had insisted the guards be rotated every three hours today. Marc assumed it was to ensure they all got time on the island, but he couldn’t help worrying that she was prepping them for another unexpected blow.


    Angela yawned. “Good thoughts, please. You’ll flip my switch.”


    Marc locked down on his mind. He’d insisted she do whatever she wanted as long as it wasn’t working. He didn’t want to trigger her reflex to accomplish something, though that was almost the only time she was content.


    Angela leered again.


    Marc laughed. “Soon, dear. We have company right now.”


    Angela sighed in mock disappointment. She rolled toward him and wrapped her arm around his leg. She rested her cheek against his thigh and let the foggy place have her again.


    The Eagles relaxed. The camp chatter rose in volume. Dog resumed cleaning his tail. He’d had a fun limp-and-sniff on the tiny beach after his meal, but the sand didn’t want to come out.


    Marc noticed those signs, not surprised by the reactions. When Angela moved, people got ready to fight or run as needed. It’s the same reaction I noticed in them while Adrian was in charge. They don’t respond to me that way because they don’t associate me with a threat to their survival.


    Marc glanced up at Adrian’s perch. The man was servicing Sadie again, openly. The tall grass hid most of the view, but her moans of delight were loud enough to echo over the laughing kids on the beach. Put a muzzle on that!


    Sadie’s sounds stopped.


    Marc refused to let his good mood be ruined. He swept the gently bobbing ships that he could discern from here.


    The guard on the bridge of the Adrianna flipped him the finger.


    Marc saluted, laughing.


    Ray had been waiting for that one. He flashed an all-clear sign and continued his rounds. He and Grant had volunteered for duty today. Neither of them liked sunbathing or camping, and they weren’t ready to start their break despite Angela offering them the next week free of duty. They hadn’t come down enough yet to enjoy it.


    Marc continued his sweep of Safe Haven. He hated his new physical limits, but he did like being able to stay still and observe. He didn’t usually get much time for that. Angela, and his own work ethic, had kept him hopping even before they hit the boat and then fate hadn’t given them a break. The two weeks of sailing right before their arrival here had been the longest break any of them had had since… Marc didn’t frown like he wanted to. Have we ever gotten a two-week break from chaos?


    Walking by, Samantha shook her head. “Not since I joined. Maybe before.” She nodded toward the cliff as a round of applause echoed from those around Adrian. “He’d know.”


    Marc did frown this time. “Not worth it.”


    Wade and Neil nodded in support.


    Both men were wearing full Eagle gear, but the baby items seemed to make that disappear. Neil and Wade just looked like parents now. The two boys were sleeping in big arms that had killed to keep them safe and would do so again.


    Samantha was also in Eagle gear, though she was absent the heavy tool belt around her waist. Marc was glad she was following the conditions of her release from the medical bay.


    Samantha paused as Neil and Wade went on, each carrying an infant, a diaper bag, and a piece of baby gear. They were going back to the ship. In just two hours, both boys had gone through their outfits and the extra one that she’d brought for each of them. “I think the twins need to be on the water now. Their stomachs are upset. Anything you need from there? I’ll send the guys back out to you as soon as we pick a babysitter. The camp women have actually signed a list.”


    Marc considered. “How are you feeling?”


    Samantha grinned. “Great, actually. Everyone keeps shoving energy into me. I’m healing fast.”


    “We all do, thankfully.” Marc understood her happiness at having her body back, now more than he would have before. “If you feel up to it, let Conner off duty early. You keep point until shift change.”


    Samantha’s face lit up. It was only about an hour, but she wanted it. “I’d be honored.”


    Marc took a small stack of notes from his jacket. It was next to him, along with his guns. “Eagle point man only, not you.”


    Samantha didn’t care. She shoved the papers into her pocket. “Anything else?”


    “Nope.”


    Samantha walked through the sunning camp with her chin up and good vibes flowing from her in thick swells that hit those she passed.


    Marc was glad he’d been able to lift her mood. He scanned for the next way he could help or accomplish something on his own to-do list.


    The sun was beaming on all of them and starting to cause sunburns. Some people wanted that, but most didn’t. Marc waved at Stanley to pass out more little travel tubes of sunblock.


    A weak, hot breeze blew over the beach, rustling weeds and sandy hair. The kids were having a great time. They didn’t feel any of the adult’s reluctance about being off their ship.


    A bright red bird darted over the cliff and down to the beach. It landed near the kids.


    Kenn started to drive it off before it could attack.


    Marc shook his head. Let it be.


    They both watched it fly off in relief.


    Marc finished his sweep, fighting a yawn. The medications were kicking in now, making him sleepy. “Not yet.” He cut Angela off before she could offer.


    Angela stayed where she was, but listening to him and Samantha had already flipped her switch. It was a good snooze. I needed it, but he’s right. I’m not really happy unless I’m accomplishing something.


    Marc sighed. “Why is that?”


    “Our time is short.”


    “We have years.”


    “I mean as people.” Angela slowly sat up. “Have you noticed how much more painful life seems to be now?”


    “It is the apocalypse.”


    “I meant physically.”


    Marc made the connection, but he wanted to hear her full opinion on it. “Go on.”


    Angela stretched, rubbing her spine when it popped. “We’re almost middle-aged now, Marc. How many more years of this can we do before our bodies break down or just quit working?”


    Angela studied their older population, watching them rub aching hands or hold them in the sunlight to warm bones that were always cold. “I have to do things now because I won’t be able to when I’m older. And I felt that way long before the war. I just didn’t understand that’s why I was restless. The hospital showed me what happens to the human body. I wanted to be able to help people get through that. At the time, I never considered that someday, I would be one of them.”


    “But your brain did and it drove you to do things faster. Now, you hardly ever stop.” Marc kept going even though he didn’t want to ruin the day. “You’re scared you won’t get enough done before you die.”


    “Not just die.” She shared one of her new fears. “I’m using this body up. I can feel it having problems. Magic won’t hold it forever. I’ll be too broken to help, but not broken enough to be dead.” Her voice became a bitter mutter. “I’ll have to watch others doing it when I can’t. It might drive me crazy if I haven’t achieved enough.”


    The view into her mind was welcome. Marc put an arm around her shoulders and kissed her cheek. “At least we’ll be together.”


    Angela laughed like he expected, but her mind closed to him. He wasn’t deep enough for the conversations she sometimes needed to have. She always gave him a chance, but he never made it more than a couple of layers. I think he’s scared to go too deep because he thinks I’m all ugly in here and he won’t know how to handle it.


    Her eyes went to the cliff, to the tired blond man being congratulated by men who serviced the camp. It was Sadie’s third orgasm in an hour.


    Angela scowled as Adrian leered at her. Are you trying to get her killed?


    Adrian grinned. You’re impressed too. Admit it. I’m good at what I do.


    Angela snorted. If it’s good, why is she ready again?


    Adrian glanced over and found Sadie crawling toward him through the grass. His pride crumbled. “Shit.”


    Laughter rolled down the cliff, drawing Marc’s attention. He snickered with the other witnesses as Sadie dove and Adrian curled into a ball to defend himself from her swiping fingernails. “She didn’t like him flirting with you.”


    Angela chuckled. “Nope. She figured if he had time to chat then he had enough energy to use his bat.”


    She reached for her canteen and remembered she had a mug for today. They had a community water buffalo tank to keep from going through their stock as fast. She took a drink and grimaced at the warm liquid.


    “You’re spoiled.”


    Angela smiled. “I like a cold drink to be cold and a hot drink to be hot.”


    “Same.” Marc scanned the ships again. “It really was brilliant to pick a cruise ship.”


    “Yes. But that doesn’t excuse any of it.”


    “No. He had other choices. He always went the wrong way.”


    “Actually, for a Mitchel, it was perfect. They’ve always worked both sides, from the stories I’ve been told.”


    “Told by who?”


    “Little Joey, for one. I had Jennifer talk to him since she’s great with abused kids, but Pam keeps a record of what he says too. His family and the Mitchels were close for 100 years. Where one was assigned, the other either stocked the run or traveled the captives. They even hunted together. I don’t have all of it yet, but there was a falling out where they realized Mitchels can only be trusted to further their own goals.”


    “I bet it was over a woman.”


    “And I’d bet you’re right.” Angela yawned again. She was too awake to sleep, and too drowsy to do any work. “I’m hitting the bathroom. Stay here.”


    Marc stubbornly stood up, using his cane.


    Dog rose to his feet and stared between them.


    The rest of the camp went still and quiet, waiting for her to drop a shoe.


    Angela sighed. “Please stay here?”


    Marc understood he was spooking the herd. He reluctantly eased down and called Dog over. “You got your cast wet. You know that means you have to get a new one, right?”


    Dog’s tail lifted. Why do you think I got it wet? As soon as this is off, I’m out of there!


    Dog had tolerated the one Sally put on because it hadn’t hindered his movement as much as this new one did.


    Angela moved toward the long row of portable potties.


    The camp settled back down, but they weren’t as happy now. Being reminded that they were always in danger wasn’t good for them. I’ll return to the ship for a while.


    “If you do, most of them will go too.” Kenn had duty over the johns right now. They’d learned that lesson with Matt. “They might not want you to be active, but they want you close.”


    Angela stopped, staring at him.


    Kenn shrugged. “Adrian wanted my observations.”


    “I do too.” Angela continued to stare at him.


    Kenn’s face reddened. “What?”


    “Just looking.”


    “At?”


    “Your mind. It’s not as dark, but I still see shifting shadows.” Angela took pity on his instant fear. “Is it something I can help you with?”


    Kenn was always stunned by how nice she could be to people who had treated her badly. “It’s just fear and some old needs I’m still crushing and burning.”


    Angela understood. “Seems like one always replaces whatever you fix, you know? I hate that.” She went into the bathroom, leaving him surprised.


    Other people go through that too? Kenn immediately felt better.


    Angela hated that. She wanted to step out of the stall and fry him alive. “And that’s just an old need I’m still crushing and burning.”


    Learning how to forgive Kenn was the hardest thing she’d ever done in her life and it wasn’t for him. “I do these things so I can live with me and know I’m a good person. I’m not evil. I’m not evil.”


    But you could be.


    Angela nodded at her witch’s comment. It would be easy. William and I could dominate the entire planet.


    So why don’t you? Angela’s witch liked being good, but she’d often wondered what held Angela on the light side.


    Angela thought about her son. “Him. If I lost this camp, or even Marc, I could still be in the light. If anything ever happens to Charlie…”


    Then the dark side might get a new fighter.


    Angela snorted. “If I flip, I’ll go all the way. Being a fighter would never be enough. I’ll lead them the same as I have these people.” Angela forced that vision away. “That’s a problem for a different day.”


    Angela ignored Kenn as she came back out. Her fast motion to Ivan prevented Kenn from speaking. When she lingered close enough for him to listen, he kept his mouth shut and waited.


    Across the calm camp, Marc watched her, face not betraying his concern. Don’t do it, Angie. I don’t want you to do this.


    Ivan turned his back to all of them so his answers would be private if he used hand code. He wasn’t sure what she wanted, but Marc’s frozen façade said he did and he didn’t like it.


    “I have a challenge for you.”


    Ivan brightened. “Awesome. Name it.” He’d been waiting for a chance to earn some extra points by being able to get a job done. Most of the work she gave out was team-based and hard to take solo credit for.


    Angela lowered her voice, aware of Kenn being able to hear. “There are a lot of troops coming. Everyone knows.”


    Ivan nodded. It was the second most popular topic right now. Nature held the top spot.


    “That’s 1000 people of mixed races, genders, countries, cultures.”


    Ivan knew she wasn’t worried over the mix. I’m missing something.


    “How many do you think are coming here willingly? Give me a percentage.”


    Ivan dug in, mind running through possible demographics.


    Nearby, Kenn did the same. He was curious if his numbers would match.


    “Probably not many of the actual fighting force. The officers have more perks. It’s a higher count on them…”


    Angela waited patiently while two smart men verified her numbers. Marc already had, though he’d been short a couple of groups. She’d updated his numbers on that one. Ivan and Kenn were harder than Marc in some ways, but this wasn’t a time to ignore their intelligence because they sometimes lacked compassion.


    “I think less than a quarter, but only about 50% might rebel, if that’s what you’re thinking. And the other side will kill a lot of those on the spot for turning traitor. We’d be left facing about 60-65% of the total force, but if those rebels fight with us, we gain maybe 10-15% of their total force.”


    Angela smiled at him. “Thank you.” She turned to Kenn with a brow up.


    Kenn snorted. “You don’t care about rebels. You already have your plans set. I agree with his numbers, though I’d say some of those officers will side with their friends and family so it might go down to 55% and we gain 20%. Since they don’t matter to you, I just need to hear the challenge.”


    Ivan flushed as he realized Kenn was right and he’d missed all of the signs, plus his numbers were slightly off.


    Angela chuckled. “Very nice. Here’s your challenge. How do we save some of them?”


    Kenn and Ivan both stared at her in shock.


    Angela waited, braced for ugliness. She’d already asked Marc and gotten a half-joking refusal to even consider the question. Because of Ivan’s start with Safe Haven, she expected him to be more understanding. She thought Kenn might shout or threaten to quit his job and leave with Tonya. It was a bigger risk to let him in, but she was honestly trying to forgive him for her own sanity. Every time she had a moment like this, another nightmare stopped visiting her.


    The two men caught her thoughts and tried to react the way she needed, but it was hard.


    Ivan thought of the soldiers who’d joined Safe Haven with him. They were all gone now. Some had been victims of illness or attacks, but most had been too weak to resist going corrupt. Or they were that way all along and I didn’t see it. “What did Marc say?”


    Kenn winced. Bad choice.


    Ivan knew, but the thought of accepting refugees from the fighting force coming to kill them all was repulsive.


    Angela stayed silent, but it was disappointing and she let it show on her face.


    “I see.” Ivan sucked it up, unable to take that feeling from her. “You’d have to separate groups of them, sort through the good, bad, and ugly, and then isolate them until it’s all over. From there? That’s your headache.”


    “Thank you for that half-assed effort.” Angela motioned toward Greg. “Switch out.”


    Ivan’s angry stomp and red face told the camp he’d pissed her off.


    Kenn snickered. “Getting a little too much like Marc?”


    Angela sneered. “Yes. It’s like watching a sponge. Do you know how boring it is to watch a sponge?”


    Kenn laughed.


    Ivan’s shoulders tensed.


    Greg hurried around the embarrassed man. He joined Kenn and Angela, assuming he was on guard duty over her. “I hope he did something to deserve that.”


    Angela frowned at Ivan’s stiff form. “Lack of effort unbecoming a leader. Copying instead of leading. Lack of compassion.”


    Greg stopped protesting. That was more than enough to get him removed from a leadership position in the Eagles. This was a warning. Greg knew because Angela had just listed the charges they would use.


    Kenn sobered. “Isn’t that a little harsh?”


    Angela glared. “Yes. He’s done nothing but follow and copy for months now. He’s not using his gifts for the good of this camp. He’s just learning to take Marc’s place and I won’t stand for it any longer. He either steps up or aside. Others are waiting for that spot.”


    Hope shot through every male there who quietly dreamed of loving her and helping her run this camp.


    Marc’s harsh laughter sent fresh humiliation through Ivan and caused a large portion of the secret hopefuls to drop their heads and return to dreaming. A few of the bolder hopefuls met Marc’s eyes or tried to catch Angela’s.


    “You’ve opened a mess there.” Kenn didn’t like how his own mind had brightened with ideas. He lashed out in fear. “Stop acting like a whore.”


    Angela’s face went blank.


    Kenn froze as an icy wind went down his spine. It sank into his legs and made his bones ache.


    Silence fell in ripples around them, spreading through the entire camp in seconds. Even Sadie stopped humping to observe.


    Adrian laid there and tried to get ready to finish her off. He’d lost count of the orgasms. His flesh was raw, but she was 20 years younger. He knew it wasn’t over yet. I’m in deep shit with this one. He refused to concede, however. It’s a pride thing now. I’ll be damned if the entire camp is going to see me fail at this!


    Angela walked away.


    The camp let out a collective breath, exchanging nods and smiles.


    Kenn flushed, now feeling like Ivan. He suddenly wished shift change would come quicker.


    Greg gave Kenn a nasty glare, then followed Angela.


    Across the camp, Marc smiled as Kyle came by. “Have a seat?”


    Unlike Neil and Wade, Kyle looked and felt like a top Eagle. When his sharp gaze went over the guards, those men and women stiffened in attention.


    “No. Thanks.” Kyle was observing Kenn and Ivan for their reactions and thoughts. “Just curious why she’s pissing them off when it’s supposed to be a good day.”


    Marc grunted. “She didn’t want to take it out on me. I refused to give her a solution to something. Ivan followed my lead. I don’t know what went wrong with Kenn. I thought he was going to give her the answer she needs.”


    “Can I help with it?”


    Marc sighed. “Yeah, but you won’t want to.”


    Kyle shrugged, rubbing his splinted finger. The break was trying to heal and it hurt. “That’s in my job description.”


    Marc chuckled, but he didn’t push Kyle to go offer his help. He didn’t want anyone to answer the question, but he also didn’t have the right to forbid it. She can’t be serious.


    Greg was on Angela’s heels as she stalked toward the cliff. He’d known who she would go to next, but he’d thought she would wait until there were less witnesses.


    “I would have, but Marc is disrespecting me by not doing his job because of personal views.” I’m the leader of this damn camp and I will have an answer!


    Her mental shout stung all of the men involved and brought shame.


    Adrian felt her coming.


    So did Sadie, but she refused to stop until she reached that magnificent peak.


    Adrian rolled over and rose, leaving Sadie on the ground.


    Angela averted her eyes from his hard, raw body.


    Sadie rose to reclaim what she wanted.


    Adrian shoved her back. “The boss wants you.”


    Sadie paused. “Why me?”


    Adrian tugged her top up, covering her sunburnt breasts as best as he could with the torn material. “She needs an answer the rest of them won’t give her.”


    Sadie’s curiosity was snagged. She pulled her pants on when Adrian tossed them to her, then faced the woman now reaching the top of the cliff.


    Adrian pulled up his pants and slowly retreated, eager for the escape.


    Sadie scowled without looking at him. “Don’t make me hunt you down again. It will get ugly.”


    Adrian scanned his battered, bruised, bleeding body. This isn’t ugly?


    He sat down right there to wait.


    The crowd laughed and nodded. It was the wise choice.


    Sadie searched Angela for signs of jealousy. “Why ask me? Adrian’s the smart guy.”


    Angela shrugged, hating how out of shape she felt. “Didn’t come for brains.”


    Sadie bit her lip, not sure if she’d just been insulted.


    “How long were you with the UN?”


    Sadie’s face wrinkled as she fought to give an accurate answer. “Those days were blurry in the beginning. Months, I think.”


    “In that time, you had contact with, or at least observed, hundreds of others like yourself, right?”


    Sadie shook her head. “Thousands.”


    “Even better.” Angela ignored the thick odors coming off the girl’s filthy body. “What do they all have in common? What do they want the most?”


    “To live.” Sadie immediately understood why Angela wanted to know. She stared in surprise. “After all they’ve done to you?”


    Angela shrugged, voice resigned and proud at the same time. “They’re all my people.”


    Sadie smiled, showing an innocent beauty that came with youth. “I’ll help you. I want to save them too.”


    Angela leaned toward the girl. “If you don’t get your period next month, come see me. We’ll get you some medicine.”


    “To get rid of it?” Sadie understood how babies were made.


    Angela smiled. “No. To help you carry it. We’ll give you vitamins and supplies, and we’ll help you deliver too.”


    Sadie stiffened. “Why are you being nice to me?”


    “You’re living my life.” Angela said it without bitterness. “I want it to be good for you for as long as it lasts.”


    “Because I’m the sacrifice.”


    Angela stared now, surprised for the first time in months. “What?”


    “You’re feeling bad about using me to keep Adrian away from you.”


    The hive connection is fully established in this one. Angela sighed. “I am sorry.”


    Sadie looked over at Adrian, mind considering Angela’s words about a baby. After a minute, she shrugged. “I could have said no, but I want him for as long as he’ll tolerate me.”


    Angela understood completely. “Thank you for your answer.”


    “You’re welcome.” Sadie dug into her mind, brow furrowing.


    Angela waited this time instead of assuming the girl wasn’t intelligent. She’d just seen multiple flashes of insight that said otherwise.


    “I think if they could see you, and know we were all lied to, maybe that would convince many of them to help and stay after the fighting’s done.”


    Marc’s head whipped toward them. His anger rushed out. You little bitch!


    Adrian pushed out a shield around Sadie, not Angela. He flashed a warning glare.


    Marc’s surprise stopped the fight.


    Adrian felt Sadie’s elation and Angela’s sadness, but he didn’t get to pick those feelings. He could smell Sadie’s musky scent all over his body. She might be conceiving right now. They weren’t being careful. She’d claimed him. Of course he would protect her.


    Angela turned toward the hill, mind racing. “Stop by later and we’ll share a drink if you like. Moonrise is good for me, but wash first. You stink.”


    “I will.” Sadie wasn’t offended. She was glad she’d been able to help.


    Greg frowned at her as he followed Angela. “Marc won’t forget that.”


    Sadie pointed right at Marc. “He isn’t the boss. He doesn’t get to decide what information she gets and neither do you.”


    Greg dropped his chin.


    So did more of the listening camp, but not Marc.


    Sadie smiled at him. But we can still be friends, right?


    Marc’s mouth dropped open. “She’s mocking me.”


    Angela swallowed a snicker. We might have both been wrong about her.


    Sadie turned to Adrian. Her eyes lit up with hunger and triumph.


    Adrian sighed resignedly. “Let’s go to the bunker now.”


    “I think not.” Sadie lunged, jagged, bloody claws coming back out.


    


  


  
    ​Chapter Three


    Build Up
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    Angela and Greg laughed with the others as Adrian shouted for help that wasn’t coming.


    Marc glared, mind shifting into high gear. I have to find a way to change her mind.


    “Stop.” Kyle glared at Marc. “You’re going against her, in front of everyone.”


    Marc didn’t care. “Mind your own monkeys. This is my circus.”


    Kyle stiffened and left as Angela approached.


    Marc braced for a tirade.


    Angela went on by, zeroed in on the man lounging with his family a few blankets behind Marc.


    Shawn tensed.


    Missy yawned and let go of her crayon. “Can we swim now?” Tomorrow, she was supposed to start working with Angela again. Missy wanted to do it now, but they were all supposed to relax and have fun today. She was bored.


    Pam frowned, assuming she and Morgan were being distracted.


    Shawn relaxed as he caught Angela’s thoughts. “No problem. Missy and I love making movies.”


    Missy grinned. “We caught Kenn in the bathroom. He made me erases that one.”


    “Just erase.”


    “Erase that one,” Missy dutifully repeated at Shawn’s gentle correction.


    “What movies have you made, besides the wedding?”


    “We’ve handled two engagements and several of our adventures to get here.” Shawn didn’t add details. Angela knew he’d been filming every time he wasn’t involved in the action. She’d told him to. This was ear candy for their audience.


    Angela gestured at the sprawling camp. “I think we need
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