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Chapter One
Absolutely Perfect
Day One
 
 
 
1
“Here’s your cup, Boss.”
Alexa took the warm mug cautiously. The plane was on autopilot, but she was still right here watching everything.
A great smell hit her nose. She sniffed. “Mmm. Who made it?”
“Jacob.”
Alexa’s stomach flipped.
Billy laughed. “The rookie directed him with shivers, threats, and solid instructions.”
Alexa took a small sip of the broth over the noodles. “Wow.”
Billy resumed eating his own portion as he sat in the copilot seat.
Alexa tried not to wolf it down like a pig, but it was hard. “This is the best thing I’ve tasted since the war.”
“Same. That chick has serious skills.”
Alexa swallowed. “You should have seen her during the fight. Every shot went where she aimed. Two of her slugs hit other slugs that she fired. Ria doesn’t do well with people, but she’s magic with a gun.”
Billy wasn’t surprised. Alexa knew a gunfighter when she saw them. “Who gets to train her?”
“Mark will do that honor.”
Billy knew she usually passed it to the next senior man. He tried to figure out why Mark had been chosen. “David can’t because of their relationship.”
Alexa let him work it out while she ate. The gumbo-like meal was amazing.
“And Jacob is still a rookie who forgets things.”
“Bite me!”
They both chuckled at Jacob’s response. The rest of the team, minus David and Ria, were in the section right behind the cockpit, eating and relaxing.
“Edward and Daniel have done their share of training new people.” Billy controlled his tone so he didn’t sound whiny. “Why not me?”
“Different skill set. Think about what she needs, not about what you want.”
Billy wasn’t offended. He dug into it while finishing his food.
Alexa examined the gauges and screens, then took another bite.
“She needs balls.” Billy grinned as he got it. “Mark will give her that.”
“Yes. She’ll have nerves of steel when he’s finished with her. In the meantime, we must always account for her weakness there.”
Billy lowered his voice in a futile attempt at privacy. “Did you accept her because we’re so close?”
“Partially. Safe Haven will feel better with us having a mixed team. We’ll get less questions about slavery and charms. But don’t be misled. I chose Ria because we need her. She’ll be a valuable asset, even before she’s been retrained.” Alexa lifted her cup.
Billy grinned, tapping his mug against hers. “Here’s to no more torpedo nights!”
Alexa laughed. Then she resumed eating. The food was too good to let it get cold.
The other men finished eating and joined them in the cockpit.
Billy tried to control his impatience. “How long will it take us to get there?” They’d been back in the air for two hours now.
“About four more hours.” Alexa pointed at the map on the screen. “It’s almost 4000 miles from the compound.”
Jacob leaned against the wall. “Wow. I had no idea it was so far. It’s amazing that a plane can cover it so fast.”
“Do we have enough fuel?”
A cold wind went through the cockpit at Billy’s question.
Alexa shook it off. “Yes, but barely. We won’t be able to circle their runway.”
“If they have one.” Mark remembered Wyatt’s doubt about that.
“If not, we’ll jump. One more plane in the ocean won’t matter.” Alexa directed their attention to the sandbar below them.
A rusting plane was sitting awkwardly on the sandbar, covered in barnacles from when the tide rose. There were no signs of anyone being alive down there.
“That’s comforting.”
Alexa grinned at Mark, ignoring the bad vibes. “I try.”
“I have a suggestion.” Edward knew no one wanted to hear it, but he’d expanded his role as their XO to include things Colton had covered. Protecting their team was important. “Mark’s ankle might have a fracture. Daniel is exhausted. We all almost died back there. We should take a break and give everyone time to heal.”
Alexa swallowed the last bite that she’d been savoring. “No.”
Billy let out a grateful noise. He couldn’t stand to wait another month for them to all heal up, or even two more weeks.
Edward did something rare and pressed his point even though she’d given an answer. “We’re beaten up and tired, Boss. We haven’t had time to recover.”
Alexa belched. “Did you imagine we would stroll into Safe Haven in pristine condition, blinding them with our strength?”
Edward blinked. “Well, yeah.”
Alexa chuckled. “As did I, when this quest began.”
“And now?”
“Now I think they need to see us as fellow survivors. If we’re unruffled upon arrival, it may doom us.”
Mark counted. “You told Adrian we’d be there by Easter. That’s two months away.”
Alexa didn’t answer.
The men didn’t know if she’d lied to throw off the trackers who’d been listening to that radio call, or if there was something coming that would delay them. Anything that could hold them up for two months wasn’t the normal adventure they’d faced during this quest. It meant a serious injury or even a death.
Alexa still didn’t answer.
Ria’s low whimper floated to them.
“We’ll have to toughen her up against the light.” Jacob had covered the windows with blankets to help protect the girl.
“We will. For now, she’ll get double hoodies and a cloak that’s too big so she can hide beneath it.”
Jacob scanned the ocean through the windows that were still blood-spattered from Emmie’s body. “I’ll get up there and clean that off if we keep the plane.”
Everyone contemplated Alice’s final declaration of loyalty. She’d killed her mother. It was an odd thing to be happy about, but all of them were.
“I like Alice.” Edward grinned at Jacob. “You should ask her out.”
Jacob snickered. “I have already seen inside her cloak. She’s well-packed!”
Alexa’s mind went into hyperdrive without warning. I missed something!
Another cold chill went through the cockpit. Anything Alexa had missed was dangerous to all of them.
They were all monitoring Alexa’s thoughts right now. Billy regarded Mark. “You’re our thinker. Give her an answer.”
The other fighters also turned toward the convict.
Mark groaned, face crumbling in dismay. “Emmie was on this plane for a long time.”
Daniel turned toward the section behind the cockpit. “Check the plane! Don’t touch anything that looks out of place.”
The fighters spread out, searching through the seats and compartments.
“She failed at something…” Alexa’s eyes widened. “Her girls didn’t want to use her PIDs because they weren’t reliable. The devices went off too early or too late.”
Billy joined the team. “Search for Personal Incendiary Devices!”
Alexa adjusted their altitude. “You can’t stop me from getting there! Slowing me down is the best you can do! Slam you!”
Her fighters listened to her rant against fate while searching the plane. The sight of five devices under the seat where Emmie had spent most of her time wasn’t a comfort.
The teammates held a fast conversation.
“They’re all flashing.”
“That means it could be a minute or an hour, but they’ve been triggered.”
“We have to get these off the plane.”
“Uh-uh. She wasn’t good at it. Touch them and they might go off.”
“What do we do?”
“How many parachutes are there?”
“Dozens.”
Edward made the choice. “We’re getting off this plane.”
“Now?”
“Do you want to wait until these explode and we get sucked out through the hole?”
“Not really, no.” Billy went back to the cockpit. “Edward wants us to get out right now.”
Alexa felt the same way. “Gather the parachutes and the life raft cases. Then lighten your cloaks by as much weight as we were using back in the lake.”
Billy slapped a wall that didn’t have any controls on it. “I hate the water!”
“I hope the feeling is not mutual.” Alexa needed their luck to hold out.
Billy rushed into the rear compartment, waving the team along. “Gear down by half. Help me with the chutes and some raft cases. You’ll have to find those.”
“Beep. Beep. Beep.”
“Oh, shit! The devices are beeping!”
“Get them off the plane!”
Billy tossed parachutes into a pile, heart pounding in that familiar sense of danger.
Edward ran to Emmie’s seat, judging the distance to the exit.
Jacob went to the door, feet bracing. “Go!”
Edward ripped the taped devices free as Jacob opened the door.
Edward flung the PIDs through the opening as hard as he could to clear the rush of incoming air.
Jacob slammed the door shut.
Everyone waited for the explosions that would rock the plane and maybe cause them to crash.
When it didn’t come, Edward breathed a sigh of relief. “She really wasn’t good at that.”
Jacob chuckled.
Boom!
Four more blasts went off behind and beneath the plane, sending out a stiff wave of force that made the plane shudder. Then it settled back into normal flight under Alexa’s skilled hands.
Mark ignored the lance of pain in his ankle. “She was good enough. Another 10 seconds would have seen this plane, and us, blown apart.”
Jacob was tired of surprises. “We need an emergency plan for shit like this.”
Both men went to the cockpit.
They noticed Alexa’s tension hadn’t settled.
Mark wanted to use his new thinking skills to figure it out, but he was tired. “What’s the problem?”
Alexa pointed at a gauge with a needle that was slowly dipping toward a red line. “We’re losing fuel. One of her shots got a gas tank. Those blasts made it worse. It’s dropping faster now.”
“Damn. How long?”
Alexa had already done the count. “An hour, maybe, and then we will be down, be it on land or in the water.”
Billy slid into the empty seat. “I say we keep going and use the life rafts from there.”
Edward joined them. “Are you saying we stay on this plane even though we know it’s going to crash?”
“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”
Even Edward wasn’t that brave. “Are you nuts?”
“A little, yeah. We always get hit by these chaos moments and have to handle them on the fly.” Billy shrugged. “For once, let’s cause the chaos moment and use it to our advantage.”
Edward scowled. “You mean we’ll be 1000 miles closer to the island. If we turn back, we have to find another method of transportation and risk another adventure pulling us away from our quest.”
Billy nodded. “That’s a perfect translation.”
Alexa felt their attention settle on her. She shrugged. “I go where my team goes. If that means intentionally crashing a 747, I’m game. I’ve never done that before.”
“You’re all crazy.” Ria grinned through the pain as David helped her onto her feet. “It’s absolutely perfect.”
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“The reserve fuel tank has been activated! Change course immediately to the nearest approved landing strip for refueling!”
Alexa lowered the volume on the announcement from the plane’s computer, but she didn’t shut it off. She wanted to be able to hear the alerts to determine when they should jump.
Billy was relieved. He shifted in the copilot’s seat. “That’s good, right? We can make it all the way there.” The plane was eating up the distance at a rate of 550 miles per hour.  By his count, there was 900 miles left on their journey.
Alexa scanned the calm blue water below them. She was picking up a sense of familiarity, but she had no idea where it was coming from. There was nothing in sight but the endless Pacific Ocean. “Reserves won’t be enough to get us to Pitcairn.”
“Maybe we should reconsider our crazy plan.” Edward was standing right behind their seats. He took off his cloak, rolled it, and stuffed it into the bag on his belt despite his comment. When they went into the water, cloaks would be a hindrance. They’d learned that in Gainesville while practicing in the lake. And I already know this is happening.
Alexa regarded Billy.
Billy didn’t like endangering his crew, but he just couldn’t force himself to give in. “Please.”
Alexa gestured. “In five minutes, the choice will no longer be ours. Consult your team.”
Edward frowned at the desperate driver. Now that they were so close to crashing, he liked the idea even less. “No.”
Billy shoved by Edward to go talk to the men and the one woman in the next section. Alexa hadn’t said yes. That was the same as a no from her. If two more of their team voted no, they would turn back.
Edward slid into Billy’s warm seat. “They’ll agree just to soothe him.”
Alexa nodded. “We all still feel guilty for what he went through. That may never fade.”
Edward examined the waves below, heartrate increasing. “You can overrule him.”
Alexa let her Mitchel side show. “Why would I? I want to reach that island as much as he does.”
Edward chuckled, deferring to her leadership. He trusted her to get them through it alive.
Alexa splayed her scarred, nicked fingers, where his gold band winked at them in the dim light of the dusty cockpit. “Thank you for the ring. It’s very nice.”
Edward scowled. “It’s very nice? That’s all you have to say?”
Laughing, Alexa slid into his lap and wrapped him up in a hot embrace that increased the temperature in the small area. She didn’t pull back until she felt she had properly expressed her emotions.
Aroused, Edward held her close, face buried against her neck, breathing in her unique scent. Life would be perfect for him if not for the deep worry that they weren’t going to survive the final battle that was solidifying with each mile they traveled.
Alexa felt the same way, but she also had faith in their skills. “We’re a lot harder to kill now, my love.”
Edward kissed her cheek as his stomach growled. He understood why Alexa had agreed to change them more than the others did. Being vampires made them immortal in most ways. She’d done it to protect them.
“I also damned us.”
Edward knew that, but not being allowed to stay in Safe Haven no longer mattered as much to him. “Like you said, we can still stay close. We don’t have to be in that camp to be a part of their light.”
Alexa kissed him again, loving his mind and his body. Their match was absolutely perfect.
Edward fought the need to be with her right there and lost. He unsnapped her pants, sending out desire.
Alexa shifted to allow him access and then unfastened his pants, eager to consummate their engagement. This was another thing she’d never done. Though we aren’t a mile up…
Edward chuckled against her lips. “Give me two minutes and you’ll feel like we’re in space.”
“Deal!”
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Billy stopped in the doorway of the cockpit, recognizing the sounds. He went back to the next section, grinning. “They need a minute.”
The others laughed, quickly figuring out what was happening. They weren’t jealous that the couple was taking a moment for themselves, but they all feared the choice they’d made to crash the plane and keep going by lifeboat.
Everyone had a different reason.
David was still trying to atone to his crew for his previous lack of faith, but now that he’d decided he wanted a future with Ria, there was no way he was going to tell Billy no. He wanted the abused driver to have the same chance at happiness with the female he’d chosen.
Jacob was feeling reckless now that he was away from Alice. He wasn’t sure if they would end up together, but he couldn’t see himself settling down to a normal, boring life yet. Crashing a plane would give him another adventure to hold him through when that finally happened. He wanted to be able to look back without regrets.
Mark wasn’t scared of crashing or drowning. He wanted to test the limits of his new strength and earn a new skill. By going into the water and surviving, he was gaining knowledge that might save Claudia and his children in the future. No matter where they settled, there would be water nearby and it would always be dangerous.
Daniel wanted to be in Safe Haven as soon as possible and he didn’t care how it happened. He shared Billy’s desperate fear of that moment. He hated to be scared more than anything. It always sent him back to his childhood. The only way to erase that feeling was to get there and face it.
Satisfied that the vote had gone his way, Billy still glanced at Ria.
Ria stiffened, not sure what he wanted from her. Then she understood. “I get a vote too?”
Billy took off his cloak, revealing a body that was still a bit thin compared to the other men. “You’re a member of this team.”
She was surprised. “But I’m a rookie.” On Mitchel teams, rookies never got a full vote or voice on any choice.
Billy stored his cloak in the bag on his belt. “We’re all equal on this team.”
Billy didn’t mention Ria was already outvoted if she said no because it was obvious. She still got a vote, and it would be remembered by all of them.
Ria wanted to impress her new team with her bravery. She wanted to get on Edward’s good side by voting with him. She also wanted to please Alexa by making the right choice. All of that went through her mind and was shoved out as excitement bubbled up into her throat. “Most Mitchels crash on land and limp away. I’ll be able to say I swam away. Let’s do it!”
The men around her laughed. So far, she was fitting right in with them.
David pointed. “Strip your cloak and store it, then empty your pockets. We’ll take most of your gear, so you don’t have as much weight. We trained for this. You haven’t.”
Ria was glad for their advice and support, but she still refused. “I’m stronger than I look. I’ll pull my own weight.”
She did take off the cloak and store it like they were doing with theirs, however. She wanted their instructions and lessons. She just didn’t want them to have to carry her.
David began reaching into her pockets, ignoring her automatic flinch. “It wasn’t optional.”
Ria forced herself to hold still and obey.
Billy caught her attention. “You’ll prove it as we go, and our protective nature will ease a little. We always cover our rookies.”
Ria nodded, face flushed, but inside, her heart warmed. I have a real team!
Her happiness hit all of them and lifted their moods as the plane began to dip toward the water. It was almost time to crash and survive the ocean.
 
In the cockpit, Alexa and Edward climaxed together. They held onto each other and the moment, savoring it.
“The reserve fuel is low! Turn back. The reserve fuel is low!”
Alexa sighed, forehead resting against Edward’s. “Here we go again.”




Chapter Two
Change!
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“Warning! Warning! You do not have enough fuel to reach a runway! Notify Air Traffic Control of your location! Initiate emergency landing procedures! Warning! Warning!”
Alexa shut off the alert and joined her nervous team by the rear exit. The plane was on autopilot, but that wouldn’t last much longer. When the fuel ran out, the systems would shut off soon after. The battery might hold them for a few minutes, but maybe not. Plane batteries weren’t designed to run the entire craft. They would drain fast.
She scanned her team quickly, approving of how they’d lightened and tightened themselves. “Edward and David have charge of the rookie.”
Edward wanted to be with Alexa, but being assigned to their rookie was an honor.
David was just glad she hadn’t assigned him to someone else. Now that he’d decided he wanted Ria, being away from her in a moment like this would be a serious distraction.
Ria stood stiffly in the dim light, skin hurting and stomach burning. She was hungry.
“When you jump, keep the rope loose. Allow it to unravel as you fall.” Alexa motioned at the three life rafts that were still balled up. “Wait five seconds to clear the plane, then yank those straps firmly. The rafts take 20-30 seconds to inflate and a full minute to be fully usable. You will hit the water before the rafts are ready. As they inflate, you’ll be pulled to the surface. Reel yourself in.” There was no point in taking the parachutes. The plane was too low for them to open in time.
The crew listened to her instructions anxiously as the final engine cut off. The sudden silence was frightening. The plane dipped toward the water, tilting enough that all of them had to brace their feet against it.
Alexa tied her belt rope to one of the rafts, then motioned at Jacob, who was their weakest link when it came to swimming. “You’re with me and Mark. Billy and Daniel are together. Check those ropes. We go three seconds apart.”
Ropes were tied, checked, and then checked again.
The lights went off all through the plane.
Alexa steeled her nerves against a bad feeling as the plane tilted more. Gear went rolling by them. “Loose rope, five seconds and inflate.” She repeated it to be sure all of them understood. “Reel yourself into the raft. First team goes now.”
Edward opened the door. A huge rush of air sucked loose papers and clothes out of the plane around them.
David put an arm around Ria’s thin waist as Edward lifted their raft. The two men shared wide grins.
Ria shivered in pain from the bright light. She held onto David as the men squeezed through the opening and jumped.
Alexa wanted to watch and see how they landed, but there wasn’t time for that. She counted. “Three…two…go!”
Billy and Daniel shoved each other to get to the door first. They leapt out with yells of excitement that brought a grin to Alexa’s lips. She hoped they never lost that thirst for adventure.
Mark scooped Alexa into his big arms while Jacob lifted their raft. With so many ropes and a narrow doorway, they couldn’t go three at a time unless someone was being carried.
“Three…two…go!”
Mark jumped with Jacob right behind him.
Dropping heavily through the cool air, Mark was flashed back to doing this in South America to land on the bridge. He automatically relaxed his legs as the water approached, letting go of Alexa so she didn’t get tangled in the ropes.
Jacob held his breath as he went under the waves, heart pounding. He didn’t like water and that’s all there was here. He kicked hard, aiming for the surface as his body protested the hard landing.
The plane continued on, now tilted downward so much that it looked like it was diving into the water. It smacked into the surface and flipped, breaking apart. Both wings snapped off, flying in different directions. One of those wings skidded across the water and hit an inflating life raft. It tore through the material and kept going.
The heavy life raft began to sink, pulling Billy and Daniel down with it.
The fuselage broke in half, flinging seats and their bolts into the air and into the water. The windows disintegrated, sending acrylic plastic shrapnel toward the team. Mark and Alexa, just surfacing, were blasted with the debris. Blood ran into the salty water as they went back under.
Edward shoved David back beneath the waves as something big flew over them. That’s a row of seats!
Ria jerked Edward’s arm, pulling him under as another seat spun toward them. She heard it splash heavily into the water nearby.
Jacob tugged the ropes like they’d done in Gainesville, trying to pop his companions to the surface. His heavy gear pulled him down, bringing panic. Boss!
The life raft inflated, stopping their descent.
Alexa reeled herself toward the surface, skin stinging.
Mark and Jacob did the same.
Nearby, Edward popped his charges back to the surface with his vampire strength. He grabbed the handle on the raft and used the other hand to grab Ria’s jacket and lift her out of the water.
David shoved on her to help, while taking in a deep breath. The water closed over his head again.
Mark hefted Jacob into the slippery raft first, but only because he knew that’s what Alexa wanted. He smeared blood onto the bright yellow boat. His hands and face were dripping and stinging from the shrapnel blast.
Alexa held onto the raft and scanned the waves. “They’re in trouble!”
Mark didn’t know which of their team she was talking about. He pulled on her arm, trying to get her into the boat.
Alexa slid in and quickly rose to her knees, scanning again. Billy! Daniel!
There was no answer, but she could feel their terror.
“Only two!” Ria fought the light to peer around. “Where’s the third raft?!”
Edward concentrated on getting David the rest of the way into the raft before hefting himself in. He slid into the wet floor in relief. The lake had been hard. The ocean was nothing like a lake.
Alexa carefully stood to get a better view, causing the raft to dip dangerously under her weight. She pinpointed the feeling of panic and got ready to dive in.
Mark grabbed her wrist. “No, Boss.”
Alexa jerked free. She pulled her knife and cut the wet ropes binding them together.
“I see their raft!” Jacob pointed. “A piece of it.”
The yellow material was on the surface. Part of it still held air and was trying to float.
Alexa dove into the waves.
“Damn it!” Mark didn’t go in after her. He yanked the short oars out of their Velcro straps and handed them to Jacob. “Get us over there!”
Jacob began rowing as hard as he could while Mark used his arms and legs to help guide the raft.
Behind them, Edward and David were already rowing. They quickly caught up.
“Tie us together!”
Ria used rope from her belt to attach the two rafts while they were bobbing and bouncing off of each other. It was hard to get the rope through the wet handles while her skin was burning and her eyes were watering. She dropped the rope twice before getting it through the handle. She triple-tied the knot and then got out another length of rope to do it again.
Debris floated by the rafts, bumping into them.
“Where is she?!”
Mark pointed. “She went in after them.”
Edward wasn’t sure what to do. Alexa would want him to stay here and protect the others. That was the XO’s job and she was capable of defending herself. They’d seen that repeatedly. Still, his heart pounded harder. If she ran into trouble down there, she might need a hand.
“Go get her!” Ria slapped Edward’s arm, making water spray them all. “She can’t be in the water!”
Ria’s fear reminded them of Asher’s words when they’d first entered the SA compound.
 
“Our enforcer asked the water to deny them. In return, our power goes to the water when we die. Mitchels are water babies.”
“Does that mean you do well in water?”
Asher shivered. “It means we fear it above all else. For us, water means death.”
 
Edward saw the piece of life raft go under and then bob back up like a fishing lure. He began stripping everything that would weigh him down. “Get that raft piece! Don’t lose it!”
The other men forced the rafts toward the bobbing part as more pieces of wreckage washed against them and tried to knock them off course.
Edward didn’t wait until they reached it. He put his knife between his teeth, clamping down and then dove neatly into the salty waves.
The sun landed fully on the floating boats.
Ria cringed into the wet floor, whimpering. “Too bright! Too bright!”
David dug out his soaked cloak and tossed it over her, but there was nothing else he could do for her yet.
Mark grabbed the piece of floating raft and reached for the rope that was still attached to it. It came up easily in his hands. “Shit!”
“They cut the rope.” Jacob stared into the water, unable to see anything. “We may have just lost half our crew.”
Mark got ready to go in after them.
“Wait.” David tossed a small kit into the other boat, occupying the panicking man. “Start dropping flares so they can see.”
Mark did it quickly, fear growing. Boss!
Alexa didn’t have time to answer his call. She was following the dropping rope as fast as she could push herself. The frayed edge stayed just out of her reach.
Alexa pushed harder, lungs burning. She reached out and snagged the rope.
Her arm jerked as the weight on the other end pulled her down faster. Yes! She tried to swim upward while holding the rope, but the weight was too heavy. It dragged her toward the darkness.
Alexa lifted her shield to filter out some of the water, and managed to catch a short breath before it filled back up. She couldn’t concentrate enough to keep it solid. The pressure under the water was immense.
Alexa wrapped the rough rope around her arm and then spun as she sank, wrapping the rope around her waist. I’m not losing them!
Alexa cursed herself for not insisting they all don a life jacket. She hadn’t even thought about it despite seeing the ugly orange vests in the cargo area.
A light flared behind her, but it wasn’t close enough to let her see if her men were attached to the rope that was still yanking her down. All she could do was hope. Keep those shields up!
She didn’t get an answer.
A dark shape swam by Alexa, making her flinch. She recognized the form in relief.
Edward followed the rope. He was able to descend faster than she could because he weighed more. He pulled the rope through his hands, lungs starting to ache. The water was like a vise, squeezing every inch of his body.
The twilight layer of the ocean came closer; the temperature dropped. Edward fought the cold and kicked harder.
The rope jerked in his hand, hurting his wrist where he had it wrapped. He let go with that hand and grabbed it with the other one, squinting through the dimness.
He spotted two familiar shadows in layered shields and stopped to bring up his own barrier.
Billy and Daniel stared in grateful surprise, but they weren’t relieved. They knew they were in big trouble. The raft was dragging them down.
They’d cut the wrong rope by mistake the first time. They’d been about to try again to cut the other one, but it was hard to use a shield and function. They hadn’t done it enough to accomplish it under these conditions. Their canteens were also weighing them down, but they hadn’t cut those loose. Out here, water was both life and death.
Edward sucked in two fast breaths and dropped his shield, pushing downward again as all of them continued to sink.
Edward pulled on the rope, but he wasn’t able to slow their descent at all. More squinting showed him the other part of the life raft still hanging from the end of the rope. That’s why Billy and Daniel couldn’t swim to the surface, he assumed. He forced his tired, cold body to go by the men, taking the knife from between his teeth.
The rope didn’t want to cut. He hadn’t sharpened his blade since Gainesville. He sawed angrily until it broke through, starting to shiver. They were in a tropical area. I didn’t think it would be this cold!
The heavy raft dropped and vanished.
Their descent slowed but not enough. Four heavy bodies were still pulling them down.
Edward lifted his shield again so he could breathe. He had to take a break.
Edward saw Alexa reach their men. He held onto the hanging rope and hoped she had a solution to get them back to the surface. If not, they were probably going to die here. He’d never felt pressure like this and he was too exhausted to pull them all up.
Alexa lifted her shield to catch her breath. She expanded it to include Daniel and Billy. She began unwinding the rope from around her waist, but she kept it tangled around her arm.
Billy let go of his shield, shivering and groaning.
Daniel kept his shield up, letting Billy have the break.
Neither of them tried to talk to Alexa. They were short on breath and time.
Alexa peered through the bottom of the shield and motioned, hoping Edward would be able to see it.
A flare floated by them, providing just enough light.
Edward nodded, hand tightening on the rope. He took a deep breath and let go of his shield, trusting her plan.
Let go.
Daniel also dropped his shield and held onto Billy as Alexa kept them covered. Both men were shivering and on the edge of passing out from lack of oxygen.
Alexa yanked a cord on her belt and concentrated on holding her shield as the personal flotation device began inflating. She’d taken several things from Port City, right out of Elliot’s pockets. Jordan was right. We do always loot.
Their descent didn’t slow. The men were confused.
Alexa motioned. Deep breaths!
Both men inhaled as Alexa let go of her shield. It was filtering the water and keeping them from ascending.
The water crushed back in on them painfully.
The flotation device kept inflating, fighting against the water.
Alexa ripped another cord on her belt, inflating the second device.
Their descent finally slowed.
Alexa was pulled toward the surface, slowly and painfully bringing the others with her.
Edward held his breath and kicked upward as they began to rise.
The other men did the same, helping the device, but their limbs were almost numb from the lack of oxygen and the pressure. None of them had expected their bodies to stop working.
Alexa was yanked upward painfully as they approached the surface. She didn’t try to kick or swim. She let the flotation devices do the work. She was almost out of air.
So was Edward, but he refused to bring up his shield and stop their progress. He shut his eyes and dug deep. I can do this!
Alexa’s head broke the surface. She shoved her hand above the water.
Mark was there to clasp it and pull while Jacob grabbed the rope.
Shields up!
Edward and Daniel obeyed and drew in shaky, hurting breaths.
Billy broke the surface and gasped in air.
Debris smacked into all of them, causing bruises and scratches.
David grabbed Billy’s arm and pulled him awkwardly into the life raft.
Daniel broke the surface next. He coughed harshly as Mark and Jacob hauled him in.
Edward grabbed the handle on the side of their life raft and pulled himself above the water. He rested his head on the slippery rubber, groaning. “Not fun. Not fun!”
Ria kept David’s cloak over her face as she pulled on Edward’s big arm. She and David got him into the wet boat that bounced and jerked under all the movement.
Billy coughed up water, shivering. “Change! Change!”
Mark frowned as he cut the drenched, rough ropes off of Alexa. “Change what?”
Billy leaned over the side of the boat and vomited up a stomach of salty water. He stayed there, shuddering. “Vote. Change my fucking vote!”
All of his team burst out laughing.
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“Get changed. I want everyone in dry clothes.”
Alexa’s men opened pouches and packs with cold fingers. They made sure they didn’t unbalance the rafts that were still being hit with large pieces of wreckage.
Ria was embarrassed. “I only have one change of clothes. It’s all wet.”
Alexa was already searching through the remaining pockets of her torn, soaked cloak. “We’re close to the same size. I have a spare.”
Jacob tossed a vacuum sealed pouch into Ria’s lap. “There’s a shirt. Was too tight on me anyway.”
The others also tossed over small pieces of gear to help outfit the girl, including a belt, a pack, and socks. All of it was vacuum sealed for easier carrying while traveling. Gainesville had allowed them to make a lot of improvements. Waterproofing the important things was something they would always do now if they had time.
Daniel handed her a pouch. “My sweatpants will be too big, but there’s a string.”
Ria smiled uncomfortably at each of them as she accepted the gear. She wasn’t used to anyone being so generous. She didn’t know how to react.
“Make do with theirs for now. It seems I lost my extras in Port City.” Alexa hated not being able to supply the needs of a crew member, but especially not a new one.
Ria started opening the packages while trying to stay beneath the wet cloak. The sun was behind a cloud again, but even the dim light still hurt. “These will be fine. Thank you.”
Edward surprised them all by tossing her a pouch with his favorite hoodie. “Thanks for pulling me under.” If the seat had hit him, he wouldn’t have been able to help Alexa save their teammates. In his mind, he now owed her a debt and so did everyone else.
Ria could tell the item was special by the way the other men were staring. She grinned at Edward. “You needed to cool off.”
Edward chuckled as he resumed changing his clothes. “That I did.”
Alexa’s men stripped without shame, but they didn’t air dry. The wind was too stiff as it blew over the debris-filled waves.
Billy hurried. His fingers were icy, and his body felt like he’d been dipped in snow.
Alexa paused in her own care and helped him get his wet shirt off. Old scars glared at her.
Alexa leaned in and ran a hand over his chest, sending heat.
Billy tried to leer at her, teeth chattering.
Alexa chuckled. “I heard that.”
Billy laughed. It became a cough.
Alexa frowned as he spat out more water. Saltwater was rough on a body. “When you get dry, drink your entire canteen to flush out the salt.”
“I will.”
“Put the wet clothes in the bottom of the rafts. As they dry, they’ll soak up the water.” Alexa had considered having them scoop out the inch of liquid, but they needed to conserve their energy now.
She finished stripping, aware of Ria’s tension. The girl was naked under the wet cloak now and only David’s gentle tugs on the side were keeping her protected from the sun. Alexa hoped that wouldn’t be a problem. This team rarely had time for modesty.
A large piece of debris bumped into the rear raft, jarring them all.
Alexa shrugged as Edward met her eyes. “Lessons learned.”
Edward pulled on a dry shirt in relief. “Yeah, the next time we plan to crash a plane, we jump before it runs out of fuel.” He’d assumed they would be about a mile from the crash, more than far enough to avoid flying debris. He wasn’t sure what part of his calculations had been wrong, but something definitely had been.
“Agreed.” Alexa squeezed water from her braids and examined the ocean. It was calm. Nothing moved but water and wreckage. She found parts of the plane in every direction. Many of those were being soaked by the waves. An hour from now, there would be very little evidence of what had happened. But I’ll always have it in my mind.
Ria jerked on the shirt and then took the pants David held out. David was helping her get the packages open now. She hissed in pain as the sun came back out, cringing. “How do you guys stand the heat?!”
Billy leaned against the wet raft to shove his pants off. “We spend a lot of time in the kitchen.”
Ria chuckled, hurrying. She didn’t repeat the question. After only a short time with Alexa’s crew, she knew Billy’s joking answer was also the truth. They spent time in the sun to build a tolerance.
Determined to do the same, she stuck her bare foot out into the light and left it there while she finished dressing.
David frowned.
Alexa approved. Ria had a lot of catching up to do if she wanted to stay with them. Most of her progress would depend upon her determination.
Daniel was the first one fully dressed. He left his wet boots off and propped his feet on the side of the raft to keep them dry. “How long did you estimate we would float until we reached the island?”
“A week, maybe a bit more.” Alexa was naked now. She grinned at Daniel’s leer.
So did Edward. They’d all shared too many hot moments for the crew to ignore her and he wasn’t jealous of them at all.
“We’ll get some rest, read our books, maybe do some fishing.”
Daniel leaned back to snooze. “I’ll take an overnight watch.”
The reminder that they would be on the water at night brought a fresh wave of tension. They already couldn’t see what was beneath them. Not being able to see what was around them either would be rough on their minds.
Edward began digging out his lighting supplies to make sure they had time to dry if they’d gotten wet. The vacuum sealed pouches were made of waterproof material, but a tiny puncture could render them useless.
“Any chance Uncle Adrian will come pick us up?” Ria ignored the burning pain on her foot as she squeezed water from her hair.
“He doesn’t know we’re this close.”
Ria was surprised. “Why didn’t you call him?”
“I want our arrival to be a surprise.”
“Fair enough.” Ria let it go, trusting her new team leader. She was sure Alexa had a good reason for it.
So were the men. They all suspected it was related to Billy and the mess that was waiting for him in that camp.
Billy began chugging his canteen, shivering. He hadn’t warmed yet like the others who were now using the sun to heat their skin.
Mark slid over and put his warm arm around Billy’s shoulders.
Alexa slid into Billy’s lap and pushed her heat against him.
Billy groaned in pleasure. “I love my team.”
Alexa and Mark leaned against him and each other, feeling the tug of sleep.
“Edward has point.”
Edward glanced around at her call and grinned, trying to lighten the mood. “Over what?”
Alexa shut her eyes. “Not over, XO. Under.”
Edward swept the water, now frowning. There was a dangerous world below them and it was filled with death for anyone who went overboard.
He shrugged. Land was also deadly, and they’d survived. As long as we have these rafts, we’ll be fine.
A large piece of debris hit the front raft, jarring them all.
Edward scanned the waves as his heartrate picked back up. He began devising a plan to follow if they lost one, or both, of the rafts.
Content that he had it covered, Alexa allowed herself to doze. She was exhausted and it had only been half an hour since their jump. She needed to rest while she could. We still have a long way to go.




Chapter Three
Tell the Truth
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“We need to get their wounds tended. Who has dry medical supplies?” Their normally fast regeneration was slower now due to being in the sunlight. That was a weakness they’d noticed after leaving Gainesville.
Jacob and David searched their gear at Edward’s call. The smell of blood was making them all hungry.
Wearing Edward’s hoodie, Ria huddled beneath David’s cloak with her aching leg curled under her. She’d tolerated the pain of the sun for almost an hour. Now she was paying for it. “I use potions and magic. I don’t have any medical supplies.”
Edward glanced over. “Do you have a potion they can use?” A potion would prevent blood loss while they dug out the splinters.
“If you share energy, I can probably heal them, but we have to get those splinters out first. If we seal them in there, it’ll cause an infection.”
Edward stared. “You’re a healer.”
Ria smiled sleepily. “I’m a little bit of everything.”
Edward was happy to hear that even though he didn’t want to put more blood into the water. They’d already used salty liquid to scrub the smeared prints off of both rafts. “We’ll let them sleep for another hour and then handle it.”
Ria yawned and snuggled deeper under the damp cloak that was quickly drying in the sun. Like we will if we stay out here too long.
Edward caught her thought and scanned his teammates. She’s right. We need shelter. “And not just because of our vampire side.” The sun was deadly for normals too. He put his sharp mind to work while studying the rafts and the few bits of debris that were still floating around them.
“Why aren’t we rowing yet?” Jacob was restless and tense. He hated the way the raft lifted on the swells and dropped, throwing up light sprays of water. He needed to burn off this nervous energy.
Daniel was also tired of snoozing and reliving almost drowning. He still couldn’t think of anything he and Billy should have done differently. That bothered him. He liked being able to plan for the next time. “We’re letting the current do the work for us.”
Jacob couldn’t even read right now. All of his books were drenched. “But wouldn’t it be faster if we rowed?”
Daniel shrugged. “Maybe, but how would we tell what direction to go?”
“I didn’t think of that.” Jacob scowled. “How do we know the current is taking us to Pitcairn?”
“We don’t.” Alexa yawned, pushing deeper into Billy’s warm embrace. “We’re aiming for any of the four islands in that chain.”
“We might miss them all, right?”
Alexa felt Billy tense under her as he waited for her to answer Jacob. “Yes, but Daniel is right. If we start randomly rowing, we have no way to know which way we’re going unless we use a compass and even that’s not foolproof. We’d just be wasting energy we might need later.”
“So we just wait and float?” Ria didn’t like that either. She was used to making a plan and then implementing it.
“For a day or so, yes. The plane’s map showed us 300 miles from Pitcairn. Let the current pull us along for a while. When I think we’re close, we’ll use my compass and take shifts rowing.”
Satisfied that Alexa had a plan, Ria tried to sleep.
Daniel carefully rolled over and unzipped his pants. As the first stream of urine hit the water, he saw the fin. Shit!
His tension transmitted to every member of the team. Ria quickly sat up, hand going to her knife. “Is that a shark?”
Daniel hurriedly finished and zipped up. He fought the urge to draw his gun as the shark nudged the edge of the raft. It wasn’t big, but that fin brought back the horror of every movie he’d seen where there was a shark attack.
Alexa grunted unhappily. “The wildlife is curious. There haven’t been people in these waters in years.”
Jacob slid away from that side of the raft. “Are we in danger from them?”
“We’re in danger from everything.” Edward decided he didn’t like being intimidated. “Say hello to it.”
Daniel drew his knife as the shark came to the side of the raft again. Timing it, he drove his blade into the top of the shark’s head, but the water cushioned the blow, preventing the blade from sinking deep enough for a kill.
The shark thrashed against the boat, jarring them all as it vanished beneath the waves.
“Hopefully the blood from that blow will keep other animals tracking it instead of us.” Edward gestured. “Use the bathroom right now and then hold it as long as you can.”
People shifted carefully to follow his instructions.
Ria was embarrassed. It was impossible to hold onto the cloak and the raft while having her ass hanging over the side. David held the cloak for her, keeping his head turned.
Jacob did the same for Alexa.
Billy coughed thickly as he used the bathroom, bringing up salty mucus that burned. He spat it out, shivering.
Edward motioned to Mark. “Let’s handle those splinters now.”
Mark settled next to Edward so the XO could tend his wounds. He’d already dug out the ones he could reach himself while contemplating their time in Port City. The splinters from that place had been worse, but these were still a painful reminder.
Daniel waited for Alexa to finish and then sat next to her to do the same. She and Mark had sharp, shiny pieces of plastic embedded in their hands, arms, and one side of their necks and faces.
Ria gathered energy to heal them, eager to help her team and to be distracted from her sun-induced misery.
In the distance, the largest part of the plane finally sank, sending bubbles and waves out in ripples.
The ripples quickly caught up to them and hit the rafts, making them all clutch the sides.
They resumed the medical session without mentioning it.
Mark ran his finger over the deepest wound on his hand and didn’t feel the sharp flare of pain that said there was still a splinter. “That’s better.”
Everyone was glad the wounds were red, not pink.
Ria put a hand on Edward’s big arm, swallowing the attraction. All of Alexa’s men were strong and honorable. It was impossible not to be attracted to that. She used his energy and sent a healing spell over Mark, Daniel, and Alexa.
Even the rope burns on their arms healed, though it didn’t remove their many scars.
As the magic settled over them and closed their wounds, Alexa glared at the girl.
Ria concentrated on finishing the job, but she was aware of Alexa’s displeasure.
The men were confused by it. They were happy Ria was healing them. She was strong. Even Daniel’s fractured rib healed.
Alexa grunted. “Magic like that should be saved for moments of necessity, not for minor issues that will heal on their own.”
Alexa had been dozing when Edward and Ria discussed it. If she’d heard them, she would have put a stop to it before it happened.
Scolded for the first time, the team waited to see how the girl would react.
Ria yawned. “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”
Alexa’s voice softened. “Thank you.”
Ria smiled. “Anything for you, Boss.”
It was the perfect response. Ria’s new team was satisfied with her.
Ria felt the same way about them as David covered her up. The clouds were now keeping the sun from hurting her as much, but using magic had drained her. She didn’t use it very often. She shut her eyes and was sleeping deeply a minute later.
“I thought we couldn’t be hurt now because of the potions.” Mark rubbed his fingers; not even soreness remained. Ria was strong, though she only had one hit in her at a time. Alexa would increase that with special lessons, Mark was sure.
“Only from serious injuries and even then, we have to be near death for it to kick in. Magic is not the solution to danger.” Alexa was disappointed too, though. She grumbled. “Uncle Abraham could have brewed something that would have stopped it all. He was very strong in potions.”
Mark and Daniel exchanged glances.
“Yeah, he was strong in a lot of ways.”
“No offense, Boss, but your uncle sucked.” Mark grinned tiredly. “And not in the good way!”
Laughter echoed over the water and was lost in the waves.
 
Beneath that salty water, the injured shark circled back, drawn by the odd scents the humans were leaving. The young shark wasn’t badly injured, but it was curious, like most young creatures are. It tracked the smells and then the sounds, but it stayed under the water this time. It had learned from the first mistake. It wouldn’t try that again until its family was here to help investigate the intruders.
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“Let’s get some food rolling.” Alexa knew they all needed a hot meal, but strong smells weren’t a good idea. “Cold and boring.”
Daniel got busy, agreeing with her choice but still disappointed. He wanted to make a hearty stew. Instead, they would have soaked oats.
Ria sat up, keeping the dry cloak around her shoulders. The sun was starting to set. It wasn’t as painful now. “Do you want some help?”
Daniel gestured with the can of oats. “Can you make this taste good?”
Challenged, Ria carefully joined him. “Let me see what spices you have.”
David took Ria’s warm spot for a nap.
Edward covered the man with his cloak and resumed assembling rails out of their fishing poles. Many of them had broken during the crash, though the hooks and line could still be used. A lot of their gear hadn’t been able to take the fall into the water. It was another lesson learned. When jumping out of a falling plane, improperly packed gear will suffer upon landing.
Jacob joined Edward to help him and to keep the raft balanced. The water was a little rougher than it had been an hour ago, though not by enough to worry over.
Mark checked the ropes that were tying them together and then scanned the ocean in each direction. It was deceptively beautiful with the setting sun throwing brilliant shades of red, orange, and yellow over the waves. Another time, he might have enjoyed it.
“I need any thin rope or twine you have.” Edward held the pole out for Jacob to examine. It was six feet long and thin. “We’ll try to tie it to the handles, but I don’t think that will work. We’ll end up anchoring them in the corners with gear.”
Jacob considered the issue and found a solution. “I have a roll of duct tape I’ve been saving.”
Edward grinned. “Perfect.”
Jacob didn’t get it out yet. The tape needed to stay dry until they were ready to use it; the bumping rafts were still tossing up small sprays of salty water. “What are you using for the canopy?”
Edward patted one of his pockets. “I have some old emergency blankets. We’ll be shiny, but out here, there’s no one to notice us, so it’s not an issue.”
Edward had planned to tie them to the poles as well, but Jacob’s tape would be a better way to attach it all. “We’ll still have to be careful not to bump the poles.”
Edward looked over at Billy, drawn by the sense of something being wrong. “Are you okay?”
Billy coughed again and swallowed it this time instead of spitting it out. “Right as rain.”
That made most of them examine the sky in concern. Rain right now would be bad.
Edward kept his attention on Billy. “Let’s hear it.”
Billy shivered even though it was warmer now. “Headache, stomach queasy, throat scratchy.” He didn’t want them to worry. “I swallowed half the ocean. I’ll be fine once I pass the salt.”
Edward accepted that answer, but he didn’t believe it. Billy was pale and there was a vibe coming from him that said the problem was worse than just a stomach of saltwater.
Alexa also felt it. She put a hand to Billy’s head.
Billy shrugged her off. “I’m fine, Mother.”
Alexa frowned. He was cool and clammy. “Get some more sleep. No work for you until tomorrow.”
Billy didn’t argue. He had the weird feeling that always came before a nasty cold. And this is a bad place for it.
He fought the flashes of being ill during his captivity. This didn’t feel like that. This felt heavier, like it was settling into his chest. He drew in a deep breath and coughed again, hoping to clear it.
A thin line of snot ran from one of his nostrils.
He quickly wiped it away before anyone saw it. He didn’t want special care this time. I’m sick of being our weak link!
Alexa caught it all. She cursed not being able to make a hot drink and hot food for him, but mostly she cursed herself for doing things this way. I should have landed that plane and found another way to get us there! My impatience is going to make this rougher than it had to be.
Billy shut his eyes. Sleep tried to claim him right away, adding to his suspicion about how ill he really was. This is gonna suck.
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“Hey.”
Jacob forced his lids up at Daniel’s call. Ria’s brown sugar and orange peel oatmeal was sticking to his guts, making him drowsy. The combination didn’t sound good, but it had tasted great. “What?”
Daniel bobbed his head toward Jacob’s feet. “Your boots are off, and we survived the smell.”
Jacob chuckled.
“Hey!”
“What?!” Jacob was ready to sleep. He hoped to wake at dawn. He didn’t want to face night on the ocean.
“You owe us a story.”
Jacob frowned. “A what?”
Daniel ignored the water that was all around them. Even with his vampire sight, he couldn’t see more than 20 feet in any direction. It was disturbing. “You said you’d tell us what Elliot’s enforcer said as she died.”
Jacob grimaced at the reminder. “You don’t really want to know.”
Daniel was sure that was true. “But we’re all bored, so do it anyway.”
Jacob sat up, carefully stretching. He yawned widely.
Daniel motioned. “That’s why you need to tell us a story.”
Jacob understood Daniel didn’t want to go to sleep yet. He still didn’t want to relive that moment. “The boss is better at story time.”
People glanced at Alexa.
Alexa was watching the last sliver of sun sink over waves that were alive with dark shadows. “Later, my pets.”
Encouraged that she might tell another tale from her past, the men glared at Jacob, insisting he take a turn.
Jacob reluctantly thought back to that moment.
 
Jacob lovingly pulled the trigger twice, double tapping the stomach of the enforcer who had attacked Alexa. He rushed forward and leaned over the dying woman as she fell. “Tell me everything you know about Heaven, Hell, and God. You’re about to see one of those in person.”
The enforcer gasped in pain, clutching her stomach. Blood ran from her mouth.
Jacob held no sympathy. “Speak your last to someone who wants to hear it.”
Terrified of death, the woman forced out ugly words. “It’s all empty. No one is in charge. Hell rules us!”
Jacob wasn’t surprised. He also didn’t trust the woman. She was the enemy. “How do you know that?”
The enforcer blinked back the death tear that was forming. “Saw it…in their thoughts.”
“In whose thoughts?”
“Safe Haven. They came back once! They were in the west.” The woman coughed up blood. It ran down her chin, marking her. “They ascended. Heaven was empty!”
Her eyes shut. Her body stiffened.
Jacob waited with her, taking her hand. “And now you’ll go there to verify that and spend eternity waiting to atone.”
“No.” Her last breath came out slowly. “I’ll wait for you in Hell…”
Her head rolled to the side.
Jacob let go, swallowing a chill. If Heaven and Hell existed, she was right about where they would both end up.
A glint caught his attention. He tugged the necklace she was wearing out of her shirt. It was smeared in her blood.
Jacob stared at the gold cross, skin crawling. She was a religious woman. I killed one of my own.
 
Jacob pulled out of the memory. He saw all his teammates were paying close attention, including Alexa. He finished the short story with another grimace. “She wasn’t lying about Safe Haven. She really saw that in someone’s mind.”
“Did she say who it was?” Ria corrected herself. “Did you see who it was?”
Jacob nodded. “It was Adrian.”
Alexa knew Jacob would have eventually told her. He preferred to have time to think about spiritual things before revealing them, but they’d also been busy at the SA Compound. There really hadn’t been time before now.
Jacob opened his thoughts to her so she could get the short glimpse of her father.
Alexa savored it, not doubting the timeline. Safe Haven had returned to America, likely for supplies, and no one had known about it. “That means they really aren’t taking in survivors anymore.”
Jacob had also come to that conclusion. “They stayed quiet, got what they needed, then split. We’re just eight more mouths to feed...”
Alexa knew. “We aren’t staying long.”
Jacob had spent the flight from the compound considering what might happen once they reached that camp. “Even if we have something they need to trade for it, they may not have a boat to get us home.”
Alexa corrected him gently. “I meant we’re not staying long on that island, Jacob. Safe Haven is going back with us. We aren’t leaving without them.”
“Your father knows we’re coming soon.” Mark fought a yawn. His stomach was very happy with the meal. “He’ll have them ready to go.”
Alexa hoped that was true, but she’d learned not to count on her father doing the right thing. Her childhood years had proven it was a safer bet to expect the opposite. “We’ll have work to do when we get there.”
David had also been considering what would happen when they arrived. “Making friends.”
Alexa nodded. “We have to get them to trust us before we tell them what we are. We can be open about needing them to come home now.”
“They had mind readers when Billy and I were there.” David had been practicing his gifts, but not that one. Any skilled descendant would be able to get into his thoughts.
“Vampires, remember?” Billy swallowed around the scratchy lump in his throat. “They can’t get into our minds unless we let them.”
David burped and smiled. “Oh, yeah. That’s helpful!”
“Yes, and no.” Alexa examined Billy and didn’t like how pale he was. “They’ll sense we’re hiding something. For the ones like us, who pay attention, it will make it harder to build trust. It may even sink our efforts.”
Total darkness fell over them as the sun vanished.
Edward lit the lantern sitting by his boots and enjoyed the relief of his team. He ignored Alexa’s disapproval. They could build a tolerance to the ocean darkness tomorrow. They’d already been through enough misery and fear today.
“Why not just tell Safe Haven the truth?” Ria was thrilled to be changed. Even the pain of it hadn’t dampened her happiness about being a vampire. “We’d make great personal guards for their leadership during that final battle.”
Ria stiffened as everyone stared at her. She wasn’t sure what she’d done wrong, but she regretted it anyway. “I’m sorry!”
Edward chuckled, leaning against the slippery raft. “You sure can pick ‘em, Boss.”
Alexa snorted. “Fate guided her into our lives, not me.”
Ria realized they were happy with her and relaxed. She didn’t understand why. She just enjoyed the waves of approval they were all sending.
“If we’re forced to tell them, or if they find out accidentally, we’ll explain that we knew they wouldn’t like having creatures among them.” David nodded. “I’d buy that.”
Edward agreed. “So would I, especially since we’ll be able to prove we’re not lying when we let them see our memories of the things we’ve done and the people we’ve run into.” Vampire thoughts were protected, but they could allow people to see into their minds.
“Now here’s the question that matters.” Alexa included them all. “Would you want to have eight extremely dangerous vampires as guards over your boss or your family?”
Three of the team quickly agreed.
“Absolutely.”
“I think it’s badass.”
“Yes, I would.”
Two of the team frowned.
“No.”
“I’d be worried about them being killed. And I wouldn’t want to have to fight a vampire.”
Ria drew in a breath to speak with, hoping she was allowed to voice an opinion here like she’d been encouraged to do about the plane crash.
The men looked toward her, willing to hear her thoughts.
Alexa noticed it. Ria was already proving she belonged on this team.
Ria gave Alexa what she needed. “If we had a magic deal in place so those vampires could be trusted, then yes. If they refused to make a magic deal with me, I’d want them removed on the spot so they didn’t kill me and take over my camp.”
“Perfect.” Alexa was glad to have a way to bargain with Safe Haven.
Ria was just thrilled that she’d been able to help. I’ll never make them regret taking me onto this team. Anything they want from me, they’ll get.
 
 
4
Dawn
50 miles northeast
“Wreckage washed up on the southern beach overnight.” Fredrick stayed back from the rickety desk, though he admired the work that was being done. No one was better at charms than Lera. “It’s from a plane.”
Lera glanced up from the bone dust she was grinding in a shallow pestle. Small mounds of it were all over the desk as she mixed and matched. “Survivors?”
Fredrick shook his styled brown hair while smoothing his red robe. He hated to be wrinkled or dirty. “Not yet.”
Lera had heard the plane go over, along with everyone else in this small concrete base. And I felt them. “Keep a sharp eye out.”
“Do you want me to go collect them?” Fredrick wasn’t eager to bring more people back to their hidden home, but they did need new bodies for work crews and their lab always needed new subjects.
“Not yet. Let them roast in the sun for a while. They’ll be easier to deal with.”
Fredrick lingered, but he didn’t argue or question, though he was curious why she was breaking from their usual methods. Survivors were normally collected immediately so they didn’t have to be nursed back to health, or they were left to die on the merciless ocean.
Lera’s calloused hand paused in her work. Her tone deepened into annoyance. “What are you waiting for?”
Fredrick left, shiny boots clicking softly on the bare floor. No one liked it when Lera got upset.
The door shut gently.
Lera glanced toward the single window in her sparse quarters; her long black and gray braids brushed the gritty table. The calm ocean wasn’t a comfort. “We need a storm.”
She lowered her bone dust grinder and lifted her coffee mug, lip curling. She’d almost been murdered by a cup of the bitter brew. She never failed to remember that when she drank it.
Lera swallowed and pondered if she wanted to use her valuable energy on the ocean. Once a storm was called, it left when it wanted to. There was no getting rid of it. If she did this, she would need to take a lifeforce to keep her real appearance hidden.
That sense of familiarity came again, making the choice for her. “Mitchels are not easy targets. I may need the ocean on my side.”
Lera went to her potions cabinet and chose her most powerful artifact. When she’d fled South America, the golden triangles had come with her. They had been crafted by a master. “My monster.”
Lera went to her special corner and shut the tall, black privacy curtain. Doing this would take a lot of strength. She didn’t want anyone to come in and catch her during a weak moment. The 50 souls here bowed to her as their leader because she’d never let them see her as anything else. She’d been playing this role for a very long time now. “And I’ll continue to until I convince my guests to gift me with their curse. Then I’ll resume my old goals with a vengeance that won’t be stopped or matched.”
Lera peered toward the window again, almost able to feel time moving faster. “Fate has finally brought you to me, Alexa Mitchel. Now I’ll benefit from it or die trying.”




Chapter Four
Weakened Condition
Night One
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“In the dark, underground, without knowing how to get out?” Ria shuddered. Mark was telling her about one of their past adventures. She was impressed and horrified, but the biggest emotion she felt was lack of confidence. I’ll never really be like them. “How did you stand all of that without being terrified?”
Mark was honest. “For a long time, I didn’t care if I died. Now, I’ve realized that if I don’t live, if I don’t fight those fears and win, then everything I went through means nothing.”
Ria understood that answer, partially. It was confusing, but they also had six witnesses listening to every word. That made it embarrassing to ask questions that might have clarified things.
Mark kept trying to reach her. “We only get this one life. You can’t spend it hiding or it was wasted.”
Ria paused in sewing a hole in her spare shirt. “We’ll live forever now. I have time to conquer those fears.”
Mark was working on a carving so this conversation wouldn’t be so intense for their rookie. She wouldn’t do well with him staring expectantly at her. He scraped the wood gently with his sharp blade. “Hopefully, yes, but there really are no guarantees. Safe Haven may decide we all need to die because we’re dangerous to the normals.”
“They’re stronger than we are…” Ria didn’t like that.
Neither did Mark. “Yes. We’d put up a great fight, but they would still win.”
The rest of the team wanted to argue, but Safe Haven’s successes were legendary. Even Alexa wasn’t sure how long her crew would last, but she knew how that battle would end.
Ria didn’t want to think about that possibility. She contemplated changing the subject.
Mark refused to let her skip by it. “If they remove us, what would be your biggest regret?”
Ria’s eyes turned red and then quickly faded. “Not being the one to kill my father.”
Mark hadn’t expected that. He chuckled. “Well, you can’t go back and do that, though I sympathize. What would be your second biggest regret?”
She considered for a minute, listening to the waves, but there was really only one answer. “No bonds with anyone, dying without a family to mourn me.”
Mark didn’t mention David’s attraction to the girl yet. “What type of family life do you wish you’d been able to have?”
Ria made a face. “Not the trad role where the wife stayed home and cared for the house while the husband worked.” She sighed. “But I wouldn’t have wanted to be away from my kids either. Maybe something that let me work in a job I enjoyed, and my children were right there with me, learning it all…and loving me.”
Mark pushed that button carefully. “And being loved by you?”
“Of course. I would never let my children be hurt or put into labs.” Ria shared a secret that she’d never told anyone. “That’s why I paid a doctor to do that surgery on me before the war. I can’t have kids. Ever.”
Alexa thought of her own son. The government had often taken children from descendants before they reached adulthood. Ria might have a child out there somewhere that she didn’t know about. There was no way to be sure unless they got into a military facility where they could access those records. Alexa didn’t mention that, however. Ria had enough to adjust to without that heavy burden being added to it.
The rest of the team glanced over to see how David was taking that news. Ria was the only one who didn’t know David had a thing for her.
David was relieved. He didn’t want kids because of his own childhood and because of the time he’d spent with Ria’s little brothers. The constant worry about them wasn’t what he wanted from the future. Ria was turning out to be a good match for him.
Mark moved on. “What’s your biggest weakness?”
Ria considered carefully, but again, there was only one answer. “Fear. When it hits, I freeze or panic.”
Mark was glad that she was able to admit it. Many people couldn’t. He scraped another tiny sliver from the carving, exposing more of the true form underneath. “You’ve already had some courage moments on this team. What made those possible?”
Ria rubbed her sore leg. It was still hurting from being in the sunlight. “I’m not sure.”
Mark wasn’t either. He hadn’t been there for those moments.
“I triggered it by reminding you of your father.” Alexa held the canopy pole in place while Edward and Jacob taped it.
Ria fell silent, considering that.
Edward scanned both rafts and then their light. The single lantern was bright enough to keep them all calm, but Edward wondered if it might also draw trouble.
The mostly finished canopy flapped lightly in the breeze. Tomorrow, the sun would hit it and bring waves of heat, but it would also shelter their sensitive skin from that same sun. Edward had considered adding dark clothes to cut down on the shine, but they were too heavy for just tape and poles to support.
Jacob held the tape and listened to more than just the conversation. He didn’t like it out here. They hadn’t seen or heard much. Not even a bird had flown over. It was isolating and yet, they had each other. That was usually enough to keep the terror at bay, but it was different this time. The water was just as dark as the sky. Not even a star was in sight. Jacob kept his attention on the canopy, trying to figure out why he felt more alone than usual.
Ria finally answered Alexa’s comment. “You pushed me.”
“Yes.” Alexa held the canopy pole while observing her crew and listening to their surroundings. They didn’t really need her help with this, but she was restless. “Without that trigger, you may not have reacted.”
Ria let go of some of her self-doubt. “I think I would have, because you were in danger.”
Mark resumed the lesson at Alexa’s nod. “Encouragement or concern for someone you care about can break you out of the fear. What else?”
“Survival.” Ria let him view a brief moment of disobeying her father right before his death. “He told me to stay there, but I followed him. I was going to kill him, but the mother of the child he was trying to steal did it for me.”
“You disobeyed him out of survival?”
Her voice was haunted. “That child was going to be my replacement. He was going to kill me when he came back.”
“What happened that made him decide to kill you?” Mark knew there had to be a trigger. It was all over her face and in her voice.
Ria didn’t look at her new boss. “Alexa called the family meeting in Port City. He knew everyone would read my thoughts and discover how evil he really was. My replacement wouldn’t have been able to give them any information once they were charmed. I was too old for that to keep working on me.”
Alexa was surprised. “Why was he planning to attend?” In all the years she’d been on the family council, Roger Mitchel hadn’t come to any of the meetings.
Ria shrugged. “He said something about having learned an awful secret that would hurt you and everyone else. He died before I could figure out what it was.”
Alexa gestured for Mark to keep going, but she stored that mystery for later. During one of her lessons, she would dig enough clues from the girl’s mind to form a possible answer.
“Do you think any of your team feels fear?”
Ria scanned the others and frowned. “Not like I do or they’d be getting this therapy session too.”
Mark hid a grin. The girl was smart. “We do feel fear, even after all we’ve gone through.”
She sighed. “You guys don’t show it.”
Daniel replayed dealing with the monster in the compound. “It’s there.”
Ria didn’t doubt him. Alexa’s crew only lied to their enemies. It made her feel better to know these hard, strong men also had to face that dreadful emotion. “How do you control it?”
Mark smiled. “We use other emotions as a shield, like contempt or humor.”
“Do I practice that in my mind, or will you guys drill me on it?”
“Both.” Mark shaved off another small sliver of wood. The rattle was almost done. He still needed to carve out a small hole to drop in a dried pea and then he would cork it and glue it. A coat or two of non-toxic pale blue paint and it would be finished. Then he would start another one that would be painted pale pink when he finished it.
“For now, I want you to practice anger in place of fear.” He provoked her. “I assume you have anger?”
Ria’s eyes narrowed. A cool breeze floated over the rafts.
Mark approved. “Your life has sucked. The people in it have sucked. When you get scared, think of them and turn that fear into anger.”
“I’ll try.”
“That’s all I ask, for now.” Mark stored the carving and stretched slowly so he didn’t unbalance the raft. “Oversee Jacob and the oats.”
Ria immediately shifted toward the preacher.
Next to them, Billy laid down a faded ace of spades and grinned. “Three of a kind.”
Daniel groaned, slapping his cards on his knee. “You and those damn aces!”
The men chuckled. No one could match Billy at cheating with cards.
Billy swallowed the last of the water in his canteen, hiding the headache that was getting worse. He was eager to sleep. His chest ached and his nose was now clogged. Why doesn’t anyone else ever get sick on this team?
Billy sighed at his thoughts. They’d all been ill recently, though that had been from a curse. His illness came from a weakened condition caused by bad circumstances.
“That should hold the canopy as long as it doesn’t storm.” Edward put an extra strip of tape on the bottom of the pole and then handed the roll back to Jacob. They’d used half of it, but they now had a tarp that stretched over both rafts. It had enough slack in the middle to adjust when the rafts bumped around.
Alexa slid over and checked on the wet ropes that were binding the rafts together. It felt fine. She pulled on the knots to tighten them anyway. They were all doing that regularly.
Edward lowered the lantern a little. It was very dark, without a moon to provide any light, but they were quickly burning through the small bit of oil he had. They would have to use a camping lantern tomorrow night. He had a box of candles for those. Each candle would last four hours, but they didn’t put off as much light.
Alexa was proud of her team for acting like this was any other night for them. Even David was immersed in shaping a golden nugget. Alexa thought the shape was a ring, but she couldn’t be sure yet. He’d been using those big hands on it for about an hour. By dawn, the shape might be clear enough to tell what it was going to be.
Alexa saw David scan Ria quickly and then resume his focus on the nugget. He’d been doing that all evening. She was curious if Ria had noticed it. Everyone else had. They were all happy that David had found someone he might be able to have a future with, but they were also worried. Ria wasn’t checking on him the same way. She’d had moments in South America where she’d shown an interest in him, but looking back, none of them were sure if it was romantic or just caring for a teammate. If she wasn’t interested, things could get ugly for the blacksmith.
Alexa stilled. A feeling of danger swept over the team.
Hands stilled; ears strained. Eyes examined the dark water.
Billy froze as a gray fin came alongside the raft. “Damn.”
This shark was longer than the one earlier and its skin was lighter, with multiple jagged scars that said it had been in a lot of fights. Edward judged it to be about three years old.
David stored the gold nugget in his pocket and drew his knife.
Alexa began gathering energy.
Edward’s hand dropped to his gun. “I think that’s a Mako shark.”
Their obvious fear didn’t soothe Ria when she recognized it. She brought up a memory of her father and allowed the anger to turn her eyes red.
Mark grunted. “Another one over here.”
Jacob drew his gun even though bullets were unlikely to penetrate the water hard enough to do any damage.
Daniel gathered the playing cards and stuck them in his pocket. “Maybe they’re just bored. They might go away if we don’t present a target or entertainment.”
The team hoped that was true. They stayed still, waiting
Bump…bump.
The rafts bounced into each other at the nudge from underneath. Gear slid around while people grabbed the sides for balance.
Bump!
A large hit from underneath lifted one end of the rear raft. It slapped down heavily, throwing a tall spray of water into the air.
Alexa felt death approaching and lifted her shield over both rafts. It was a struggle to get it under the boats, however. It was something she’d never practiced.
Edward realized she needed help. After her, he was strongest with his shields. He layered his over hers and fought to push them under the water.
The rest of the team held on, hearts now pounding. They’d forgotten that many sharks attacked from the bottom.
A tall fin with scars that looked like needle holes came alongside the front raft. The long shark nudged the rubber and dove beneath the waves.
“That’s a Great White.” Edward struggled with his shield, trying to hurry. That shark wasn’t a curious juvenile. It was a dangerous predator.
Daniel examined the knife wound on the smallest shark’s head and grew angry. “Next time, I’ll use my hands!”
Alexa concentrated. “Hold on!”
The hit took both rafts out of the water and slapped them back down. They banged into each other, jarring loose gear. The lantern hit a pile of clothes and somehow landed upright.
David caught Ria as she lost her grip on the handle. He rolled over, squeezing her between his body and the side of the raft.
Alexa couldn’t take many hits or her shield would go down. “Distraction!”
Edward let go of his shield and focused on the water, sending out mental waves of command. “Leave. Go hunt fish. Leave!”
It had no effect on the two Mako sharks at the rear of the rafts. They bumped into Alexa’s shield again, curious about this floating toy that smelled like it might provide a meal if it was bitten in the right way.
The adult shark under the rear raft resisted Edward’s command violently. It thrashed upward, hitting Alexa’s shield.
The powerful hit knocked her shield into the rafts and sent people sliding into loose gear and clothes that had finally dried. One of the canopy poles snapped, dropping the silver blanket to the floor of the raft.
The big shark hit them again.
Jacob’s hold on the wet raft handle slipped. He tumbled toward the side, dropping his gun.
Mark snatched the rookie by his belt and drew him in close. His other hand was wrapped tightly around the handle on this side.
Bump!
Billy grabbed Jacob’s gun as it went flying into the air.
Bump!
Alexa’s shield broke, letting out an audible pop.
Gear sailed into the air and came down in the water. Another canopy pole broke and fell. Salty spray hit the team.
Daniel was still angry from the last run. He drew his weapon and put it against the shark next to the raft. He pulled the trigger six times, unloading into the same place repeatedly.
The rest of the team watched in shock as he wrapped an arm around the struggling shark, dropping his gun into the bottom of the raft. Done with his vampire speed, it was mesmerizing.
Daniel dug his hand into the bloody wound, shoving hard. He plunged through the shark’s body, ripping its guts out and killing it.
Daniel let the shark go. It immediately sank under the waves, leaving a trail of blood.
The sharks around the raft followed the falling corpse, taking bites and delighting in the meal that had indeed come from the floating toy.
Alexa recovered first. “Time to row.”
Edward grabbed one of the short oars and tossed the other one to David as he sat up.
Daniel put his arm into the water to wash off the gore. His fury was still alive and burning hotly.
Mark gestured at Ria. “When he gets like that, leave him alone unless you know how to cool him off.”
Ria smiled at Daniel. “He would never hurt his team. I’m not scared of his anger. I just wish I was that strong.”
Daniel’s rage broke. He lifted an arm and flexed it like a body builder. “If you want it, we’ll make sure you get it.”
She frowned in mock worry. “And the price?”
Daniel grinned. “For now, just some urine.”
Ria made a face as she understood it was bathroom time. “I thought vampires didn’t have to do this anymore!”
Mark laughed, impressed with her again. “I’m not the only one who watched too many horror movies.”
Edward tracked the sharks as far as he could. The body was still sinking. “I have good news and bad news.”
David turned away as the women dropped their pants. All of them would use the bathroom now and try to leave it behind so the sharks didn’t have a trail to follow. “Good news first.”
“The good news is the other sharks followed the meal. We’re probably okay for a while.” Edward studied the broken canopy and decided it could wait for repairs. They had a more pressing problem.
David waited, already sure the bad would outweigh the good.
“The bad news is one of those bags we just lost had my extra canteens. We’re now down to whatever water each of us has on our belts.”
Most of them checked.
Billy didn’t. His was empty. “We’ll set up a filtration system in the morning.”
Alexa tapped her light canteen. “We’ll do it now. Homemade filters take a long time. We’ll be thirsty long before it’s done.”
Edward began digging through his cloak, trying to find the things they needed, but it took longer than he was used to. He was carrying some of Alexa’s gear. All of them were. Her cloak wouldn’t hold much now. “We can also boil and catch the steam. I have two tabs left. Give me all your fuel.”
The other men dug through their gear while Ria waited for instructions. She didn’t have much survival gear and none of it was fuel tabs or water filters. She was used to living off the land.
Alexa left the men to work on water while once again being drawn by a sense of familiarity that was closer now than it had been while they were in the plane. She was suddenly sure they weren’t alone out here.
Ria caught the vibe too. She looked at Alexa.
Alexa shook her head. “Water first. Questions second.”
“You got it.” Ria took Edward’s collapsable camping kit and started setting up a cooking area in the center of their raft.
The men worked faster, encouraged by Alexa’s words. This wasn’t the time or place for one of her stories or lessons, but they were eager for it just the same.
Alexa didn’t tell them the questions would be for Ria, after they all went to sleep. The girl needed to catch up to them mentally as well as physically and Mark had already gotten through to her in several ways. Once he made progress with her mind, he would start her physical training.
Mark felt Alexa’s attention and nodded once, acknowledging her desire for him to keep working with their rookie. Mark decided he would push the relationship button next, based on David protecting her from going overboard. She hadn’t resisted, but she also hadn’t lingered. Ria needed to understand how David was viewing her. It would also help David to see how she was feeling about it. Mark didn’t think the blacksmith would be happy with what he heard. David was falling in love.
Ria wasn’t.
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“That’s the last of the fuel tabs.” Edward tilted the lid a little further on the pot, getting the last drips of steam. They also had a small drip system set up in the other raft, but it wouldn’t work at all until there was sunlight.
“How much?” Alexa already knew it wasn’t enough. Being vampires in this situation made things harder. They could withstand being without blood for weeks, like they’d been doing all along, but they’d always had water and food. No water would make the food inedible after all the jerky was gone. Everything they had on them now was dehydrated or in pouches that had to have liquid. Not having either one would run through their strength fast.
“Half a canteen.” Edward patted his cloak. “I have two pieces of wood. When they finish drying, it might top this one off.”
“I have a piece.” Billy tossed the small chunk of wood to Edward without his usual grace.
The other men handed theirs over, not wanting to take a chance on it being missed. This was no time to screw around.
Once again, Ria had nothing to contribute. She vowed to change that as soon as they reached land.
Alexa decided against using it right now. “We’ll save that as a last resort.”
She examined the darkness and couldn’t see much beyond the lantern that was starting to sputter. They would be down to candles soon. “Put the oars away.”
Daniel and David stopped rowing in relief. They hoped they’d gotten far enough from the sharks. Rowing was exhausting, as was surviving a plane crash. They needed to rest.
Alexa knew, but she was also aware that only half of the team was willing. The adrenaline had been replaced by mental concerns. I need them to sleep. We’ll have six hours without noticing we’re out of light and water, longer if we’re lucky. All of them were battered. Port City and then the compound back-to-back had taken a toll on everyone.
Alexa swept their rookie. Except her.
Ria had helped care for the sick team and she’d done some fighting in both places, but she was in better shape than anyone else. If they had more trouble, Ria would have to be involved.
The rafts slowed and stopped bumping into each other like they had been on every stroke of the oars. It allowed Edward to let go of the handle of the pot. He rubbed his sore fingers, no longer as upset with Billy for insisting that they keep going. We’re on another adventure. I’ll learn something new.
Alexa smiled. Edward would never be daunted by hard times. Everyone else would have those moments, even herself, but the Horseman was different. He’s a lot like my father.
Edward glanced over, frowning.
Alexa grinned.
Edward rolled his eyes. “Whatever.”
But inside, he was deeply pleased. Alexa loved her father. Being compared to that man was the ultimate compliment.
Alexa slowly laid in the bottom of the boat, using the damp coats for a bed. “No piling tonight. Keep those bodies stretched out around the edges.”
She tucked her arm under her neck. “Mark and the rookie have the overnight shift. Go to sleep.”
A couple of the men weren’t sure if they could do that yet. Their minds were still flying.
Alexa lifted her head. “Would you rather row our boats to a shore?”
All of the men began to lie on the bottom of the boats, moving as fast as the rafts would allow.
Alexa listened, narrowing in on Billy. His tiny groan was enough to tell her how he was feeling. “I really should have had Uncle Abraham pack us a doggy bag.”
Soft chuckles filled her ears and allowed her to sleep.




Chapter Five
In Trouble
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Ria stared at the glowing wick as the lantern went out, throwing them into darkness that immediately began pressing on her nerves. She’d been through a lot of misery in her life, but those times when she’d been unable to see what was coming were the worst.
Mark felt the change in her demeanor and decided it was time to continue the therapy session. Alexa had done it for him after he’d been rescued from that slam. She’d told him everyone had baggage that needed to be dropped for this quest. It was just Ria’s turn.
Ria felt it coming and quickly spoke up. “We spent a lot of time earlier talking about me.” She wasn’t eager to get back into the mind games she knew Mark was supposed to play with her. “What about you?”
Mark chuckled softly so it didn’t wake anyone. Even David was asleep. He’d been too tired to wait up and listen. “Nice try.”
Ria sighed, arms crossing over her chest. “I’ve been to therapy. I didn’t like it back then and I don’t like it now.”
Mark could see the girl’s shadow with his vampire sight, but not her expression. He still knew she was annoyed. “Understandable. We all went through it on this team.”
“None of you went through tests and runs. None of you were in a lab like Alexa and most of my family were.”
Mark’s calm mood swung a bit. “I spent years in an underground slam. I didn’t get therapy. I was starved and tortured.”
Ria didn’t offer him sympathy even though she didn’t like his pain. “I spent 18 years like that during family tests and other traumas. I really don’t want to talk about the mess in my head anymore.”
“Fine. Let’s talk about romance and sex.” Mark lifted a brow. “I assume you’ve had sex.”
Her voice betrayed not a flicker of emotion. “Not willingly.”
Mark scowled. “That’s rape, not sex.”
Ria shrugged. “Wouldn’t know the difference and don’t care to.”
“So you wanted a happy family, but you’ve gone out of your way to make sure you can never have one…” Mark made the connection. “You were afraid of passing it on to your kids.”
This was the part Ria had been avoiding. “My family are monsters. Even Alexa lives for death and blood and she’s the sanest one among us. Mitchels should never be allowed to breed!”
Mark almost agreed with her after everything he’d learned about her family. “You don’t seem like the rest of them.”
“I’m exactly like them.” Ria scanned her sleeping team with her new vampire sight and then answered with the tired voice of someone who had been through too much, too fast. “Safe Haven should put us all down. We’re a part of what’s still wrong with the world.”
Mark shook his head as a salty breeze blew over them. “You’re carrying all the guilt of your family and it’s not right. Let your team help you. Let me help you.”
Ria wanted to be free of that misery. She pushed through her mental fear. “How?”
“Let me show you another future, one where you’re happy and loved, even without kids.” Mark held out a hand, positive that she could see the shadow.
It was a big moment for Ria, trusting someone. She slowly put her hand into his big paw, trying not to react to the fear as his warm, gritty fingers closed over hers.
Mark sent her an image of David staring at her in desire.
Ria snatched her hand away. “That will never happen!”
The team shifted restlessly at her anger.
Ria controlled it, but scorn still laced her voice. “I already know what he wants. I’m not interested!”
“Can I ask why?”
Ria allowed the truth to escape her lips. “Because he’ll never really be mine. He belongs to Alexa and then to Safe Haven, in that order. If I ever settle down, it will be with someone who’s never been on a Mitchel team, someone who has never lived in that camp. I can’t compete with any of them and I’m not going to try.”
Mark felt sorry for David. What Ria needed from the blacksmith would likely never happen and she was wise enough to know it. Mark moved them back to the session on fear. “Name something you want to do but are scared of.”
Ria was grateful to have a teammate who wanted to help her; she also wanted to get the attention off of herself. “I want to look ahead and see if you get a happy ending.”
Mark’s fear rose up to mock him. He fought it. “They’re all sleeping. Now’s your chance to do what you want.”
Ria fingered the frayed edge of her hoodie. “Alexa will be mad.”
Mark shrugged. “Maybe. Is it worth her displeasure?”
“No.”
“Agreed, but sometimes we have to live for ourselves. She understands that.” But Mark didn’t really want the girl to search his future. Now I’m the one who’s terrified.
He forced himself to remain silent as Ria’s power swept over him and opened a direct mental window to Claudia.
 
“It’s a boy!” A young medic held the gooey newborn while Vera cleared its mouth. A weak cry echoed to the baby’s mother.
Candles flickered in the corners, throwing shadows over the small space that held medical equipment covered in years of dust.
Claudia held onto the tiny daughter already in her arm, face clenched against the pain. “My babies!”
 
Watching it from the life raft, Mark felt her emotions as if they were his own. “I’m a father!”
Ria struggled to keep the connection. She had been aiming for the future and gotten the present instead. That sometimes happened if the present was more active. Or if the future is dark. She didn’t tell him that.
Mark watched them care for his newborn son with tears coming to his eyes. A father was something he’d never thought he would be in this new world.
 
“Pump in more blood.” Marshal checked Claudia’s pressure again.
It was still dropping. “Get her sewn up!”
The Army medic they’d kidnapped tried to hurry, but it wasn’t out of fear even though Marshal bared his fangs. “Sutures!”
Vera handed him equipment and tools while trying to ignore the powerful scent of human blood that had filled this medical room.
Marshal scowled as the pressure gauge needle continued to drop. “Hurry!”
The medic tried to go faster, very worried for his patient. He’d been with this group for a month now. He was technically a captive, but he didn’t want the girl to die. “More blood!”
Heather squeezed the bag to get the blood into Claudia faster. Taking over a clinic had been a brilliant idea. They were lucky to have Jason. He was on duty outside right now. He didn’t have any medical experience, but he was an amazing fighter who had saved lives in their group. Suggesting this might have saved three more.
Claudia fought the terror, reaching out with her free arm. “Give me my son!”
“Save your strength.” Marshal was terrified that she wasn’t going to make it through this.
So was Claudia. “I want to hold both of my children at least once before I die!”
Marshal handed her the crying baby boy while the medic tried to work faster.
 
Mark’s terror lit up the connection between them. “Keep fighting!”
His rough growl woke his team.
Alexa quickly understood what was happening. “Be quiet.” She didn’t want the others to break Ria’s concentration with questions.
Mark tried to connect directly to Claudia. “Don’t you die on me, damn it!”
 
Claudia stiffened, head turning. “I hear Mark!”
The people caring for her became frantic, certain she was hearing the voices that only spoke during death.
The medic finished the last inside suture and began putting her muscles back into place. This emergency C-section wasn’t the first one he’d done since the war, but it did mean the most to him. The other women he’d helped had been his enemies. Claudia was his friend. He put her back together carefully. “Pressure?”
“Low.” Marshal was prepared to save her through forbidden means if he had to. Vera and Heather had told him how to make other vampires, but there was no way to know if it would work with her in this condition. “I should have turned her yesterday when she asked me to.”
“The babies wouldn’t have survived her transformation.” Vera had advised him to wait until after the birth. Claudia had gone into labor a few hours later, but both of the babies had been breech; the medic hadn’t been able to fix that by hand because there wasn’t enough space to rotate them.
“More blood!”
Heather kept squeezing the bag, also prepared to turn the girl into one of them. Everyone loved Claudia. Her death would crush this group.
Claudia strained to see Mark. His shadowy form in the corner was almost real enough for her to believe he was here. “We made two babies!”
 
Mark laughed with tears now spilling over his cheeks. “Fight, girl. Fight for the right to raise them!”
 
Claudia’s shivered as her limbs went cold. Her eyes shut.
“We’re losing her!” Marshal grabbed her hand, ready to bite her.
Determination to be with her loved ones filled Claudia, pushing back the icy darkness. Doors opened in her mind, doors that had never been opened, doors that shouldn’t have existed. “For my kids!”
Healing power shot out of her chest and sank into her bloody abdomen.
The normal medic leaned back in stunned surprise as her body knitted itself together faster than he could have sewn her up. “Amazing.”
All of them thought so. Descendants couldn’t heal themselves. That was a hard rule. They’d never seen it broken until now.
“Her pressure’s coming up.” Marshal kept his focus on the gauge. “Better…much better!”
Claudia passed out with her twins crying in her arms.
 
Ria’s strength vanished. The vision ended, leaving the sound of the water and Mark’s tears.
Ria opened her arms, unable to resist his pain.
Mark let the girl hold him while he sobbed out a decade of misery and fear. “She lived! I’m not alone anymore!”
Alexa was the only one who noticed when it started raining. The other men were crying with their teammate.
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“It’s not going to hold.” Edward was missing the emergency blankets that had torn during the canopy collapse. For this second attempt, they’d used the rest of Jacob’s tape and some of the clothes they’d slept on, but it was too heavy. Without two of the poles, the middle of the canopy was already sagging.
As he watched, one of the poles came loose of the tape and fell over, slapping into the raft. The clothing dropped on top of the team.
Edward slid over to that side, lifted the pole, and leaned against it. “We’ll have to take turns holding it in place.”
The rest of the team didn’t mind. It was only dawn and the sun was already lighting up their skin, bringing pain. Any small protection was better than none.
Billy coughed. The rough sound echoed over the salty waves.
Alexa dug through her torn cloak. She sat the bag of spare food by her boot and kept searching. Not having a functioning cloak was annoying.
She finally found the bottle she wanted and held it out to Billy. “Take two now and one again when it gets dark.”
Billy didn’t argue. He also didn’t think antibiotics would help with a cold.
“Is he okay?”
Billy frowned at Ria. “I’m fine, rookie.”
They all heard the concern under his scratchy denial.
Eager to get the spotlight onto someone else, Billy grinned weakly at Mark. “How’s it feel to be a dad?”
Mark chuckled. “Strange. And wonderful.”
Jacob gently slapped Mark on the shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell us you were going to be a father?”
Not all of the team had known he and Claudia were a couple. Despite Mark’s panic before they left America, Jacob had thought Mark just liked the girl enough to want her to survive.
“There hasn’t been time.” Mark didn’t bring up the months they’d spent in Gainesville. He hadn’t been ready to talk about his odd relationship with Claudia then. He still wasn’t.
No one mentioned Claudia healing herself or her being able to sense Mark was watching. Magic was one of the things they accepted completely even though they didn’t understand it. Real life was the confusing part that had to be constantly dissected.
Billy tuned them out, forcing himself to swallow the large pink pill. Pain went through his throat. It felt like he was swallowing shards of glass.
Alexa handed over her canteen, frowning. “Finish that.”
Billy would have argued this time, but there were only two good drinks left in it. He finished it and put it in the pile by her boots.
Alexa examined their homemade filtration system, but there wasn’t even an inch of clean water in it yet.
Mark glanced around, ignoring the heat that was building and the thirst that was growing. “What’s the plan, Boss?”
“We’ll keep rowing in shifts.” She gestured at the food bag. “See what you can do with that. No water usage.”
Ria immediately began looking through it, face puckered in concentration. I don’t think I’ve ever been so thirsty. But she didn’t want water. She craved blood.
Rain drops began to fall from the cloudless sky again.
Alexa grunted. “Figures.”
They’d gotten wet again overnight. They’d only been dry from that for about an hour. “Get the cups and pots open again. Catch whatever you can.”
The only good thing about it was that the rain was freshwater. It had allowed them to top off their single canteen.
Ria tilted her head to catch some of it, as did a few of the others, but the sprinkles were less than satisfying.
Billy huddled under the canopy as the cold drops hit it and made it sag deeper; their clothes soaked up the water. In a short time, the clothes would be saturated and the drips and leaks would restart. They would get a few drinks out of it and still be miserable. This is what I get for rushing and endangering my team. We could be on dry land right now, body piled and avoiding the weather!
Alexa put a hand on his hot wrist. “We’ll beat ourselves up later.”
“Whatever you–” Billy coughed again.
It already sounded worse.
Alexa motioned at Mark and Daniel. “Next shift on rowing.”
“Uh, we have another problem.” David pointed behind them.
A wide dark shadow beneath the surface of the water brought the team to life. Hands dropped to weapons and heartrates increased. All of them scanned the waves for fins.
Edward, their wildlife guide, relaxed. “Not sharks. That’s a whale.”
The team stared in surprise as the huge animal surfaced a few yards away. All they could see was the top 10 feet of its scarred, blueish body. They knew there was a lot more that they couldn’t view through the water.
“I’ve never seen one.” Ria corrected herself. “In real life, I mean.”
None of them had. They watched the huge mammal, laughing when it blew out a tall spray of water.
Billy was just glad the spray stayed away from the rafts. He was sick of being wet.
The whale opened its mouth. Water gushed into the gaping maw.
“What’s it doing?” Jacob hoped it didn’t attack them. “We don’t have enough bullets or muscles for that monster.”
Daniel laughed. “True.”
“I think they have to come to the surface for air.” Edward tried to remember anything else he’d read about them. “They don’t eat people. They aren’t dangerous to us.”
The whale rose further out of the water and turned over neatly in one fast move, displacing the water around the rafts. It dove, tilting straight down.
Alexa groaned, scrambling to grab the items she’d dug out of her cloak.
The whale’s tail went under last, slapping the water. A corner of it hit the front life raft and sent it into the air.
Gear went flying.
Unprepared, the team tried to catch it and missed two of the pouches.
Ria grabbed for the food bag too late. It sailed into the air. She leapt after it, forgetting about the slippery surface. She slid and fell, landing in David’s arms.
David held her close for a minute, waiting to see if there was going to be more chaos.
Ria shoved out of his grip, glaring.
David began to realize there might be a problem between them.
The flying bag of food hit the water and quickly sank.
Alexa glowered at the waves; a drip came through the sagging canopy, landing on her head. “Now, we might be in trouble.”
Edward snickered. “It’s not the first time for us on this quest.”
Most of the team laughed with him. They’d been in rough spots before.
Alexa didn’t laugh. She watched Billy. He was shivering now.
Billy tried to sleep. It was always dry and warm in his dreams. He went straight to Pitcairn Island, to Leeann.
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Ria was miserable. The rain had stopped, but the sun was out in full force, burning things it wasn’t even touching. The waves seemed to magnify it. She huddled under two big hoodies and David’s cloak, but it wasn’t enough. She didn’t want to seem weak to the team that was going about their daily routines between rowing shifts. She decided she needed a distraction.
Edward and David were rowing right now. Mark and Daniel were resting from taking their turn. She settled on Jacob, who was gently prying pages apart in his Bible. He read each one first. Ria had never been around anyone who read as much as Jacob did. She eyed the cross he was wearing, frowning a little. A vampire wearing a cross was odd to her. “Are you praying to God to get us out of this mess?”
Jacob flushed. “A little. It can’t hurt, right?”
“I guess not.” Ria had seen him kill and delight in it. He was confusing. “Why did you become a preacher?”
“The orphanage set it up.” Jacob carefully pried another page open. “It was either that or go into the Army, but with my foot, they didn’t think I’d be a good fighter.”
Alexa checked on the ropes keeping the two rafts together. “They were very, very wrong.”
Jacob leered at her, enjoying the praise.
Ria ducked further under the clothes as the sun’s intensity increased. “Are you going to commit to Alice in the future?”
Everyone on their team wanted to know that answer. They just hadn’t felt comfortable enough to ask him. The rowers kept rowing. Everyone else focused on their religious killer.
Jacob didn’t like being the center of attention unless he was doing something brave or special. “No idea.”
“Why not? You guys have the soulmate connection.” Ria hadn’t witnessed the blue glow, but she’d heard about it from some of the gossips while they were in Port City. She knew that special bond existed for other people. She just didn’t believe in it for herself.
Jacob kept it simple and honest. “Alice picked me. I didn’t get a choice.”
“She made you feel like less of a man because she was so bold.” Ria understood that, though she didn’t agree with it. “Would you have gone after her if she’d given you time?”
Jacob didn’t like this conversation. It was making him feel like he’d done something wrong. “No.”
“Because she’s part Livingston?”
He grunted. “I barely know that family’s reputation.”
“Then why?”
Jacob understood she wasn’t going to let it go. He gestured angrily. “Because I’m scarred, Ria, inside and out and I’m still a rookie too. I have a lot to learn before I can provide a future for a family. I’m not ready to settle down with anyone.”
“Fair.” Ria felt the same way.
Jacob sat in silence for a minute, but now that they’d gone down that rabbit hole, he was helpless to stop thinking about it.
Ria had strong opinions about Alice, but she wasn’t going to tell Jacob how to live his life. She gave him a small smile. “Truce?”
Jacob chuckled. “Okay.” He already respected Ria’s opinion. He sought it now. “What do you think of Alice?”
“You don’t want to know.”
The others on their team frowned at the girl. They didn’t want her to discourage Jacob from chasing his dreams.
Jacob shrugged. “I doubt it’s worse than what I’ve been thinking. Let’s hear it.”
Ria tried to get out of it. “She’s from a family that I was taught to hate. I can’t answer that because I’m biased.”
Her answer made the team like her more, but Jacob wasn’t satisfied. “Let’s hear it anyway.”
Ria understood he wasn’t going to leave her alone about it, just like she hadn’t left him alone until her curiosity was sated. She gave him the hard truth. “You view her as a hero for killing her mother, but I find that to be a sign that she’ll live up to her family name. Livingstons don’t really bond with anyone. If you settle down with her, your kids will have that same glaring lack of humanity and someday, Alice will probably betray you.”
Mark considered the other death they’d caused. “She didn’t seek revenge for Wyatt.” It was proof of Ria’s words. Mitchels would have slaughtered someone for that even if the victim wasn’t loved. “She cried, but it didn’t really feel like she cared.”
“Wait. Aren’t you part Livingston?”
Ria made a face at Daniel. “I don’t claim that side.”
After her harsh words, Daniel couldn’t let that slide. “Claim it or not, won’t you have the same glaring lack of humanity as Alice?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
Alexa answered when Ria didn’t. “She wasn’t raised by Joel. That’s the difference. Even Roger was good compared to him.”
Ria quickly nodded. She’d only met Joel once, but it had left a mark that she would never forget. How can I? I still have the scar from it.
Alexa lifted her damp sleeve, ignoring the heat of the sun. “As do I.”
Ria stared at the old scar. It exactly matched her own. “He loved his branding equipment.”
“Yes. He wanted everyone to have something to remember him by.”
The team glared, all wishing the man was here so they could gut him.
Ria shuddered. “He’s dead now. You’re sure of it?”
“Yes.” Alexa lowered her sleeve and swept the ocean in what she thought was the correct direction. Out here, without any landmarks, it was very hard to tell. “It’s one of the many things we can thank Safe Haven for when we arrive.”
Ria pushed her luck. “Right before you beg them to allow hybrids?”
Alexa’s tone deepened into true anger. “I don’t beg, bitch, or snitch to anyone but the family council. Safe Haven will accept hybrids or we’ll go to war.”
“Do you think you can get them to agree?” David was very worried about it after spending time in that camp. He’d only been on the outskirts, but their sense of right and wrong had been unshakable.
“They will if we threaten to fight on the other side.”
The entire team stared at Alexa in shock.
Alexa didn’t take it back or soften it. She meant every word.
Billy coughed again. His body clenched painfully as his throat burned and his stomach churned.
Alexa glared at the ocean, feeling helpless. “I hate the water!”
Billy wanted a distraction from how bad he felt. “How about a story, Boss?”
The team perked up.
Alexa considered it.
Daniel chose something they’d learned in the compound. “Yeah, tell us why Mitchels are considered water babies if they’re afraid of it.”
“And why did you take personal flotation devices from Port City?” Edward had been wondering that since they’d rescued Billy and Daniel.
Alexa frowned. “That’s a tale for a different night, one where we’re on dry land.”
Before they could protest, Alexa settled against the raft. The bright sun reached its peak in the sky. “For now, there’s a different tale I wish to tell you.”
Her men braced for another glorious, awful Mitchel childhood adventure.
Alexa began to speak. “In the lab, I had a handler. She gave me my runs, my goals, my rules, and a vivid hatred for authority that still persists to this very day.”




Chapter Six
Flashback
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“It’s time for your next run.”
Alexa examined the row of monitors in the rear of the office, face tightening. Each screen showed a family member who was being held in this complex. Most of them were miserable. Some of them were ill. A few were being abused. All of them needed help.
The handler knew it bothered the girl to see her family being mistreated. That’s why the monitors were always on when Alexa was called in here.
The handler was a big woman, weighing over 250 pounds and most of it was muscle. Alexa had no hope of winning an unarmed physical confrontation. After all these years, Alexa still didn’t even know the woman’s name. The government always made sure their employees held the advantage.
The handler swept Alexa’s thin gown, torn leggings, and slim body in approval. I love my job so much!
Alexa saw gray around the edges of the handler’s brown bun and smirked a little. Knowing this woman would grow too old to be useful and be removed after decades of loyal service was a true consolation. The government didn’t offer a retirement plan. Lab staff got a pine box.
“If we have to hunt you down again when the mission is over, your family will be punished for it.”
Alexa kept a calm tone even as rage stirred in her heart at the threat. “I’ll come back willingly, but I need something out of it this time.”
Alexa’s handler stared in surprise. In all the time she’d dealt with the girl, Alexa had never asked for anything. “Say that again.”
Alexa spoke slowly, unable to stop herself from mocking the evil woman. “I want something in exchange for doing this.”
The handler studied her.
Alexa waited, enjoying being in a room that was bigger than an outhouse. Her punishment for killing the soldiers guarding the giants had been a year in her cell without hearing a single voice in all that time. She’d been released half an hour ago and sent to this hated office where she always received her orders.
The handler decided to see what Alexa wanted. This run would go better if the girl wasn’t fighting them. I’ll make her pay for this insolence later. “I’m listening.”
Alexa eyed the folder on the sturdy desk between them. “They wanted to know if Mitchels could be crossed with Snakes, if we could withstand their lifestyle and adapt like we have to everything else.”
“Among other observations, yes.”
“Only a few of us have been successful over decades of these runs and even those didn’t produce a hybrid.”
“True.”
The heat kicked on. Alexa enjoyed that too. Her cell was always chilly and her thin blanket barely helped. It wasn’t cold enough to make her sick, but it did keep her miserable, which was the goal. “I’d do better than the others because of my success rate, but I’m not being prepped for those experiments.”
The woman didn’t answer this time. She sensed the girl was leading up to something dangerous.
Alexa crossed her arms over her chest. “You don’t care about hybrids anymore. You have a nest you want me to eliminate.”
“Very good.”
The praise angered Alexa. Glints of steel went through her eyes. “I want Mitchels to be treated better. It’s time to give us some peace. We’ve more than earned it.”
“Define treated better and peace.”
Alexa knew they would never agree to stop the testing. She had to settle for a few rungs lower on that ladder. “No more solitary. Bigger cells. Less abuse.”
The handler frowned. “I don’t have the authority to agree to that.”
“Then call me when you do.” Alexa stood up. “Or just send me to someone higher on the ladder.”
The handler hated Alexa even more for reminding her that she wasn’t at the top of the chain. “They’ll never agree. This is a waste of my time. You’ll be punished for your disrespect.”
Alexa went to the exit. “Tell them I’ll use my gifts. I’ll give them what they want the most.”
Her handler replayed those words, scowling. That might be enough. Damn it!
Alexa went back toward her solitary cell instead of going to the communal section like she was allowed to now that her punishment was over. She didn’t want the other subjects in there to beg her for freedom or for death. It was tiresome to never be allowed to give them what they wanted.
The handler reluctantly picked up the phone in the corner and called it in. She really didn’t have the authority to negotiate, and the conversation had been recorded. She couldn’t hide it. Someone else would be sent to handle this. And they’ll have a hard time controlling the girl too. Alexa Mitchel will never completely conform. Not even her father can get her to do that.
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Alexa went by her cell and headed for the supply area to get ready for her run. She hadn’t been told to yet and she still needed to negotiate, but it didn’t matter. They wanted to test her and she would go. The single time she’d refused, they’d drugged her and dropped her at the location without clothes or weapons. She’d never made that mistake again.
The halls in this section were littered with dirt flakes and flaky guards. She stepped over the mess while ignoring the troops who leered at her. Some of them had taken liberties, both while she was awake and while she was knocked out. Alexa had already marked them, but revenge wasn’t possible right now. The best she could do was to make sure her family was treated better. Her life would likely get worse if she was successful. The scientists wouldn’t want her to believe she had any real power over them and her handler would hate it that she’d gotten something she wanted. That big woman would definitely show her displeasure.
This section of the lab was small, but crammed with rooms, cells, and storage areas. Alexa knew them by heart after so many years of living here. She’d never stepped a single foot into the rest of the complex. She only knew this was part of a bunker because the guards liked to gossip.
The tall, buff sentry checked his clipboard as she approached.
Alexa went by him without waiting for permission. Her name was on there. The handler never called her until all the paperwork and approvals were final.
The guard put a mark by her name and wrote down the time. He was supposed to keep track of how long she took to pick her gear. He didn’t know why, and he didn’t care. As long as they kept paying him three times what a civilian made, he would do what he was told.
Alexa had never spoken to him because of that. This guard wasn’t mean. He didn’t hurt the subjects as far as she knew, but he was still the enemy because he would do anything he was ordered to. If the scientists told him to rape her, she had no doubt that she would be on the filthy floor seconds later.
Alexa refused to contemplate her first introduction to sex, though she was grateful for it. If not for that forbidden moment with one of the other subjects, she wouldn’t have known there was a good side to it at all.
Alexa went to the clothing racks first, considering the run. Snakes lived underground, mostly. They liked their environment warm, but not arid or hot. She picked normal jeans and boots, but replaced the long-sleeved shirt with a black short-sleeved top and a thin black hoodie. Short socks and a scuffed backpack covered in dried mud flecks completed her ensemble.
Cameras watched her every move. She was certain people were recording what she picked. The lack of privacy here would have been staggering to anyone who hadn’t been raised in a lab. For Alexa, it was just another day in her awful life.
She changed into the outfit right there, aware of the guard now watching her through the glass. Other guards were nearby, snickering about her and the abuses they’d handed out. They enjoyed their jobs, a lot.
Alexa wasn’t concerned about being attacked on the way back to her cell. That happened after runs, not before them. The scientists wouldn’t tolerate anything interfering with test results.
Alexa left her gown and leggings there, along with her underclothes. She didn’t wear bras or panties on runs. She enjoyed as much freedom as she could steal and that included over her body. Underclothes were required in the lab; out there, she could wear, or not wear, whatever she wanted.
Alexa opened the backpack and walked silently to the supply shelves that held tons of gear crammed and wedged into place. Many of the piles held hidden treasures, but Alexa didn’t spend time digging through them. She already knew what she wanted. I’m facing Snakes. I need poison.
She took several kinds, but only the smallest pouches that she could hide in her pockets.
Weapons were next. Alexa skipped the guns even though she loved them the most. She took a long blade and a handful of smaller knives that could be thrown while on the run. Then she took a few smoke grenades that would help cover an escape. All of it went into the pack.
Alexa went to the medical supplies racks next and chose a full kit. She added a few smaller items and then took a dozen ration bars from the food bins. This wasn’t the first time she would be hunting someone she’d been sent to train with, but it would be the first time with so many targets. Snake clans were not small. She expected the scientists to give her a special weapon to account for that, like the rifle they’d packed for her when she went to deal with the giants.
For an instant, Alexa wondered what this Snake clan had done to rile the government so badly that they were being eliminated.
Then it passed. Mitchels and Snakes were enemies. This would be easier mentally than many of the runs she’d been given.
Alexa went to the exit with her mind empty so the guards didn’t read her thoughts. She didn’t want the scientists to know what she had planned. If they knew how she was going to handle the Snakes, they might toss blocks in her way to make it harder.
The guard shut and locked the door after she left, then recorded the time. Only Mitchels picked out gear so quickly. The other subjects lingered, sometimes playing with the items, but Mitchels were different. They knew exactly what they needed to cause mass casualties, and they chose only that. God help this lab if they ever decide to take over.
Alexa caught his thought and considered the coming nuclear devastation.
For the first time in a year, she smiled.
 
 
3
There was a birthday present sitting on her bare mattress when she returned to her cell.
Alexa stared at it for a long time, heart hurting. She knew who it was from.
Alexa’s cell was 8x4, with two short shelves where a window should have been. Prison bars kept her where they wanted her. A short cot with a single blue blanket occupied one wall. A rusty toilet sat at the foot of it. Food was delivered by silent, sullen staff and didn’t come at all some days. There were no other cells around hers, just a long hall on either side. Isolated was an understatement, but she’d done the best she could to make it a home. The shelves were lined with her meager belongings. The walls held drawings of tall cornstalks growing in the bright sun. The door held lines to tell her how long she’d been here. It was covered in those marks now, with barely any space left. Most of her life had been spent right here as a punishment for her rebellious nature.
Her attention returned to the birthday present.
Her father never failed to send her a gift. One year, it had been a book on the behaviors of familial units. She’d been touring her relatives then, spying and learning to hate them for their lack of morals.
Right before she’d sought revenge for Elliot, Adrian had given her his notebook on giants and how to kill them.
Before her grandmother was murdered, before she’d gone to the compound to train with Uncle Abraham, Adrian had gifted her with a detailed potions book.
She had no doubt that this year’s gift would be related to the Snake run.
That isn’t the problem.
Alexa stared at the blue box, hating the beautiful package and whatever was in it. He’d dropped it off himself. She could feel him all over the cell. I won’t get to see him this time.
Most of his gifts had been delivered by hand. This one appearing while she was out meant he wasn’t going to spend any time with her
It was impossible not to hate him a little. Adrian knew how much she needed those moments with him and now, when she was 16, she needed him more than ever. Things were changing for her again, changing her. She now had a woman’s body and a bitter heart to go along with it.
Alexa entered the cell, pain growing as she caught his unique scent. She used to dream of the time they would be able to live together without the government between them, but in moments like this, she doubted that would ever happen. “I’ll spend my entire life missing him and never be satisfied.”
Alexa’s determination kicked in and took her breath away. I will change this future for all of us! Nothing will stand in the way of my quest!
She went to the box and lifted the lid.
The matching pair of Colts were so shiny that it hurt her eyes. She froze as a vision of the future hit her hard.
 
The bounty hunters entered the town together on foot, counting on their black outfits to blend in. Their eyes roamed the shadows around the burning home, searching for survivors.
Their leader followed slowly, studying the rest of the town. He scanned the dark homes and businesses and found Alexa’s red orbs gloating at him.
Alexa fired. The bullet went into his forehead.
The rest of the bounty team spun as the body dropped, but it was too late to avoid the hail of bullets.
The one-sided fight was over in less than a minute. The only noise after that was the crackle and pop of the burning house.
 
Alexa longed for that time. She also knew she wasn’t ready. She had been trained in various guns over the years, and she’d excelled with all of them, but that perfect shot would only come from years of practice.
She lifted one of the beautiful guns, remembering the old pair she’d chosen to wear during her family tours. Those had been returned to the storage area. These were hers to keep.
She spotted a belt and boxes of ammunition in the bottom of the box. Ammunition… They never gave subjects ammunition until they were out of this complex. Unless we’re packing for a run.
She understood the scientists were using Adrian’s gift. This was her special addition. She would get her first training session with the new weapons shortly.
Alexa put the Colt back into the box and closed the lid. She would be called to the handler’s office soon. She could have worn the new gift. It was probably expected. “If I wear them, I’ll practice that single perfect shot.”
Alexa loathed her handler more than the scientists who tested her, more than the guards who abused her, more than the family who had deserted her. She never wore a weapon when meeting with her handler. “The first time I do, that bitch will die screaming.”
A red light came on above her door.
Alexa put the backpack next to the gift box. “Here I go.”
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Alexa spotted changes as soon as she entered the hallway outside the handler’s office.
The guards that had leered were gone, sent somewhere else so they couldn’t witness this moment. Her handler was also absent. In the evil woman’s place was a stern stranger who exuded danger in ways that her handler wasn’t capable of.
The top brass were all faceless cogs that kept the awful machine rolling. Alexa wanted to smear their blood all over her hands and face like lotion. She smothered that desire. It wasn’t going to happen today.
The stranger had his own guards. Three husky men in all black stood near the elevator to the outside world. They scanned her… Hands dropped to their holsters.
“It’s just a teenage girl. Stand down.”
Alexa nodded at them when they didn’t relax. They were true guards. They saw her for the threat she was.
“Come in and sit down.”
Alexa shut the door to the handler’s office. She went to the chair while the tall, scarred man studied her from behind the desk. She returned the favor, making quick observations. “You’re not a scientist or a snitch.”
The man opened her file. “No.”
He wore a long black cloak over a dark shirt that covered his arms. Alexa spotted the edge of a scar. She saw more scars on his big hands and on his neck. “You were a subject.”
“I still am.”
Alexa refused to allow a bond because of that. He’s the enemy. He can’t be trusted.
The smell of grass came to her nose. She spotted a blade stuck to his black boot. He’d come from outside, not from the bunker around them. He wasn’t a dull penny like her handler. They’d sent brass.
Alexa was suddenly sure he would agree to what she wanted. All it will cost me is guilt that I’ll carry for the rest of my life.
“Welcome to adulthood.” Rico didn’t like the girl at all. She had smug blue eyes that glowed with an inner strength he admired. She sat perfectly still, not fidgeting and barely blinking as she stared back at him. Her long fingers curled around the sides of her legs and were almost hidden by her black and blonde hair. It hung over her thin shoulders and gave an impression of wildness that Rico assumed was accurate even before he read her file. She was a true blood Mitchel; she both looked and felt like it.
He read the notes in her file while listening to her thoughts.
Alexa didn’t try to hide anything from him. She didn’t need to. She never bluffed. All that did was cause pain. Disappointed people are mean.
“Yes, we are.” The man turned a yellowing page over to read the back.
Alexa had never been allowed to read her own file. She was mildly curious about the contents.
“Pull it from my thoughts.”
She understood he wanted a demonstration of her power. She’d refused to use her gifts in the past and hadn’t ever done so without being threatened or tortured. She ripped into his mind effortlessly now, seeing everything. “I’m too powerful to ever release. I hate everyone, even my own family. I’m dangerous. You can’t corrupt me. My father is my field handler.”
A battle of wills began. The stranger tested her strength by tossing mental barriers and locks into her path.
Alexa pried them open or knocked them aside with ease. She tore them down faster than he could build them, digging into the deepest part of his mind. “You’re a Reicher.”
The man lifted a stronger mental shield and waited.
Alexa tore it down without struggling. “You were sent here to observe my test. Your brother runs the lab in Australia. You hate him. You hate this job. You hate everything around you, including me.”
“Yes.”
Alexa relaxed. “It’s nice to meet you.”
Rico chuckled, dropping his shield. She was strong enough to give them what they wanted. His amusement fled. “Many have promised the information you seek to bargain with. When they failed to deliver, they were killed. As you understand, disappointment breeds cruelty.”
Alexa didn’t care about his threat because she wasn’t bluffing. She’d spent a year contemplating this moment and how to get what she needed. “I’ll show you the future. In exchange, you’ll give me what I want the most.”
“Freedom is not an option.”
“Of course it is.” Alexa continued before he got angry. She could feel it building. “Mitchels will be treated better from now on, starting as soon as our business is done.”
Rico lifted a brow. “Only for your family, not for yourself?”
“I want to be out when it happens.” She shivered at the flashes of the nuclear horror that was coming for all of them. “I won’t be safe here then, and I’ll need a break.”
Rico was certain that wouldn’t happen, but he was curious. “Where?”
She smiled slightly. “Hawaii, for a month. I want to lie in the sun, fish, swim, hike.” She flipped into anger in an instant. “And I don’t want to see a single government snitch the entire time!”
Rico frowned, but that might actually be possible. An island wasn’t really freedom. It was just a larger cage.
Alexa knew, but a bigger cage was all she was likely to get them to agree to.
“What else?”
“That’s it.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“I don’t care what you believe.” But she did. She lowered her mental walls and let him see how a year without a single voice had almost driven her insane. “I’ll need that downtime.”
Rico was a bit disappointed. He’d heard she was incredibly stubborn and nearly unbreakable unless it involved a family member or a child being threatened. He shut her folder and leaned back. “No.”
Alexa shoved into his thoughts and showed him the vision that had solidified over the last two years.
Rico watched the bombs fall, the people dying, the survivors gathering. A mobile refugee camp became a glowing point of light in the darkness, holding more power than any of them had thought possible. Then it shut off and there was just him and the teenager staring at each other.
Alexa drove in the point. “That camp is going to destroy all of you. Locations won’t matter once the power there evolves. Your subjects are going to take control. You’ll never get it back.”
Rico wanted that more than anything in the world.
Alexa knew. She’d seen it in his hatred of this existence. It matched her own. “Even knowing the death date for the world will not change that future.”
Rico tapped her folder. “The Snakes are organizing a rebellion. We want no survivors.”
Alexa allowed the topic change. He needed time to consider her words. “There are always survivors.”
“We have more weapons than just what you’ve been given.”
Alexa didn’t doubt that. “Snakes scatter during battles. Half of them will run. You’ll have to hunt them down.”
“They can’t run if they’re locked up.” Rico sent her an image of a prison.
Alexa slowly nodded. “Maybe. It would take something huge to draw them all to one location.”
“A leadership challenge…”
“Or an assassination of a beloved leader.” Alexa shrugged. “You may still have to hunt down survivors.”
“Then there’s no deal.”
Alexa groaned mentally. That was a condition she didn’t know if she could meet.
It was also a challenge. And I like killing. I am a Mitchel.
Rico scowled. “Decide.”
“I’ll do it.”
“If you fail, life will become harder for your family. You will be removed.”
Alexa didn’t react to that threat either, but she felt it this time. She already knew Rico Reicher was no one to screw around with. I hope I never meet his brother.
She motioned at her folder. “I want proof that you’ll honor our deal, before I leave.”
“As a goodwill gesture…” He picked up the phone and pushed the zero. He watched Alexa as he spoke into the receiver. “Release all Mitchels from solitary. Medical care, full rations, visitation.”
Alexa gathered energy to uphold one part of their deal as he hung up the phone. Her eyes became dazed; her breathing shallowed. Magic filled the air, humming like an engine. “December. There are holiday decorations…”
Rico wrote it down while also observing it in her thoughts.
Alexa pulled energy from him. She hadn’t searched for the exact date before now so it couldn’t be stolen from her without this deal. “…two more days. The sign in the store window says only two more days until Christmas.”
Rico allowed her to drain his energy. “Year! I need the year, damn you!”
Alexa strained, narrowing in on a newspaper stand. In the background, a bomb barreled toward a white house. “20…12. 2012!”
She let go of the vision, but it held onto her, making her watch as the city was destroyed. She recoiled from the nuclear blast, cringing in her seat.
Rico shared the terror with her, but he enjoyed it. That’s the day my servitude ends!
Alexa gasped in air, trying to recover. Predicting the exact date the world would end was strange and scary.
Rico didn’t comfort her. That wasn’t his job. He picked up the phone again.
Alexa watched the monitors, where her family was already being released. They would be sent to the communal areas. They would be treated better. But none of them are safe as long as the government exists.
Rico caught that. He kept his thoughts of their real controllers to himself. She already had too much information. If she found out who was really in charge, she would be removed.
“It’s only a matter of time before I gain that information too.” Alexa stood up on shaky legs. “These visions come when I sleep now. I’m not digging for them.”
Rico didn’t add that to her file. If her handler missed it, that would be a mark against the abrasive woman. “You won’t be able to keep spying if your family finds out you’ve given us the date.”
Alexa knew that too. Some of her family had killed themselves when they gained access to too much information. With the exception of a few, the Mitchel clan didn’t want the world to end. “Blame it on someone else.”
Rico considered that while waiting for his call to be answered. “They might find out anyway. People are bad at keeping secrets.”
“Not if they’re dead.” Alexa rotated toward the exit. “Blame it on my grandmother. They all believe she was crazy anyway.”
Rico watched the girl leave. She was most certainly right about the scapegoat working and about her coming removal orders. They were using her to clear out problems, but when the war came, she would be expendable. They’d only put so much time into her training because Adrian had insisted she would give them what they wanted the most. He was right and it will end up costing her life.
Rico ignored a tiny urge to help the girl. They didn’t have the same goals and she was definitely an enemy. Not a single Mitchel on this planet can be trusted and that includes her.




Chapter Seven
I’m Just a Killer
 
 
 
1
Alexa tapped on the divider between the front and rear of the van. “Let me out. I’ll walk in.”
The driver glanced at her handler.
That woman was already annoyed because she’d been ordered to come along for this delivery. “Keep going!”
The man in the passenger seat pointed at the curb. “Pull over.”
The driver immediately obeyed. He didn’t know who the stranger was, but he knew the man was higher in rank.
The handler scowled. “We deliver subjects directly!”
Rico swept the corn-lined highway in revulsion. It was too dark here, too green. “She has control of her choices this run.”
“Say that again!”
Rico answered slowly, unknowingly mocking the handler like Alexa had. “Should I say it slower?”
The woman bristled, flushing.
Alexa’s snicker floated through the divider. “Nice.”
The white van pulled over gently. It stayed in drive to be ready for the next order.
Rico peered through the divider. He saw Alexa practicing her draw and approved. She hadn’t been given enough bullets to handle all of the Snakes, but what she had would allow her to cut through most of the fighters, if she was wise enough to target them first. He assumed she would finish off the others with the poison she’d taken. He doubted she would have time to use the knives. Snakes were fast unless it was cold and the temperature right now was warm enough that they had the A/C running. He was certain she would need the smoke grenades. He expected this to be a wild chase where they collected Alexa’s body at the end. The Snakes would not be allowed to keep it. That’s part of why he was out here observing the run.
All of them were wearing civilian clothes and accessories. The gaudy scarf the handler had chosen was too obvious. She clearly wasn’t sent out into the field very often. Rico thought that was wise. She had no idea how to blend in and no will to learn.
Rico was the opposite. Though he rarely got out into the field, he always enjoyed it. The world has a lot to teach me.
“She’ll run off.” The handler tried to reestablish her authority through experience. “It took us months and a lot of lives to recapture her after the last assignment.”
Rico had read Alexa’s file from front to back, but her time with the giants hadn’t been included. Paper trails scattered slowly here in the States. In his home lab, that information would have been added while the run was happening. “Did she complete the task she was given?”
The handler’s face tightened. “Yes, but–”
“Unlock the door.”
The driver swept the light traffic going by and stayed ready to leave. He wasn’t allowed to touch the locks except in case of emergencies and even that list was very short.
The handler glared. “Do it yourself! I’m not a flunky!”
Rico chuckled derisively. “That is why I brought you along.”
“Say that again!”
Rico’s head turned. He glared.
The woman settled down, slumping in the seat. She tapped the floorboard with her shoe to deactivate the lock. Locks were hidden under the floor mats to make escapes harder.
“Give my father a message.”
Rico twitched at Alexa’s voice. She was right by the divider now. He nodded even though her father had been sent to monitor a group of resistance fighters in another country. Rico had been disappointed by that. Anyone his brother hated was someone Rico wanted to meet. “I’ll make sure the message is passed.”
The handler heard his pointed tone and grumped. “He’ll get it. Hurry up. We’ll draw attention just sitting here.”
Alexa’s voice was angry. “Tell him no more birthday gifts! I’m too old for that. I want money instead.”
Rico laughed as the girl went to the rear doors and opened one of them.
The handler watched the girl walk casually by the van, disproving her immediate flight theory. “That was a Mitchel message. She meant something other than what she said.”
Rico sighed. He didn’t like having his intelligence doubted. “This is going to be a very long week.”
The handler motioned at the driver. “Find a gas station. We’ll make a pit stop and come back. She’ll be long gone, but we’ll still swing by to verify it.”
The driver eased out into traffic.
Rico smiled at Alexa as they went by. Her ponytail bobbed rhythmically against her worn pack as she walked.
He was surprised when she gave him a grin and a wave. Then he realized she was building her cover as a hitchhiker.
He found himself excited to be witnessing a female Mitchel adventure. Lab files were full of missions the males had gone on. Female Mitchels who were successful killers were rare. Alexa was an oddity that more than one country was interested in. The labs were slow to share results however, forcing meetings and visits like this one.
Alexa swung the pack over her other shoulder and began the weary, steady trudge of those who lived their life going from place to place and getting nowhere. She looked like one of them. She felt like it as car after car passed her.
All of the people who saw the girl believed the act. They felt her restlessness, her lack of a home, her life on the fringe of society. They fell for it because it was real.
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Alexa saw the lab van on the other side of the highway as she reached the city. She didn’t react. She was deep into her character now. Road warriors only acknowledged traffic when they needed a ride. The rest of the time they focused on their feet and the feel of the street.
A lab subject given a short amount of freedom did the same.
Alexa breathed in deeply of the car fumes and the garbage and the growing corn. All of the smells were wonderful, even the ones that made her nose burn. She’d missed the world, though that same world didn’t know she existed. She refused to let bitterness sink in and ruin this moment.
The city loomed large and bright ahead of her. She didn’t stare at the tall buildings, the crisscrossing highways or the people waiting at crosswalks. She listened for the familiar sound of the van.
She found it a dozen cars behind her.
Alexa increased her pace to make the walk light that would keep them a traffic signal behind. Lab drivers weren’t trained in stealth. She didn’t want the Snakes to know her handlers were watching. That element of surprise might not matter in the end, but the stakes were too steep for her to take chances on it.
Busy people in business attire spotted her and quickly glanced away before she could beg them for spare change.
Street vendors skipped her in favor of hawking their wares to those who could afford to buy something.
The noise of the city increased, hurting her ears after a year of silence. Horns blared. Loud music thumped, voices shouted and laughed. She tolerated it like all of the other discomforts and pains in her life.
As soon as Alexa reached the next block, she darted over the crosswalk and vanished into an alley.
The few people who noticed shook their heads in disapproval of the transient existence and went on with their normal, boring lives.
The alley held dumpsters that were overflowing, pallets that had held items now being sold on the black market, and two drunken homeless men who didn’t budge as she went by. Alexa wasn’t even sure if they were breathing.
Alexa slid into the shadows and went dim. She’d practiced this during her year of alone time. Twice, the staff delivering her food hadn’t been able to see her right away.
She heard the van go by the alley. It would come back to where it had lost her.
She quickly went to the nearest sewer entrance. The lid pulled upward easily under her fingers.
The scrape of moving metal finally drew attention from the homeless men; their grips tightened on filthy, half-empty bottles.
The prints all around the sewer lid said this was a busy entrance to the underground. Alexa left the lid off so her handler would eventually figure out she’d gone underground like she was supposed to.
Cold liquid splashed up her boots as she landed. Rats scurried away from her.
Alexa hadn’t asked where the delivery was supposed to happen. She followed the mental map she’d copied when Rico suggested using the prison to trap her prey. Finding out the Snakes were living under it had sealed her plans.
The Arkansas Regional Detention Center stretched under the entrance to the city. The five stories above the ground near the courthouse were lost among the other high-rises. Most residents had no idea how large the prison really was.
Alexa did. She knew every street here, every alley, every sewer tunnel. Little Rock was the Mitchel hometown. Many of her visits and tours over the years had taken place here.
But I’ve never dealt with Snakes.
She’d heard the stories, but Snakes avoided their family. Mitchels returned the favor. The government didn’t like it when the two clans mixed or when they fought. It drew too much attention. As a result, Alexa didn’t know enough about Snake structure or their customs. She would have to learn them on the fly, maybe literally.
The two hard rules she did know about the secretive clans had helped form her plans for this run. The first was that Snakes only feared the government, water, and Mitchels, in that order. Her family had brokered a truce in the past, but only because the government had forced them to. That truce hadn’t been broken in two decades.
The second hard rule was more important. Snakes had just as much loyalty to their clans as Mitchels did. If you insulted one of them, they all took offense. If you stole from one of them, you stole from all of them. And if you murdered their leader, they wouldn’t stop hunting until you were in their cooking pot. Snakes loved human flesh. It was a staple of their diet and the main reason Mitchels despised them. Assassinating a Snake leader without starting a war was almost impossible.
Alexa spotted a glinting form standing near a rusted, dripping door. I do love a challenge.
The Snake woman heard her coming and rotated. Dim light from the grate above allowed Alexa to see one of her main targets. Snake guards were always high on a kill list, even the bad ones.
Alexa admired the woman’s long brown hair as she approached. It was braided and coiled atop her head, ending in a thick, fluffed tease that resembled a cobra. Alexa wondered how long it had taken the woman to achieve that. The shiny spots all over her brown clothes were also a fascination.
“State your businessss.”
Alexa hated the slithering slur. “I’m your visitor for the next week.”
“Sssay that again.”
The request brought annoyance. The forked tongue brought disgust. Alexa had heard about it, but she’d never been close enough to a Snake to see it for herself. She didn’t understand the need to mutilate a body that way, but Mitchels loved tattoos, including herself. She only had two right now, but she wanted more. In her opinion, everyone was entitled to do whatever they wanted with their body. The scientists didn’t agree. They’d been furious, but they hadn’t tried to remove the tats because of the locations. Burning ink away from the spine was dangerous. “I’m your visitor.”
The Snake woman scanned the thin girl in contempt. “We don’t take in vagabondsss.”
“I’m Alexa Mitchel.”
The Snake frowned, now reaching for her weapon.
Alexa grinned, trying to be charming. “Take me to your leader.”
The Snake rolled her eyes at the robotic copy of an old movie line. “Mitchelsss never do what they’re told.”
Alexa shrugged. “We have times where we’re forced into it. Like you guys are.”
The Snake nodded in commiseration. “One day we will all be free of their control.”
“From your mouth to God’s ears.”
The Snake yanked the heavy door open. “Keep that fairytale to yourself! We don’t buy it!”
Alexa lowered her head submissively. “My bad.”
The Snake pointed. “Go up two floors and talk to the guard there.”
Alexa assumed this Snake wasn’t allowed to leave her post. “My thanks.”
The Snake huffed. “We don’t need false gratitude either!” She slammed the door. “Mitchels are liars in everything they do!”
Alexa’s lips thinned. She hated it that her family had such a bad reputation. At some point, I’ll change that for us too.
The steps of the prison creaked and shed rusty bits as she went up. No light came through the crud-covered windows. A tiny glare above her allowed a view of where she was going. It didn’t let her see into any of the rooms she passed. She could feel people in all of them, but so far, she didn’t sense anyone like herself.
The Snakes didn’t have much power among them, but rumor said they did have a few descendants in their mix. The next part of her plan depended on the gossip that they wouldn’t allow magic users to be their leaders or to be anywhere near their leaders. If that applied to visitors as well, she would have to make other plans.
Alexa spotted the next guard. She was almost identical to the first one, even down to the teased cobra hair. Alexa assumed that represented their clan.
“Hello, up there.” Alexa smiled as the surprised guard turned her way, shiny hand reaching for her knife. “I delivered myself.”
This Snake accepted her words with a laugh. “I told them not to expect a normal delivery.” She opened the steel door and waved the girl in. “Go straight. They are waiting for you in the den.”
Alexa smiled. “Thanks!” She sniffed, stomach growling. “Smells good in here!”
The Snake glared now. “It’s lunch time for us. You’re on your own!”
The entrance shut.
Alexa sighed. “Been that way for 16 years.”
Alexa studied the dimly lit rooms as she walked by them. Some were odd, like the one that held tanks of rats and tanks of snakes. There was nothing else in there.
Other rooms grossed her out, like the butchering station and the hanging meat that she refused to identify.
The sleeping spaces held silken draperies and large cushions that looked more comfortable than her own bare mattress. Soft fires flickered in cans and old grills; the smell of smoke was strong, but a draft was pulling it upward. Snake women came to those fires, holding out shaking hands that told Alexa they couldn’t handle even the mild chill down here without a heat source.
The few men in these rooms didn’t have that problem. They labored on various chores, cooking, cleaning, and sewing, while sweating in their all-red outfits. It was another oddity. Alexa had never seen a gender flip, though she recognized it. The women here were in charge. She was very curious about how that had happened and why the men weren’t fighting it. Mitchels would never tolerate this setup.
“You have failed ussss again! You are not fit to be our leader!”
The shout drew Alexa’s attention.
“Control your temper and listen! It’s not alwayssss time to fight!”
“As you say! Not me!”
Alexa noticed the sleeping people didn’t move at all despite the noisy argument echoing from the largest area. That said it was a common event.
She passed a small chamber that held baskets of shiny material that she identified as snake scales after a few seconds of concentration. There were bottles of glue stacked 10 deep on a shelf in that space. She connected it to the shiny outfits the guards were wearing. Clever.
She wondered if the scales provided just camouflage or if they also gave protection from attacks. Snake scales were strong.
Alexa kept going through the long hall. No one stopped her progress. She was glad, but she also disapproved. The Snakes weren’t being careful and it was going to cost them everything.
Alexa examined the meeting area as she got closer, estimating the enemy.
The round office space held chairs and long curtains that blocked most of the light. Three dozen shiny Snake women stood or sat around a concrete fire pit that was blazing. All of them were armed, scarred, and wore long braids curled around their bodies. It made it look like they were wearing actual snakes. Alexa admired the intimidation technique.
The Snakes were dressed in brown shirts and pants that were covered in tiny, shiny scales of different dark shades. Their eyeshadow was the only thing that set them apart from each other. Some of it was blue, some of it was black, some of it was red. It was a bit like the dressing room of clowns before a show, except these clowns were preening in the dim sunlight that was making it through the dirty window.
Alexa spotted an older woman without any makeup and judged her to be the leader. Being plain marked her.
The argument caught her attention again. Alexa slowed to listen.
“She comes here to ssspy on us! Why did you agree?!”
“They do not give me a choice.”
“We are ready to fight them now, Elder!”
“No! They will wipe usss out. We have to wait.”
“While we wait, our people grow weaker. Your leadership is weakening usss!”
“Do you wish to battle me for the right to lead, Marla?”
Silence fell.
Alexa stored it all, adding pieces to her plan.
“Our guesssst has arrived.”
The call from the top floor sentry who’d let her in brought the argument to a halt. Everyone turned, staring.
Alexa grimaced. “Sorry if I interrupted. I can wait outside.” Falling into her role was easy. Blocking her thoughts was not. She wanted to examine every one of these women and come to conclusions that would allow her to succeed. She settled for dropping her eyes and letting her nose and ears do the work.
“Where isss your handler?”
Alexa shrugged at the demand from the shortest woman, Marla. “I ditched them. They’re probably still circling the block, hunting for me.”
Marla laughed through her nose. “Mitchels do not obey rules. I win!”
Another woman handed over a short blade with a grunt. “I thought the younger ones were trained better.”
Alexa bit her lip to hold in a snotty response.
Marla and the leader exchanged another glare. Alexa understood their rivalry wasn’t new or just because of her. There was old drama in those heated glares.
“They will expect us to care for her.” The Snake elder waved Alexa forward. “We will call in your arrival, so they do not believe we have harmed one of their subjects.”
Alexa nodded. “Good idea. They might overreact. It would be a shame if you were hurt because of me.”
The other Snakes hissed at her veiled threat. The sound was ominous.
The elder took it as a warning. “You have come to us to be trained.”
Alexa stared back icily. “That is their wish, not mine.”
“As is our participation in thisss.” The elder studied her with deep brown eyes and a forked tongue that came out and scented the air to catch her smell.
Alexa stared. Never seen that before. “You’re not going to do that to me, are you?”
The elder scoffed. “You are too fragile to withstand the mark of a Snake.”
“Good!” Alexa sat on the floor by the woman’s feet, looking around. “The government thinks there are more of you. I was told there are five dozen.”
Woman huffed and shook their heads.
The elder hoped Alexa was here for more than just training. She gave a piece of information that was dangerous, hoping it would convince the girl to give her family a positive report. A pact with the Mitchels might allow their plan to succeed. Right now, they were on their own and it wasn’t enough to fight the government. “We are double that number.”
Alexa was surprised to be told that so quickly. She immediately used it to her advantage. “I’ll have to tell them that when I go back. Maybe you shouldn’t give me any more information for them to use against you.”
The elder studied her. “Why would you protect us?”
Alexa stared back. “Because Mitchels do not want a war with your clan. My orders will cause that.”
More hisses echoed through the den.
“You were sent to kill me.”
Snake women slithered toward them.
Alexa smiled coldly. “I’d rather make a deal that screws them and saves both of our clans.”
“Guards!”
The elder lifted a hand. “I would hear thisss deal.”
“Get her out of here!”
The elder ignored Marla, keeping her focus on Alexa. “What happens if we cannot come to an arrangement?”
Alexa didn’t lie. “I’ll try to carry out my orders. You’ll kill me. My family will seek revenge. Both sides will suffer and lose strength. Either way, our controllers win.”
“As you ssssay.” The elder was tired of always being in that position, but she didn’t know what to do about it. “They hold all the power.”
“For now.” Alexa was aware of the room filling with angry Snake women. Like the elder, she kept her focus on the one who mattered the most. “You know of the coming war?”
The elder nodded. “Our Seer has told us.”
Alexa wasn’t happy to hear they had a Seer. She pushed on anyway. “When the war comes, your clan can be free. The government will no longer have the manpower to enforce their rules.”
“They will send magic users...” The elder eyed her warily.
Alexa quickly shook her head. “I’m just a killer.”
The elder didn’t call her a liar, but she knew the girl was more than just an assassin because of this conversation. “You are an ambassador for your family. Word has spread of your deals, of your ethics.”
Alexa sighed. “I’ve tried having none, but being like the rest of my family doesn’t please me.”
The elder recognized a kindred soul. “Ssssame.”
Alexa was suddenly sorry for the plan she’d made. But she didn’t change her mind. The deal with Rico was more important to her than these lives and the hanging human carcasses in the other room said they weren’t innocent.
The elder gestured. “Bring her food and drink. Get a sleeping cot ready for her, away from the heat. Normals don’t need it as much as we do.”
Alexa sensed a lie in the elder’s orders. She still smiled. “Thank you.”
“Do not shower me with false gratitude!”
Alexa dropped her head again at the scold, but she was already tired of acting submissive. It wasn’t in her nature.
Many of the Snakes relaxed and started going back to their posts.
Not Marla. She felt the threat even though she didn’t know what form it would take. “We should kill her and eat her body. We’ll tell them she ran away.”
“The Seer will decide when she returns.” The elder caught Alexa’s slight flinch and glared. “If you have lied, we will do as Marla wants. We prefer male flesh, but that of a Mitchel will do in any gender.”
“Why do you hate Mitchels? I thought we had a truce in place.”
The elder hissed, showing curved teeth that didn’t belong on a human. “They caused the life we now suffer! We fought together, hunted together, and they betrayed us!”
Alexa was tired of hearing that from people. “I don’t suppose there was a good reason for it?”
“They were given more authority over the other clans, the other families.” Marla glared. “They did it for power.”
The elder motioned. “Feed her and care for her needs. If the Seer clears her, we will discuss a deal where Snakes and Mitchels are no longer bitter enemies. If she is not cleared, we will roast her at dusk and enjoy her flesh for days to come.”
Alexa slowly stood up, eyes now glittering. “Mitchels haven’t been in the west in my lifetime. Why didn’t you go reclaim your home?”
The elder refused to answer.
Alexa slid her hands down her hoodie to remove the grime that had come from the floor. “I’m sorry, really.”
The elder grunted. “Mere words cannot make up for something that happened in the past.”
“I agree.”
“Then why the apology?”
“Because I almost like you. You’re a hard bitch who’s struggling to provide a future for her clan. I respect that.”
Before the woman could reply, Alexa drew her gun in a blur and fired one perfect shot.
As the elder’s body slid to the floor, Alexa huffed. “I guess I didn’t need years of practice after all.”




Chapter Eight
Say That Again
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Alexa brought up her strongest shield.
A knife bounced off it. Fists slammed into it. Hissing fighters surrounded her.
“We will eat you!”
“Kill her!”
More guards and residents hurried into the room, unsure what was happening.
Alexa found Marla through the crowd of furious Snakes. “I just gave you leadership! Grab it!”
Marla stared at the dead elder.
Supporters of the elder kept attacking Alexa’s shield, hissing and threatening an awful death.
Marla’s supporters understood what was about to happen. They went to her for orders and to protect her.
Marla hadn’t planned to fight for leadership. She’d respected the elder who was in charge even though she hadn’t liked the woman. “I claim leadership!”
Some of the elder’s supporters swung toward Marla, grabbing their weapons.
Marla’s fighters drew their knives.
A chaotic battle began. Blood hit the floor and the walls.
Alexa was forgotten about as the Snakes realized leadership of their clan was up for grabs. She waited a few seconds and then calmly walked out.
Her shield protected her from knives and rocks and the occasional kick or punch as Snakes ran by her to join the fray. She would feel guilty for this later. Right now, she was proud. “There’s no need to fight the enemy if you can get them to slaughter themselves.”
Snakes who heard her words were already in the middle of death and life struggles.
Alexa went to the food prep room.
The cook raised her cleaver as Alexa entered.
The cook was almost as big as Alexa’s handler, though she was younger. She was also dedicated to her job. She’d kept working instead of joining the fight. Or maybe she’s a coward.
Alexa smiled. “Can I wait in here with you? I don’t know how to fight like they’re doing.”
The cook nodded curtly. “What happened?”
“Someone shot your leader.”
“Say it again!”
“The elder is dead. Marla claimed control.” Alexa scanned the two boiling pots over the fire. “Can I have a little? I haven’t been fed yet.”
The cook was already rushing to the door, cleaver still raised.
So not a coward, just dedicated. Alexa went to the opposite side of the pots, so she could view the entrance. Then she dropped her shield and sniffed. “That one’s rat.”
Alexa scooped a cup out and sat it next to the pot. They didn’t use bowls. There was only a tall stack of cups.
She scanned the doorway.
Snakes ran by without looking in, drawn by the gunshot and the screams that were echoing all through the den.
Alexa opened one of the poison pouches while it was still in her pocket. She went to the second pot, sniffing. “Snake? Interesting.”
She scooped a cup of that one as well and sat it next to the first.
Alexa scanned the doorway again.
More Snakes ran by. None of them glanced into the food room.
Alexa quickly dumped half of the poison into each pot and dropped the empty pouch onto the floor with the other garbage. She kicked it under a pile of molding wrappers and then picked up both of the cups she’d dipped.
She went to the far wall and sat, stomach growling. She’d eaten fried rat before. Snake stew and rat soup were new to her. She started eating while the fighting raged on.
The screams grew louder. More Snakes ran up the steps. One of them looked into the food room and slid to a stop as the others ran by.
It was the guard from the bottom floor.
Alexa took another large drink of the rat soup. It was surprisingly good.
The Snake woman’s face darkened.
Alexa shrugged. “They were fighting when I came up. I got out of the way.”
The guard grunted angrily. “Infighting will destroy us all.”
Alexa took a mouthful of the snake stew and chewed. It wasn’t bad. She swallowed. “You should save the cook. It’s hard to find someone who can make rats taste good.”
The guard sheathed her blade and entered the food space. She had no desire to kill any of her clan.
The guard went to the bubbling pots and scooped out a cup.
She and Alexa enjoyed the meal without talking.
The fight began to wind down. Shouts came instead of screams. The grunts of pain and death faded.
Alexa belched loudly. “The soup was better, but the stew was still nice. Thank you for your hospitality.”
The Snake guard frowned as her stomach clenched. “Are all Mitchelsss this calm around death?”
“Well, we’re usually the cause of it.”
The guard caught her smug tone. “You did this.”
Alexa sat her empty cups down and brought up her shield. “Your Seer did it.”
The guard scoffed. “She isn’t even here.”
“Yeah, I noticed that too. She knew what was coming and avoided the fight.”
The guard scowled. “That traitor!”
Alexa kept pushing this where she needed it to go. “She’s been telling the government about your resistance plans. She’s the reason they wanted your elder gone.”
“It’s not resistance!” The guard’s stomach roiled. She grimaced. “We want our kids back!”
Alexa’s smugness faded. I should have known Rico was lying.
The guard went to the door, furious and cramping. “Get the Seer when she comes in! She did this to us!”
Alexa stayed where she was, enjoying the warmth of the fires, the full stomach, and her success. She refused to let the guilt affect her yet. She would deal with that when she was returned to her cell.
“The Seer betrayed us! She’s a spy!”
“That’s my mother you’re accusing!”
A new fight started, this time between the Seer’s family and the winners of the first fight.
Alexa sat there listening to them kill each other. Half of her run was done. Another part of it would be finished when those victorious fighters came in for a meal. All that would leave was the dozen or so who weren’t here now and those who were smart enough to avoid the food.
Alexa didn’t think many of them would be. Snakes weren’t known for using their brains. “If they’d been smart, they would have slit my throat as soon as I arrived.”
The battle ended abruptly. Alexa listened to Marla and the bottom door guard.
“Where is she?!”
“Who?”
“Our guest!”
“Hiding in the prep room. She’s scared.”
“She should be!”
“Wait! The Seer did this!”
“Oh, shut up!”
Alexa kept her shield in place as Marla appeared in the entranceway.
The neatly coiffed Snake from 20 minutes ago was gone. In her place was a bloody fighter with wild hair and several minor wounds.
Alexa nodded politely. “Congratulations.”
Marla staggered in, still holding her blood-covered blade. “Why?”
“The government found out about your plans. They decided on a change in leadership instead of wiping you all out.” Alexa felt no guilt for that lie. Lying was part of her job.
Marla added the clues. “It’s true. Someone betrayed us.”
“Yes. Your Seer is the most likely.” Alexa belched again. “Good grub here.”
Marla didn’t put away her knife yet. “You don’t really know for sure.”
“My handler mentioned you guys having a magic user.” Alexa yawned. “The only way she would have known that is if the magic user came to our complex. They don’t let my handler out. She talks too much.”
Marla wanted to be sure. The Seer would be no easy fight. “It could have been someone else.”
“True.” Alexa glanced around as more Snakes came into the room. “But none of these fled when the fight started. Your Seer made sure she wasn’t here for the action.”
Marla sheathed her blade. “She was supposed to bring you in.”
“My handler said whoever was meeting us doesn’t like the structure you guys have.” Alexa frowned as if thinking about it. “Maybe she wanted to be in charge?”
“That traitor!”
Several other Snakes hissed in agreement.
Marla gestured, sending red droplets flying. “The Seer hassss always been angry that she can’t be around our elder. She’s been trying to get that law changed.”
“Well, it didn’t work.” Alexa leaned against the wall, dropping her shield. “I want it known that this wasn’t my idea. I didn’t want to come here. I didn’t want any part of a feud between our clans.”
Marla could tell the girl meant that. “Then why did you do it?”
“I love my family.” Alexa’s helpless anger came through in her voice. “My handler said she would hurt them if I refused.”
Snakes hissed again, but there was commiseration in it this time.
“May they all rot!”
Alexa thought of the coming war. “I heard someone finally gave them the date the world will end.”
Marla scowled. “Your handler gossips too much. She needs to be replaced.”
Alexa smiled. “My thoughts exactly.”
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“That’s not true! I didn’t do any of that!” The handler rotated toward Rico. “You have to believe me!”
Rico glared. “Be quiet.”
He wanted to listen to Alexa’s manipulations, not the handler’s whining.
“But they’ll kill me for this, and I didn’t do it!”
“I believe you.” The van stank with the handler’s unwashed body. Rico had rolled the window down, but it hadn’t helped much. He was ready to send her back to the complex and finish that business later.
The handler calmed. She tried to smile. “Thank you for believing me.”
Rico snorted. “No. I believe they’ll kill you for it.”
The driver fought a snigger and failed. It was beautiful to witness her being put in her place.
The handler drew back one huge arm and punched the driver in the face.
Rico slid his knife out and waited, curious if she would flip out and kill the man. He didn’t care about the driver’s life, but studying mental issues was a hobby. If she made the mistake of turning her rage on him, Rico planned to handle it quickly and without mercy.
The driver lifted a thick shield and glared at the handler.
Trapped between the two magic-using males, the handler had no choice but to control herself. She kicked the dashboard repeatedly, venting her anger on the only thing that wouldn’t fight back. Muscles and rage couldn’t compare to magic.
Rico opened the van door and stepped out into the warm breeze with the radio so he could hear what was happening. Alexa’s gun belt held the microphone. She hadn’t been told it was there.
The driver lowered his shield, took the keys, and joined Rico.
Rico was pleased when the driver took up a bodyguard’s place over him.
The handler was not.
Rico had left his guards at the complex, much to their dismay. His brother wouldn’t like it either. But he’s in Australia, so slam him.
Alexa’s voice came through the radio. “Can I have seconds, or should I wait until you guys eat?”
Rico chuckled softly. “Amazing courage.”
If they called her bluff, she would have to eat. Rico already knew she had poisoned the food. She wouldn’t have mentioned it so many times if she hadn’t.
“You can wait. There are many of us to feed.”
“Okay.”
Rico leaned against the van, not caring that people going by were taking curious peeks at them. The two drunken bums had already staggered off with their bottles. The van was near the sewer where Alexa had vanished. He was going to stay right here and give her a ride back to the complex, if she surrendered herself like she was supposed to.
He doubted she would. Anyone smart enough to turn the Snakes against each other, eat their food, and then poison the survivors had already made a plan for the end of the run. Rico just hoped they were able to follow. He hadn’t had this much fun in the field in years.
“The Seer’sss back! She is here!”
Rico was certain that magic user was guilty despite knowing Alexa was playing the Snakes against each other. He glanced at the handler. “How did she know?”
The handler rolled up the window and slumped in the middle seat.
Rico’s eyes narrowed. “She mixed lies with the truth. That one was true.”
The driver kept watch over Rico and gloated. He hated Alexa’s handler too. Everyone did. The woman had abused subjects and staff equally over the years. The driver didn’t care if she really had gossiped around Alexa. If there was a chance that the woman would be punished, he just wanted to be there when it happened.
“And so you may.” Rico increased the volume on the radio.
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Alexa knew she couldn’t battle the Seer even before the powerful woman came into view.
Marla gave her first order as the new leader. “Kill her!”
Alexa drew energy to be ready anyway. She rarely used her gifts; she’d never had a magic battle.
The Seer reacted defensively, protecting herself while reading their minds to find out what had happened.
Alexa swallowed nervously as a strong sense of fury turned her way.
Even the Snakes who were attacking the Seer’s shield shied from it, using their knives instead of their fists. They knew not to touch it.
Alexa rose to her feet, hands automatically dropping to her holsters.
Marla threw her last knife at their angry Seer. It pinged off the shield.
More knives did the same. The Seer marched forward without firing back. She was using her energy to keep her protective barrier at full strength. “The world is about to have one lessss Mitchel in it! I’ll deal with all of you after she’s dead!”
The Seer was tall, lean, dressed in dull, plain clothes, and carrying a fire in her green eyes that could have set entire cities ablaze. Dangerous didn’t even come close to describing her. Trying to battle the woman with magic wasn’t an option.
Alexa considered running. Then Mitchel steel stiffened her spine and opened her mouth. “You’ll never be good enough! They’ll never let you into the top ranks. You’ll be a guard dog all your life!”
The Seer hissed, fury building.
Alexa stood pat as the dangerous enemy approached. She fired a second oral blow and scored another perfect hit. “They killed your family right before you got here!”
The Seer staggered. Pain went over her face. Then her rage erupted. She dropped her shield and fired flames.
Her heat traveled one side of the prep space, setting Snake women on fire. Screams filled the room, along with a charred stench.
The Seer spun back toward Alexa with her demon form bleeding through.
“Big mistake.” Alexa fired with both guns this time.
The Seer was blown into the doorframe. She slid down it, leaving a bloody trail.
The Snakes slapped themselves and each other, trying to extinguish the flames. Those who hadn’t been hit with fire cheered in relief.
Alexa realized they’d feared their Seer. It didn’t stop a new wave of guilt that she quickly smothered until it had no oxygen left to feed on.
Marla dumped her water bottle over her burning hair, hissing at the pain.
The bottom guard staggered to the bathroom area and threw up.
The other Snakes laughed as they finished putting themselves out.
“She can’t handle the fighting.”
“She will be replaced.”
No need. Alexa reloaded her Colts.
Marla watched the Mitchel. Something isn’t right. But she didn’t know what it was.
“We have a new leader!”
“We will have a celebration!”
The Snakes congratulated Marla. No one was going to challenge her with Alexa standing there, just waiting to use her guns again. The Snakes had a few firearms, but they couldn’t train with them or it would draw the ire of the government. Like fire, water, and magic, guns were feared.
Alexa holstered in a neat move that surprised her. She’d practiced that without weapons for the last year, but she hadn’t thought it would work. She’d done it to pass the time. I’ll add that to the training plans for my crew.
Alexa went back to her spot along the wall. “Is that all of the elder’s supporters?”
Marla strolled over to the food pots, wiping her bloody hands on her clothes. “We took them all out in the first wave.
“The Seer might have had an accomplice.”
“The Seer has no friends here. Her family is dead.”
Alexa needed to know if all of the clan was now in this den, but it was a struggle to find a way to verify it. She settled for opening a ration bar and sitting down.
Marla frowned. “You can have seconds now.” After killing their Seer, Marla felt it was rude to deny the girl anything she wanted.
Alexa waved it off. “I was being greedy. I’m sure you have a patrol to feed after all of these fighters eat.”
Her words worked like magic. The Snakes hurried over to get a cup of food at the reminder. Their cook didn’t always make enough for everyone.
Marla sipped her soup. “Our last patrol is only six strong. They can eat tomorrow if needed.”
Alexa smiled again, putting her charming mask back on. “Is there somewhere you want me to sleep, or can I just crash right here?”
Marla came over to Alexa. “The elder had us prepare a cold, dirty space on the bottom level that sometimes floods when it rains.”
Alexa wasn’t surprised. “What training did she arrange for me?”
Marla couldn’t help a wistful sigh. “We were going to hunt you through the dank sewers for the entire week.” Marla had been looking forward to the excitement. The life of a Snake was boring.
Alexa shuddered. Many of her brothers had gone through that test. Less than half of them had come out of it without being mentally or physically disfigured.
Marla chuckled. “No need to fear. We will not harm you now. Sleep anywhere. Eat whatever. You are under my protection.”
“Thank you.” Alexa leaned against the dirty wall. Her hand tightened on the ration bar.
It was the action of someone who had been starved. Her thin body and hawklike profile made it easy to believe.
Marla sipped her soup and examined what remained of her clan. I am the leader!
Her stomach churned.
Marla calmed herself. It’s a big job, but I will do it well.
 
In the bathroom area, the bottom door guard vomited up blood one more time and slid to the floor. Her breathing stopped.
No one noticed.
 
“Tell me a story.”
Marla swallowed the last of her soup, frowning. “What did you say?”
Alexa sighed. This run would always be remembered for how many times she’d heard that. “I want a story as I fall asleep.”
She laid over, bringing up her shield. “Tell me about your home. The one in the west.”
All of the Snakes moaned in longing at the same time, sending a strange echo through the room.
Marla’s eyes glazed over. “We have family there who do not have controllers. They send us letters with images of caves and heat that is dry. The sun shines heavily, warming them and they are able to be in the open, without a life in the sewers. We have only visited them once…”
Alexa dozed.
Marla’s voice brought fond memories for the other Snakes. They sat and ate and listened, unknowingly sealing their own doom.
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Alexa finally let go of her shield as the last body fell. She stayed still, listening and regaining her energy. Holding her shield while the dying Snakes attacked it had been one of the hardest physical things she’d ever done. Alexa vowed to practice it until an hour wouldn’t even put a dent in her stamina.
Movement caught her attention. She stepped over the bloody corpses and the puddles of poisoned vomit to reach the last woman who was still breathing.
Marla peered up at Alexa as blood trickled from her nose. She cried red tears that ran over her cheek and dripped onto the filthy floor.
Marla’s hand unclenched around a Polaroid as she gasped in a last breath and slowly let it out.
Alexa knelt to retrieve the picture.
The four smiling, happy kids crushed Alexa.
That’s her family.
I killed their mother.
Even if they’re rescued, they’ll never be happy again.
I did that to them.
Huge tears rolled out of her eyes and fell onto Marla’s body.
Alexa let go of the picture. It drifted to the floor and sank in the muck.
Alexa cried harsh sobs of guilt and regret. The soft flicker of the fire threw gruesome shadows over her.
A door opened on the bottom level.
Alexa’s tears dried up. Deep depression took their place. I don’t want to do this anymore.
Steps echoed. Cheerful voices called out to dead friends and family.
I’ll let them kill me. I deserve it.
The steps came faster when no one answered their calls. They pounded up the steps, becoming worried.
Alexa fought the suicidal voices in her mind and the one that tried to convince her she’d done nothing wrong by removing a future threat. Only one thing really mattered.
If I don’t follow through, life will be worse for my family.
She swallowed a moan. But I’ll never forget how this feels. Anytime I think of this run the guilt will crush me.
Alexa leaned down and shut Marla’s accusing eyes.
The kids in the picture glared at her, no longer smiling and happy.
Alexa slowly drew her guns.
The returning patrol flew by, drawn by the bodies in the hallway and the strong smell of decay. They hurried into the main den, crying out in horror.
“The elder has been killed!”
“They’re all dead!”
Alexa lifted her guns as she exited the prep room. She trudged toward the patrol, heart turning to ice. Someone should put me down.
The patrol all turned at the sound of her steps on the dirty floor behind them.
Alexa opened fire.




Chapter Nine
My Family
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“Pick me up now. Gainesville courthouse.” Alexa stood near the steps, transient cover in place with her filthy clothes, sweaty body, and hood up to cover her matted hair.
The hated white van came around the corner a few seconds later.
Alexa wasn’t surprised that they’d put a tracker and a mic in her gear. She assumed it was on her belt. The only surprise was that they’d allowed her the full week, six days of which had been spent doing whatever she wanted. She knew she had Rico to thank for that.
The van stopped in front of her.
Alexa went to the rear and climbed in. The lock echoed loudly, reminding her that she was once again a subject in a lab.
Alexa took off her pack and settled onto the seat near the divider.
“Did you enjoy yourself?”
Alexa didn’t take offense at Rico’s curious voice. “It had some good moments.” She unlaced her boots and pushed them off. Funky odors rose to assault her nose. She hadn’t taken them off since this run started. “I assume you cleaned up my mess.”
“Yes. There was a fire.” Rico shifted in the front seat so he could watch the girl. “Nice job.”
Alexa’s handler glared at Rico. “She missed three of them. Her run was not successful!”
Alexa stiffened.
Rico grunted in annoyance. “Three male captives do not count in the totals. She eliminated double the number that we were told existed. She completed her run.” Before the handler could argue, Rico’s eyes lit up pale red. “Speak again. I dare you.”
The handler’s mouth snapped shut so fast her teeth smacked together. This week had been rough on her. Eating in the van, sleeping in the van, using public restrooms. She glared. When I get that girl in my office, she’s going to pay for every minute of it!
Alexa pried off her stiff, stinking socks. “All three of them went to another Snake clan. I trailed them for a while.”
Rico found a more comfortable spot for his feet in the floorboard that was covered in their garbage. “Why?”
“I wasn’t sure if it would violate our deal.” Alexa tossed the sock against the side of the van. It stuck there. “They were met by a group of Snakes from Georgia with python-styled hair. They killed the men and ate them right there. They thought the men were spies.”
Rico added that to his notes.
Alexa pulled off the hoodie. “The python clan was going west to join family in the caves. That’s all they were thinking about. Three dozen of them. After they ate, they split up, but all of them went to the tracks to ride the rails.”
Rico took faster notes. “Anything else?”
Alexa snorted as the van gently drove away from where she’d spent most of her time for the last few days. “This isn’t part of our deal.”
Rico’s lip curled in half of a smile. “I’ll give you something you want very much.”
Alexa leaned against the warm van wall. “There were three magic users in the python clan. All of them are carrying magic users and they’re close to delivering. They won’t make it to the west coast before they give birth.” Alexa went on, not feeling guilty now or anything else. She was numb. “This clan was very scared of water. They’ll avoid sewers and lakes. Check deep woods where even hunters won’t go.”
Rico was pleased. Three Snake hybrid newborns would provide new subjects that both labs wanted. Offspring of Snakes and magic users rarely made it to the second trimester.
Alexa was ready to doze. The rocking motion of the van was already making her sleepy. “They’re going west because the rest of their clan decided to rescue the kids that were taken from them.”
The handler smirked.
Rico wrote it down, impressed that Alexa had discovered his lie but wasn’t flipping out about it.
“Why would I? You don’t make those choices any more than I do.”
“Very true.” Rico shut his book and stored it.
Alexa allowed herself one question, just to verify what she already knew. “The kids are dead, right?”
Rico glanced at the handler.
The handler chuckled happily. “Of course. The Snakes are organizing to rescue a room full of little corpses.”
Rico wasn’t easily horrified, but he found that emotion creeping in now. “You left them rotting in a cell for their parents to find?”
“Yes. Brilliant right?” The handler’s smile was huge. “One of my better ideas.”
“Why bother? When they break in, they will be killed.”
The handler was annoyed that he couldn’t appreciate her genius. “So they will know what happened. I don’t want even one of them to think their brats survived and have any hope in their hearts as they die.”
“I see.” Rico glanced through the divider.
Alexa’s eyes were shut, but tears were oozing from under her lids. He felt her pain deeply.
Rico settled back into his seat. “What happens when we reach the complex?”
The handler grinned again. “I get to debrief her in my office. Then she’ll be stripped, hosed, and put back into her cell. Your deal didn’t include her.”
Rico knew. He hadn’t been able to push things that far. The boss of the US lab was already unhappy that the other Mitchels would have to be treated better. “What happens after I leave?”
The handler wanted to say things would return to the way they had been. Instead, she scowled. “We’ll honor your deal. My boss doesn’t want trouble with yours.”
“No one does. Carl is a bastard that even the devil would appease or avoid.” Rico made a fast choice and then set it up. “You’ll stay by me when we go in. This would be a good time for her to attack.”
The driver realized Rico meant him. “Yes, sir.”
The driver often provided protection for their crews. He didn’t mind most of the time. He didn’t mind at all this time.
The handler’s big lips puckered. “She won’t have any fight left in her after my debriefing.”
Rico didn’t answer.
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“Arms up.”
Alexa obeyed, standing stiffly as the driver patted her down. She’d taken off everything but the pants and shirt while Rico vanished into the complex and her handler glared eagerly.
They were in the garage. She was locked in and surrounded by guards who wouldn’t hesitate to hurt her. Some of these men had been here when she was brought in after hunting the giants. They expected trouble; they were hoping for it.
Alexa didn’t move.
The driver did his job, feeling all along her curves and gaps, making sure she didn’t have any weapons still on her, but he wasn’t rough.
Alexa’s handler compared the contents of the dirty back pack to the list of what Alexa had taken. “It’s all here.” She was disappointed. It was one less reason to punish the girl. “Get up there.”
Alexa walked ahead of the handler and driver through the long, cold hallway. She knew the handler wanted her to fight back or run so the punishment could be worse. Alexa refused to give her what she wanted.
Alexa spotted Rico outside the handler’s office and felt relief that he was still here. She didn’t let it show.
“Stop.”
Alexa waited outside the door.
Rico stood by the office, observing. His big guards were also present, but they were bored. A week of being here hadn’t given them any action.
Alexa considered changing that, but a few minutes of excitement wasn’t worth the extra beating she would get for it.
The handler tossed the backpack at the driver. “Put that away.”
The driver caught it awkwardly.
The handler pointed at her office. “Get in there.”
Alexa braced for pain. The handler’s furious voice said this would get ugly.
Rico motioned to the driver, telling him to stay.
Rico’s guards glanced around, brightening at the possibility of action.
“Wait.” Rico smiled at Alexa. “Thank you for a very interesting session.”
When he held out a hand, Alexa automatically shook with him, surprised.
Something sharp pressed into her palm.
Alexa took it with a sigh. “I’d say anytime, but that isn’t up to me.”
“So true.” Rico retreated. “Finish your run now.”
Alexa curled both hands into fists, trembling. She entered the handler’s office in what appeared to be terror.
The handler entered and slammed the door, denying Rico a view even though he would be able to hear everything.
Alexa sat.
The handler went to her comfortable chair and plopped down. She stared at Alexa in eager cruelty. “You have a lot to answer for.”
“So do you.” Alexa finally dropped the submissive role she’d been playing to protect her family. Letting go of that weight was indescribable. “Where would you like to begin?”
Caught off guard, the handler stared, trying to figure out what was happening.
Death entered the room.
Alexa relaxed her posture. She smiled in genuine happiness. “Your time here has finally come to an end, you evil bitch.”
“What did you say?!”
Grief, regret, and fury slammed into Alexa. She reacted like a Mitchel.
The handler got her hands up as Alexa flew across the desk, but she couldn’t avoid the small blade that plunged into her neck.
Alexa shoved the knife into the woman in delight, laughing wildly. “You’re fired!”
She jerked her hand. Blood sprayed the walls and desk, reaching over to the entrance.
The handler knocked the girl into the desk with her elbow, hands trying to stop the flow of blood from her neck. She staggered toward the door, unable to call for help.
Alexa slid to the floor and sliced through the back of the woman’s ankle. She ducked aside as the handler fell against the wall, gurgling out a scream. Then she straddled the woman, stabbing her right eye. “Welcome to retirement!”
Alexa stabbed the handler’s throat again, slicing sideways as she ripped the blade free. Blood gushed over them both.
Alexa shoved the blade into the woman’s stomach and ripped downward, now coated in gore and madness. She stared into the handler’s remaining eye as she twisted it. “Never cross a Mitchel. We’ll fuck you up in the end!”
Rico stopped his guards and the driver from going in. “She’s just finishing her run. Enjoy the moment.”
They understood orders had come down for the handler to be removed.
The driver let out a soft cheer.
Rico smiled. “Always happy to help.”
“Enjoy hell, you nasty cunt!”
Alexa’s voice was the happiest that any of them had ever heard from a subject.
Stabbing and squelching noises came again and then silence fell.
Rico waited patiently. He’d promised to give her something she really wanted. Letting her enjoy it was part of honoring that deal.
Alexa opened the door. Blood dripped from her hands. It coated her arms and legs and parts of her hair and face.
Rico chuckled. “That’s what I expected when we picked you up.”
Alexa dropped the slippery blade. “I didn’t hate the Snakes.”
“And yet, you still killed them all.”
“I protected my family.” She peered at him through layers of blood. “You will make sure they honor the deal?”
“It’s in writing.” He shrugged. “That may change in the future. Nothing is forever.”
“I’ll look ahead once a month and verify that the date hasn’t changed. My family stays protected.”
“Deal.” Rico motioned to the driver. “Make sure she gets to where she’s supposed to be now.”
The driver didn’t touch her. He walked next to her, very happy with the way this run had turned out.
Rico watched her leave, sad that he didn’t have more time here to observe her. “Enjoy your month in Hawaii.”
Alexa refused to answer. She liked Rico and that was dangerous. I don’t want friends or bonds. All they do is hurt me.
Rico understood completely.
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Alexa withstood the cold hose in the shower without reacting. The guards leering at her naked body were almost a comfort. Being out in the world was confusing. This terrible place felt like home.
Alexa wrapped the scratchy towel around herself and followed the driver to her isolation cell. She’d bargained better conditions for her family, not for herself, but this was where she needed to be right now anyway. She wasn’t able to control her emotions enough to be around anyone. The wrong comment might cause her destructive rage to spew out.
The driver shut the door to her cell. It locked with a loud echo.
Alexa dropped the towel and began dressing in the torn leggings and thin gown that had been put on her cot. Neither of them had been washed. She left the underclothes on the bed. If they wanted to fight her over that, she was willing now that her family wouldn’t be punished for it. In fact, she now had the freedom to resist almost any order they gave her. She just had to survive the consequences. And I can do that now. I have the dream of Hawaii to hold me through.
The driver lingered.
Alexa finished dressing and then faced him, sensing a message was coming.
“He said no.”
Alexa’s face clouded over.
The driver was sorry to ruin her calm mood. “No money and the birthday gifts will continue.”
Alexa hadn’t expected a different answer. Adrian wasn’t able to get her out of here. He didn’t have the authority or the resources to help her. That’s why she’d replaced him with a dream she could actually believe in. “Tell him to stay away from me. I’m done.”
“Will do.” The driver left, hating Adrian a little on her behalf.
Alexa understood she now had a bond with the driver, but she would never claim it. He didn’t have the power to rescue her either. Not even Rico could have managed that.
Alexa laid on her cot. She waited for tears, but there was only emptiness.
She stared at the gift box on the floor that was now empty. Her new guns, minus any ammunition, would be delivered at some point. She planned to store them in the box and shove it beneath her cot so she didn’t have to see it every day and be reminded that her father was out in the world while she was still in a cage.
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Alexa dreamed about Gainesville. Her search had yielded no results in real life. In her nightmare, she found what she was hunting for.
 
“Mother!”
The woman hugged her tightly. “We’ll be together forever now, Lexi.”
Blood rolled from her mother’s eyes.
A nuclear explosion lit up the world and burned them both alive.
 
Alexa snapped awake.
The sound of familiar steps came toward her cell.
Horror, hatred, and rage welled up in her throat.
Adrian stopped. He tapped on the bars. “Lexi.”
A tear ran over Alexa’s cheek.
Adrian felt her misery and her hatred. It hurt him more than he would ever reveal. “The next time I see you, you’ll be old enough for us to have a life together.”
Alexa didn’t look over. She couldn’t stand the sight of him. “I’m not coming to you when I’m of age. I’m traveling the world and enjoying everything I was denied while the scientists ran their tests and you helped them destroy me.”
“Lexi.”
“Don’t call me that! You have no right!”
“Please.”
“Get the fuck out of here!” Alexa threw a blast of magic force that drained her.
It went through the bars and slammed into Adrian, knocking him against the wall.
Alexa wanted to fire again, but she was out of energy. She didn’t use it, so she didn’t have any reserve to draw on. “I never want to see you again.”
Adrian picked himself up, wiping blood from his nose. “It’s the fate of the world, Lexi. The world!”
She stayed silent. Numbness and apathy settled deep into her mind.
Adrian slowly walked away.
The driver came to his side.
Adrian smiled sadly. “She’s almost ready.”
“Ready for what?”
“To handle anything life throws at her and come out on top. She’s the strongest Mitchel child ever born. She’ll be the same way as an adult.”
“You know they’re never going to leave her free to travel the world.”
“Of course I know, but she doesn’t. That’s why she’s almost ready. If she was fully ready, she would have never come back here on her own.”
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Alexa paused outside the cafeteria. She’d been ordered to attend a group meal. She didn’t want to. She’d only had a few hours alone. That wasn’t enough to regain her cool control.
Loud, almost happy voices echoed through the closed door. She recognized several of them. Her mood lifted a tiny bit. Her family was enjoying time together. It didn’t happen often. They were too dangerous to let them gather.
Alexa felt the attention on her. Cameras and guards were all over this area, watching and listening. Every word would be recorded and reported.
Her mood dipped again. I hate this life!
She shuddered. There was another two years before she was eligible to be released, and she already knew she would be denied. She’d read that in Rico’s mind; it had been in her file. She wouldn’t get out until the war came and even then, it would only happen if she was able to outsmart them in the chaos. I’ll be in captivity for another seven years. A quarter of my possible life gone, with no way to get it back.
Giving up crossed her mind again and lingered. Some of their kind did. They became unresponsive and were removed. Right now, that didn’t sound so bad.
Mitchel steel tried to remind Alexa of who she was, but this run had taken too much out of her. She stood there with her head down and her mind a mess.
Steps came up behind her.
Brandon despised Adrian and everyone in this lab as he joined her. Her abject misery was painful. “Flipping eggs always leaves a mark.”
Alexa allowed her uncle to place a hand on her shoulder. She shivered, fighting for control.
Brandon tugged on her. “Come here.”
Alexa let him hug her, giving in for one minute. Fresh tears rolled out and were caught by his shirt.
Brandon now understood why Adrian had told him to come in early for his yearly evaluation. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
Alexa held onto him, accepting his comfort.
Brandon sent a mild calming spell. It was all he had the energy for. When they came back to the lab, subjects were put through rigorous tests to determine any new evolutions and to drain them so they couldn’t cause a rebellion while they were here.
Alexa stopped crying. She slowly let go of him. I don’t feel better.
“That’s what your family is for. Magic can never replace that.” Brandon opened the door. The room went silent in anticipation of her arrival. “Let them help you.”
“No one can help me!”
Brandon knew what she was feeling. “You sacrificed yourself to make their lives better. Go see what you paid for.”
Alexa’s hatred flared up.
Brandon understood that too. “It’s why I don’t have many bonds. But family is different. I hate most of them.”
He nudged her forward. “I’d also die for them. So would you.”
Alexa’s feet carried her into the room.
The 10 people sitting at the tables stood up, turning. Anger went over their faces first. They didn’t like her pain or her condition.
Smiles replaced it. They came toward her.
Levi grabbed her for a big hug. “Haven’t seen you in years, girl. You’re still cute. No way you’re Adrian’s kid.”
Alexa hugged this uncle back automatically. Physical affection was rare. His wild black and blond curls brushed her face. The scars on his hands scratched her chafed skin. Feeling began to sink back into her weary mind, pushing out some of the numbness.
Addison slapped Levi’s arm playfully. “Give the rest of us a turn, hubby.”
Levi removed his cloak and wrapped it around Alexa’s shoulders while Addison hugged her. “Keep that.”
Alexa’s heart lightened the tiniest bit. Levi’s cloak was special to him. He’d had it since he was a kid. His father had given it to him after his Snake run.
Addison kissed Alexa’s cold cheek and pulled the cloak closed. She fastened it with scarred fingers that mirrored those of her husband and the rest of their family. “There. Now you definitely don’t look like Adrian’s kid.”
Alexa snickered along with the others as more tall, lean, scarred Mitchels came closer.
Asher hugged her next, pushing things into her two cloak pockets. “Eat those snacks before they confiscate them.”
Alexa hugged him back, letting his warmth improve her depression. Asher was her brother. He’d gone through almost everything that she had. They wouldn’t let him out either.
Austin handed her a cup. “That’s beer. Go easy on it, sis.”
Alexa snorted. She took a big drink just to prove she could handle it.
Another layer of pain lifted from her heart.
Jordan staggered over. She’d had three beers now and was drunk. “You should cut your hair. That always makes me feel better after a run.” She fluffed her short locks. “You’d be pretty with a bob.”
Nora came over to them, short black pony-tailed beard swinging with her steps. Mitchel women were hairy. She’d decided to wear it with style. “Nonsense. Give her the family braids. She’s more than earned them.”
Spoken by a senior council member, Alexa was honored. Their love surrounded her, returning some of her hope.
Brandon stayed by the door. He wasn’t like the others, but he still wanted to be here for her and to absorb the good vibes. Being the family spy made everyone leery, but Alexa was young enough that they didn’t hate her yet. Brandon knew that would come in time from most of their family, but he hoped the Mitchels that Adrian had chosen for this moment wouldn’t be callous to her over the years. Alexa was special. They were smart enough to see that.
The women led her over to the cafeteria tables and perched her in the center of one. They began combing out her hair with their fingers and twining it into thin, long braids that she would wear forever.
Jordan couldn’t control her jealousy. The family braids had never been given to her and they never would be. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Those Snakes have hurt dozens of us over the years.”
Levi frowned at Jordan. “What would you know about it? You slept with your handler for that week and avoided the test.”
Jordan’s face went red.
The other Mitchels laughed at her.
Alexa didn’t. Her mind had gone back to the awful things she’d done. “They were trying to rescue their kids. They didn’t know the kids were dead.”
Jordan shrugged coldly. “No big loss either way.”
Alexa’s eyes turned red. A deep hatred formed for Jordan. It would never fade.
“Get out.” Levi pointed at the exit.
Jordan staggered that way. “Fine! I’ll go see if Adrian’s busy tonight.”
Silence fell as the rejected woman left.
Alexa took another step toward her destiny. “She’s not good enough for him. Tell her no.”
Nora glanced around. “Vote.”
“Aye!” they all responded.
Nora tapped the table with a swollen, hairy knuckle. “The council will not approve a match between Jordan and Adrian.” Nora smiled at Alexa. “Welcome to the council, Child. You just made your first official decision.”
Alexa was shocked and a bit overwhelmed. “I’m only 16.”
“You took one for your entire family.” Nora came over and started working on part of Alexa’s hair that hadn’t been touched yet. “Thank you, from all of us.”
Alexa didn’t stop the tears, but this time they weren’t as bitter, they didn’t burn as much. Because I’m with my family.
Under all the mental misery and the nightmares of destiny, that was what she wanted the most.




Chapter Ten
That’s Their Problem
Day Three
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“I love your stories, Boss.” Billy coughed harshly and swallowed around the painful lump in his throat. “I hope you never run out of them.”
Alexa held her hand out to David for the oar. “Not a chance of that.”
Ria took the other oar from Daniel, determined to do her share. “Alexa’s travels are legendary.”
But hearing it straight from her mouth was so much better than listening to rumors.
David surrendered his oar and let his sore arms rest on the hot raft. The sun was a bright ball that had no mercy for their condition. “Did they honor your deal and keep treating your family better?”
Alexa began rowing, already sweating as the morning sun beat down on them. “Yes. I bargained more power for my family every year, more freedoms. Some of the younger ones didn’t have to be caged, though they still had to come in for testing.”
“Thank you.” Ria meant that deeply.
Alexa sighed. “Considering the monster that you ended up with, it might have been better if you’d been caged.”
Ria couldn’t argue that point. “I’m still grateful for the freedom. We all are.”
Daniel dwelled on a part of the story that was bothering him. “Why didn’t Adrian try to rescue you when you asked him to with that Mitchel message? He did it before even though you didn’t get to stay out long.”
Alexa’s old bitterness rose up, coming through her voice. “I had to be trained for this quest. I had a teenager’s rebellious nature then, but I wasn’t ready yet and he knew it.”
“How can you forgive him?!” Daniel never would. “He’s one of the monsters.”
“Yes.” Alexa tried to find a better position as her shoulder ached from just a minute of rowing. “What happened next between us sealed my love for him. But–”
“That’s a tale for a different night.”
Alexa chuckled at Daniel’s quick quip. “Yes.”
Billy coughed again and cleared his throat. “The Snake kids are the real reason you hate Jordan. It didn’t have anything to do with her fighting skills or her infertility.”
“Yes. She has no compassion, no empathy.” Alexa rowed harder as she found a groove. “She’s also stupid. She couldn’t understand that my handler had been doing things like that to Mitchel children too. Even with all of his flaws, my father was too good for that twit.” Alexa smiled. “The same goes for you.”
Billy shivered, unable to hide the chills. “Sorry I slept with her.”
Alexa laughed. “When a whore offers a single man a free ride, he hops on and enjoys it. I think that’s a law.”
Everyone laughed, including Ria. She wasn’t used to Alexa’s wild sense of humor yet. Tears came to her eyes at the crude jab.
Billy’s laughter ended in a coughing spell that made all of them frown.
Alexa rowed harder.
Ria caught the vibe and did the same, trying to match Alexa’s speed so the bobbing rafts would move together and jar them less.
Mark swept the torn cloak in the bottom of their raft. “You kept it all these years.”
“Of course.” Alexa was sad about that. “I’ll mend it again, but it will never be as dependable. Some tears can be fixed. Some of them break the integrity of the fabric and ruin its strength. Much like fighters on a quest.”
Jacob watched her long, messy braids slap against her arms as she rowed. “Are those the same ones they gave you?”
Alexa chuckled. “No. These have been removed many times over the years. When I put them back in, I do try to use the same places, and I spend the time remembering the love I finally found for my family. Before that night, I helped them out of duty and honor. After that night, it was because I love them.”
Alexa lifted a brow at Edward, who hadn’t spoken yet. All he’d done was stare at her in thoughtful consideration.
The rest of the team also glanced his way.
Edward knew they were expecting something important. He delivered it. “Why didn’t you become byzan from that run?”
Silence fell except for the water and Billy’s rough breathing.
“Because it wasn’t my plan.” Alexa thought of Rico with a mild fondness that hadn’t faded at all over the years. “I picked the poison, but I didn’t really have a plan. Rico showed me what he would have tried, and I chose to do that.”
Edward had another question. “Did he become byzan from it?”
“I never saw him again, so I can’t say for sure.”
“Do you think he did?” Her opinion would always matter to Edward.
“No. I think he already was byzan when we met.” Alexa waited to see if the rookie would speak up next. She could have encouraged the girl, but Ria had to learn to use the courage inside.
“Why didn’t the Snakes go west? Why didn’t the elder answer you about that?”
Pleased, Alexa smiled at their rookie. “She was scared the government would kill them all. A leadership change was already coming in that group even without my bullet. A Snake who won’t fight, won’t lead for long.”
“Do you think the Snake family they spoke of is still alive in the west?”
Alexa immediately nodded at Daniel’s question. “Snakes are resilient. It wouldn’t surprise me if they outlived Mitchels.”
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The sun finally sank, bringing physical relief to the vampires. The intense heat faded. A cool breeze went over the rafts.
Alexa lifted her sweaty head from the blanket pile and scanned her crew. She didn’t like what she saw.
Edward and Mark were taking their turn rowing, but it wasn’t full strength. Their movements were sluggish and out of rhythm, causing the rafts to bump into each other and send up salty sprays.
Billy wasn’t moving at all under the pile of clothes. The rise and fall of his chest was uneven, matching the strokes of the rowers.
Ria was curled up next to Billy, also buried in the clothes. Her tiny whimpers were hard on everyone as she suffered from thirst of both types.
David was checking their filters. Every bowl and pot they had was being used. “One good drink each.”
Jacob was lying across the raft, staring at the water in the distance. His glazed eyes said he was sinking into his mind to avoid reality.
Daniel smiled tiredly as she made it around to him. “Good evening, Boss.”
“If you say so.” Alexa grunted as she rose into a sitting position. Everything hurt. She and Ria had done four hours of rowing without stopping. The workout had been rough. And we got nowhere for all our efforts.
The ocean stretched out in all directions, mocking her. Alexa hated it more than she already had. “Switch.”
Daniel willingly took Mark’s place, but he was stiff and slow.
Jacob forced his body to obey. He didn’t want to move.
Edward handed Jacob the oar. He sat there, letting the pain fade from his arms, much like Mark was now doing. “I once considered a rowing machine for my home gym. Now, I’d like to watch one explode.”
Alexa wanted to laugh, but her throat was too dry. She slowly pulled pieces of wood from her torn cloak pockets. “Boil water to catch the steam until the wood is gone. Give everyone a full drink.”
The crew was relieved. They’d avoided what remained in the one canteen, trying to save it.
Her order also worried them. She’d told them to save the wood as a last resort. That time was here.
Edward collected the wood and built the small fire, being careful not to let the heat touch the raft. He also protected it from the ocean sprays with his body.
Everyone else rowed or dozed, too tired for conversation or personal pursuits. The rowing was taking a physical toll, but the sun was what was killing them. It was draining their strength. Being vampires out here gave them no advantage.
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Day four dawned hot and bright.
Alexa rowed steadily, matching David’s strokes. Everyone else was sleeping. She hoped they stayed that way for a while longer despite almost being out of energy.
She examined the distance again, hoping to find something that resembled land now that the sun was providing enough light to see by.
“It’s a mirage.” David grunted angrily. “Damn ocean tricks!”
Alexa focused on where he was staring. Her heart picked up. “Not a mirage. That’s real.”
David squinted and grunted again. “Damn ocean!”
Alexa understood he wasn’t aware enough to comprehend what she’d said. And there was a chance that he was right and she was imagining things. The drink last night had been wonderful, but it hadn’t been enough to help her regain much strength. If this continued for another day, she wouldn’t be able to function. None of them would.
Jacob was already at that point. He was shivering beneath the clothes, muttering in his sleep.
Next to him, Billy didn’t move or make a sound other than harsh coughs that jarred them all when they came.
Ria and Daniel huddled together, sharing warmth and tiny bits of conversation to keep each other sane.
Edward roused himself from a deep, sad dream. He found her across the rafts.
Alexa stared at the blurry, distant dot. That’s land…right?
Edward followed her line of sight and felt relief. “Yes.”
Alexa stopped rowing, unable to keep going. Blood pooled on raw places along her palms.
Edward held out a hand for the oar, always impressed with her stamina.
Alexa passed it over and then slumped against the raft. Her lids shut.
Edward began rowing, fighting the need to lie down and go back to sleep to avoid the misery.
David kept rowing, anger lending him strength. “Hate the water! Hate Adrian! Hate the government!”
The two men rowed while the rest of the crew tried to survive.
The dot in the distance watched their approach in disapproval.
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“It’s night, Boss.” Edward frowned at his cracked, rough voice. He tried to swallow and found no spit to do that with.
David muttered quietly, eyes shut and big arms still rowing.
Edward didn’t stop either. They were in big trouble. If he stopped, even Alexa wouldn’t be able to get him restarted.
Edward peered at the distant dot. It seemed a little closer. “Almost there.”
David snorted weakly.
Alexa and the others didn’t move or answer. They were deep in their minds, where the only pain was mental. Even Billy had gone silent. His coughs had stopped as his fever rose.
Edward dug deeper and found another level of inner strength that he sent into the oar. “We’re almost there.”
David automatically matched the new speed, mind trying to snap. “I won’t. I won’t do it!”
The two men fought their demons and kept rowing, not for their lives, but for the precious lives of their crew.
 
 
5
“Done.” David dropped his oar and slid onto the floor of the raft. “Just can’t.”
Edward barely noticed. Bright sunlight burned his skin. The canopy pole had fallen overnight, covering the crew in another layer of protection while exposing him to the burning ball of brightness that sought to melt him.
Edward slowed, mind blanking.
He jerked awake, forcing his burnt lids up to stare at the dot that he just couldn’t reach no matter how hard he tried.
Disappointment came, sharp and heavy, when he didn’t see it. “Passed it in the night. We passed it!”
Edward stopped rowing. The sun burned brighter as it continued to rise.
Edward surrendered, sliding down to clasp Alexa’s hand. He tucked it under the blankets, then laid on her to protect her.
David passed out, curled into a ball.
No one moved.
 
The dot in the distance was still there, hidden by the glare of the rising sun. Shadows fell over it, forming a tiny dock, small land peaks, and a concrete bunker that had been there for nearly 70 years.
 
Standing on that tiny dock was a woman with long black and gray braids and bright blue eyes. “Pick them up tomorrow morning.”
The well-dressed man next to her frowned. “Some of them may die by then.”
The woman snorted. “Mitchels can’t be killed so easily. After all these years by my side, you should know that.”
Fredrick frowned deeply. “Not all of them are Mitchels.”
Lera turned back toward her bunker. “That’s their problem, not mine.”
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“I love the dawn. It’s time of renewal, of hope and promise for a better day.” Lera walked down the tiny dock to observe as Alexa and her crew were unloaded. None of them were conscious.
Lera hadn’t expected them to be. Six days in the grueling sun, two of those without water, was enough to take the pep out of anyone, no matter their family line.
Fredrick tied the front raft to the dock with practiced hands that hated the chore. They’d towed the rafts in. Leaving them out there and only bringing back the people wasn’t an option. All salvage was collected and used. “Do you want them stripped?”
“No. Take them to the room below mine. Make them comfortable. Provide hydration.” She pointed at the man with bright red cheeks. “That one goes to the infirmary.”
Fredrick and the two muscled men with him began unloading the unconscious survivors.
Staff members came from the bunker in a line, carrying stretchers and a distrust of the new arrivals.
Lera studied each survivor as they were brought onto the dock, starting with their necks, where faint scars sent excitement into her gut.
“Tattoos, muscles, bald.” She started to classify the man as just a hired gun, based on his cut-off sleeves and body art… She picked up a sense of magic and dug in. “A mentalist. Interesting.”
Mark was placed on a stretcher. Staff quickly took him toward the bunker. They didn’t like being out in the open.
“An enforcer.” Lera stayed back as the spiked, scarred man was brought to the dock. Her fear of that type had been cemented in childhood. It would never fade. The fact that he was covered in scars added to that aversion. He was clearly a good fighter to have survived so many battles.
Daniel didn’t respond at all as he was put on a stretcher.
“The tracker is ill.” Lera motioned. “Take him next. Make sure he gets cared for right away.”
The staff bobbed their heads respectfully as they followed her orders. Billy’s braids hung limply over his colorful t-shirt as he was loaded up.
“A Naturalist…with curls, scars, guns, and a cross. How odd.” Lera focused on the next rugged man. He was taller than the rest and had long dark hair that hung down his back. “A Seer!”
That was concerning, but it might also be helpful. I use a lot of energy looking through the future. Perhaps he can be convinced to do it for me.
David twitched restlessly as he was put onto a stretcher.
Lera scanned the water filters that held a little of the precious liquid, the balanced stacks of clothes and gear, the canopy that had fallen over them all. It was clear that this group was more than just average strays. And all of them are wearing guns. She had no doubt that they were proficient with them. “Gather all their belongings from both rafts. Put it in their room.”
Fredrick didn’t argue, though he was a bit surprised. Lera usually charmed new people, stripped them of everything, then added it to their stock to use as she needed. This was a deviation.
Lera didn’t explain herself to Fredrick. I don’t steal from my own kind unless there’s no other choice.
Ria cried out as she was lifted. The sun burned her fragile skin.
“Cover her up.” Lera was fascinated by that reaction, though she held no sympathy for the girl’s pain. It was proof that what she wanted most was almost at hand. “Keep them all covered with blankets.”
Lera scanned the last man, seeing big muscles and a wide chest. “Strong, protective.”
The handsome, dark-haired man was curled over top of Alexa, with her hand securely clasped in his. “Is that a gold band?”
Lera was shocked. Alexa had chosen a mate.
She studied the man as Fredrick and the helpers lifted him.
Edward’s hold on Alexa stayed strong. Fredrick had to force their hands apart.
“He’s a Mitchel in some way…and a magnet.” Lera grunted. “Leave it to Alexa to gather the most powerful crew on this side of the planet.” Safe Haven held a lot of power, but it was a large gathering, not a single crew.
Fredrick lifted Alexa.
Alexa’s hand slid to her gun.
Fredrick froze.
Lera chuckled. “By all means, be careful. I’m not ready to lose you.”
Fredrick flushed. Lera’s words soothed him, however. They’d been together for decades. He hoped that never changed. They weren’t lovers. They were friends and that was more important to him than anything else.
Lera examined the ocean and shivered. Her nightmares showed her head floating right here, causing her to bolt awake and stay that way for days at a time. Sleep was not her friend.
She didn’t know how it would happen, despite looking ahead. When she got to that time period, everything went blurry and rushed by.
Lera followed the line of stretchers. “That will all change now. Alexa will save me. After all, we’re family.”




Chapter Eleven
That’s a Ghost
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“They’ve all been given an IV.” Fredrick stepped aside so Lera could reach the unconscious survivors. “They’re responding well to hydration. They’ll wake soon.”
This room had been empty for years. Lera had swept the cobwebs from the walls and the dust from the floors while her staff brought in cots and supplies. She motioned to the skilled lab tech waiting nearby. “Light sedation. I don’t want them to wake until tomorrow afternoon.”
The tall, thin man immediately began gathering what he needed from the rolling cart he’d brought in. The lab tech had been part of Lera’s staff for more than a decade. He was completely loyal. He also feared her.
Lera knew. That was how she wanted it.
“Draw blood and run the usual tests.” Lera frowned at the short, heavy assistant. “If they bruise up like the last ones, you won’t like my decision about your continued presence here.”
The assistant nodded quickly. “I’ll be very careful.”
The assistant wasn’t new, but he’d gotten careless over the years. Lera had been considering replacing him for a while now.
Lera motioned the other staff members in from the hall where they were waiting. “Refill their canteens. Wash their loose clothes. Do not touch their cloaks. Sponge baths, basic care. Get busy.”
Lera went to stand by the window while her staff got to work. She would stay right here and supervise it all. She usually left that to Fredrick, but this was different cargo than what he normally handled. “If they grab you, don’t fight or it may be the last thing you do.”
Fear went through the room.
Satisfied that she’d gotten them in the proper mood, Lera continued her instructions. “Lock down the windows when we’re done, but leave the door open. Make sure they have fuel for the fire. I want someone here when they wake. Come and get me immediately, but don’t run. You might trigger an attack.”
Lera wasn’t sure how it would go. She wanted all possibilities covered.
“I’ll handle it.” Fredrick waited for more orders.
“Do not touch their weapons or personal items. Do not loot. These are guests, not subjects.”
Fredrick had already figured that out, but the staff needed to hear it. Lera allowed looting most of the time. Because she did, her order not to do it now would be followed, but Fredrick would still check on that to be sure. The staff was aware of the penalty for disobeying orders, but humans were tricky beings with strong wills and a penchant for self-destruction.
“I want results on the ill man as soon as possible. If he’s contagious, we’ll implement lockdown procedures until we cure it or it burns itself out.”
The staff didn’t like that, but it was necessary. They’d only had one contagion here over the years, but it had cost half of the staff. Those rooms were still empty. Lera hated bringing in new people.
Fredrick calmed everyone. “None of the others appear to be ill. The first exam implied a severe cold. Pneumonia maybe. I doubt he’s contagious.”
Lera knew Fredrick would follow her orders and that was all that mattered. “Make it clear that their missing man is being treated. I don’t want them roaming any farther than this floor.”
Fredrick paused in taking notes. “What should I do if they find the stairs?”
“Try to keep them out of areas we don’t want them in. And call me right away. If they insist, you won’t be able to stop them.” Lera wasn’t sure if she would be able to either, but Alexa was known for obeying the rules of hospitality. “I don’t expect problems as long as they know their missing man is alive and receiving care.”
The lab tech carefully inserted a needle into Alexa’s arm.
Alexa’s other hand came up and clenched around his throat.
He panicked, jerking backward.
“Be still!”
Lera’s shout froze him. The tech was now scared of Alexa, but he was terrified of Lera.
Alexa’s hand slowly relaxed. It dropped to the cot.
Lera chuckled. “Not even awake and she reacts like a Mitchel.”
The lab tech didn’t move.
Lera scowled. “Get on with it. The sooner you sedate her, the sooner you can stop shaking.”
The tech resumed his job, but he stayed tensed for another attack.
The assistant came over and got ready to draw blood. He didn’t touch Alexa until after the senior tech sedated her.
“Cowards.”
Neither man liked the scorn in Lera’s voice, but they hated themselves for it being true.
“Maybe Alexa’s presence will help you remember what it’s like to have courage.” Lera doubted it, however. All of her staff had chosen to be here so they didn’t have to face the difficulties of real life. Then the world had ended and trapped them here, but they wouldn’t have left anyway. The apocalypse was harder than real life and they were wise enough to know it. As long as they did their jobs well, they were safe no matter what she thought of them personally.
Lera watched blood fill the vial, thoughts firmly locked, but she couldn’t hide the excitement thrumming through her lean body.
Fredrick noticed. When it came to Lera, he didn’t miss much. “We have your other orders complete. The lab is ready for your tests.”
“In an hour.” Lera wasn’t ready to leave Alexa and her crew yet. She scanned their hard bodies, identifying changes that shouldn’t have been possible. It’s all true.
Her visions had shown her things that dreams were made of, things that only lived in nightmares and the desperate hopes of the dying. But it’s all true.
Lera wasn’t scared of it the way her staff would be when they found out. She was fascinated, curious, and a bit jealous that Alexa had stumbled upon such a gift. Lera had spent two decades searching for it and now it was here, just waiting for her to claim it. She wanted to savor the moment. Dreams like this one didn’t come true very often. “Make the meals hearty for the next few days. Try to avoid fish. They’ve likely had their fill of that.”
Fredrick wrote it down. “I think we have venison left in the freezer from our last scavenging run.”
“That should work. Make it bloody.”
Fredrick chuckled. “So like usual.”
Lera smiled at him. She always preferred her meat bleeding.
Fredrick brightened under the rare response. Lera didn’t show many emotions and those she did express were usually only to enforce an order.
Lera resumed studying the unconscious men. They were all bearded, messy, and big. They put off airs of being dangerous and dependable. She found that attractive. “No breeding with them.”
The staff was relieved by that order. They sometimes enjoyed sex with new people, but this batch of survivors was harder than the others. They didn’t want to be hurt.
Lera didn’t want pregnancies. She suspected these men were capable of producing energetic, stubborn offspring that would have to be cared for, fed, trained. Lera liked the number of staff she had right now. Children would complicate things.
She eyed the gold band on Alexa’s finger again, then the man who hadn’t wanted to let go of her. He had the coloring of a Mitchel and the feel of one, but those could have come from training and coincidence. Lera doubted Alexa would have picked a family member as a mate. That meant the man was superior in some other way. Being a magnet also wouldn’t have been enough. “He must be something special to have melted the ice princess’s frozen heart.”
Fredrick finished his notes and left. He had a lot to do and he didn’t want to waste time listening to Lera’s musings. He would hear them later tonight when they met for chess and coffee after dinner. Neither of them missed the nightly ritual. It was the foundation of their friendship, one that had started in an underground complex in South America.
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Alexa woke all at once. Mental clarity snapped into place. The distinctive feeling of being watched came right behind it.
Alexa controlled her breathing and listened, trying to determine where she was and who was around her.
Heavy snores and restless twitching came to her ears. The familiar sleep noises were comforting. Most of her team was nearby. She heard the ocean too, but it was heavily muted. She wasn’t sure how far away it was.
Warmth had her body cocooned, telling her blankets had been provided. There was a heavy sensation in her arm and she didn’t feel as though she was dying for water now. We’ve been given medical care.
A chair squeaked as someone shifted in it.
That’s not part of my crew. We don’t make that much noise.
Alexa’s hand slid to her gun as her eyes opened. The cold steel also soothed her. If they were captives, her guns would have been taken.
Alexa turned her head and found half of her team in narrow cots, covered with dark blankets. All of them were deeply tanned, with sun-streaked hair and lashes, but more importantly, they were healthy.
She rotated her head and found three more of her team. They were also tanner and looked better.
One short. Alexa sat up, attention going to the chair by the exit.
“Good afternoon.” The staff member watched her nervously. “Your other man is in the infirmary. He has pneumonia. We’re treating him, but he isn’t responding yet.”
Alexa studied the older man who was wearing all white and no weapons. Wrinkled skin and a healthy body implied he wasn’t being physically mistreated. She also didn’t sense a lie in his words. “How long have we been here?”
“A little over a day. We found your rafts and brought you in.”
Seven days since the plane crash. Alexa ignored the aches and pains that began to register throughout her body. None of them were serious. “Where are we?”
“The boss will answer those questions. I need to let her know you’re awake.” The man didn’t move. “Permission to go?”
Alexa nodded. The man’s caution made her suspicious. He’s afraid of me.
The staff member rose slowly and backed toward the door, never taking his attention from her.
Alexa let go of her gun.
The man smiled weakly. “It won’t be long.”
He vanished through the heavy steel door, leaving it open.
Alexa scanned the wide room they were in, spotting their gear piled neatly on an old table that leaned to one side from a broken leg. Three tall, narrow windows were covered in a steel frame that blocked out most of the sunlight. The walls and floors were concrete and brick mixed, forming a sturdy structure that wouldn’t be easily destroyed in a bid for freedom if they needed to make one.
Their cots were all along the wall by the windows. A fireplace sat in the opposite corner, holding no ashes. The rest of the space was completely empty. It even smelled that way. The light body odor came from recent usage.
Alexa slid the thick, frayed blanket aside and slowly stood.
Her body protested, but not harshly. She pulled the needle from her arm and hung it on the IV stand.
The needle hole sealed quickly. The natural regenerative power of a vampire was in full effect again, thanks to the care she’d been given. All of her wounds from the crash and rowing were fully healed, leaving new scars that blended in with the others.
Alexa noticed she was the only one with an IV, though she spotted bandages on all of her crew that said they might have had one at some point.
Alexa patted herself down from the bottom up, making sure she was whole, healthy, and still carrying the gear she’d had on her in the raft.
Nothing had been taken. We were given good care. Rescued.
But it didn’t feel that way.
Something is off about this place. “XO! On your feet!”
Edward jerked awake at her order. He rolled out of the cot, dislodging the blankets neatly. He rose with his gun in hand and sleep covering his face.
Alexa moved on. “Mark! Jacob! David!”
All three men woke at her call, quickly sitting up and reaching for their weapons.
Daniel woke on his own, executing a neat roll that mirrored Edward’s. His knife was in hand as he stood.
Ria groaned, becoming aware of the tension, but she didn’t wake.
Mark kicked her cot. “Up, rookie!”
Ria’s eyes flew open. She growled as thirst hit her throat.
Daniel glanced around, ignoring the soreness of his body. “Where’s Billy?!”
It was an awful reminder of the horror they’d gone through when he was taken from them.
“In the infirmary, I was told.” Satisfied that the crew would finish waking and come to the same conclusions she had, Alexa went to the exit.
Edward fell in behind her, evaluating in seconds. “Something feels…”
“Hinky.”
“Exactly that.”
The hallway was the same brick and concrete mix, with no windows and only steel doors. Old lamps powered with thick cords swayed in a strong breeze, telling Alexa a main entrance was open somewhere. “Get a meal going.” She felt like she could eat a shark.
Edward glanced around their room and saw their gear. The canteens were sinking into their piles of cloaks. “Someone filled them.”
Alexa was more concerned with figuring out where they were. She left, striding down the hallway as if she owned it.
Edward stayed on her heels, hand resting on his holster.
Behind them, Ria forced herself up. She went to the gear piles, waving curtly at Jacob. “Time for a cooking lesson.”
Ria hated to wake abruptly. It always soured her mood.
Jacob didn’t want to be yelled at. He vowed to do everything she told him, exactly like she told him.
Alexa went to the end of the hallway, counting steps. All of the doors were closed. Without a view into the other rooms, she followed the hallway and found a dead end.
“It’s small.”
“Multiple floors.” She glanced up.
Edward used his vampire ears and was able to hear what she obviously already had. “Footsteps.”
“Now below.”
Edward loved it that she was still able to teach him things after so long together. He concentrated and was rewarded by odd echoes that sounded like someone hammering.
“A ship softly bumping the dock with the waves.” Alexa went to the door closest to them and opened it without knocking.
A small space filled with bunk beds and people met her gaze.
The eight staff members froze, card game on the round table forgotten. They stared in concern.
Alexa examined the room, seeing a fireplace that was clearly used a lot, a shared wardrobe, and a single window covered in a rusty steel panel. “Are you prisoners or captives?”
The oldest man among them, with a long white beard and dingy white pants, chuckled. “We work here.”
Alexa didn’t see starvation or mistreatment and took him at his word.
“Can we do anything for you?”
Alexa denied that. “Just exploring.”
She shut the door before the man could offer to guide them. She wanted time to figure things out on her own.
Edward opened the next entrance. It was an identical setup, just without the people. “A shift that’s working now?”
“Likely.” Alexa went to the third door, now smelling salty water in the breeze. “That main entrance leads directly to the water.”
“The dock below us?”
“That’s my guess.” She opened the door.
It was another living area, but this one was dusty, with an empty fireplace and bare cots.
“Small population.”
“Agreed.”
Alexa opened the next door.
This room held four bathroom stalls with pristine toilets. Three large water barrels sat in the corner with a stack of buckets nearby. The sign on the wall glared at them.
Wash it down or clean it by hand!
Alexa went to the last door before they made it back to their room.
Edward opened it.
“Wow.” Alexa was impressed.
So was Edward. The room was as long as the building and held a full workout center and a shiny basketball court. It was an unexpected discovery.
“So they care for their staff, but they don’t have many of them. They have a medical center, a dock, living quarters, a workout center, and the ability to perform ocean rescues.” She waited for him to add it all together, verifying her own guess.
Edward scowled. “Government.”
“Yes.”
“Stairs.” Edward had caught the outline through the clever colors. They were painted to mimic the bricks in the walls.
Alexa wanted to keep exploring, but she went back toward their room instead. She had the sense that whoever was coming wouldn’t like it if she wasn’t there to greet them. She might have gone searching for the infirmary anyway, but she’d seen no signs that Billy was being mistreated. She chose to wait for their host and get some answers. She had a lot of questions. The biggest one was their current location.
Edward followed her.
“Our host is on the way. Observations, my pets.”
The men understood Alexa would ask questions and they would gather details. A few of them glanced at Ria to determine if she understood.
Ria pointed at the next baggie. “Drop in a pinch, like I showed you with the oats.” She regarded Alexa as Jacob obeyed. “Something’s odd about this place. Do you want me to dig into their thoughts while you distract them?”
“Yes.”
The team was pleased with Ria.
So was Alexa. She didn’t know what was going on here, but she was suddenly sure the girl would be involved. “No matter what happens, remember who you are, who we are.”
Ria fought the fear. “I’ll make you proud.”
“No. Make yourself proud. That’s always been enough for me with any of my crew.”
Steps echoed.
A sense of familiarity hit Alexa again, strong enough to get her full attention. She rotated toward the door.
Ria was also drawn. She stood, attention going to the hallway.
Alexa spotted the person coming toward them and stiffened. “That’s not possible.”
Edward scanned the older woman who was wearing a gunfighter’s dark clothes beneath a magician’s plush robes. He recognized her looks, the hawklike profile, the bright blue eyes. That’s a Mitchel. “How the hell do you have family way out here?”
Alexa didn’t answer. She was in shock.
Ria had paled. “That can’t be.”
David frowned at their reactions. “It’s just another Mitchel.”
Alexa found her voice, but it wasn’t steady. “That’s my grandmother.”
Mark didn’t understand why the women were so upset. “I’ll agree it’s odd, but I don’t see the problem.”
Ria answered when Alexa didn’t. “The problem is that she died 20 years ago. That’s a ghost.”




Chapter Twelve
Hard Choices
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Lera held out her hand as she entered. “Alexa.”
Alexa ignored the hand and hugged the woman. Memories flooded in. All of them were painful.
Most of the witnesses thought it was a sweet reunion.
Edward was reminded of meeting Alexa’s wild family outside Port City, when she’d hugged Jordan. They’d found out later that Jordan was an enemy.
Alexa held onto her grandmother, mind racing. She needed the few extra seconds to think.
Lera enjoyed the moment. It was nice to know that she’d been missed, even if she didn’t really miss them.
Lera’s blue robe was a double layered cloak that tied around the shoulders and held none of the pockets the crew had come to associate with Mitchels. Her loaded belt, Sig Sauer, and everything else was exactly what they’d come to expect, down to the worn black boots and the heavily scarred body.
Alexa stepped back and stared at the woman. A dozen questions went through her sharp mind. The one that mattered the least came out first. “Does my father know you’re alive?”
Lera snorted. “Is he standing at my side?”
Alexa winced, identifying too many emotions in that response. She isn’t sane.
“We felt you as we flew over.” Ria was still staring. “How did Adrian miss it?”
“Adrian is too busy sucking up to the new leader he installed to feel anything else.” Lera was very disappointed with Adrian and how things had turned out.
“You could have called him. He would have come.” Alexa was certain of that. Adrian’s mother had meant more to him than anyone else. Finding out she was alive would have brought him joy in all forms.
Lera’s anger burst out. “Yes, and he would have brought those power-stealers along to convince me to live with them, to follow their ways! He has forgotten who we are!”
Everyone gawked.
Lera calmed herself, forcing a blank expression instead of continuing her rant. “Are your quarters suitable? Do you need anything?”
“An escort to the infirmary.” Alexa pointed without looking away from her grandmother. “Finish the meal. Guards by two. Senior ranked.”
Jacob had expected it. The meal needed to be finished.
David was happy to stay with Ria.
Ria wanted to go along. She bit her lip to keep from protesting.
Lera ignored Ria, though the girl was blood family. Like Abraham, Roger was another of her soulless spawn. Lera preferred not to acknowledge Ria, so she didn’t have to discuss the girl’s father.
Jacob and Ria reluctantly resumed the cooking lesson, but both of them were distracted.
David went to the corner where he could see the hallway and the entire room.
The other men joined Alexa, who made the introduction with a slightly off-balance tone. “This is my grandmother….”
Lera eyed them pointedly. “I’m Lera.” She didn’t want to be called by the old name that had hurt her so much.
“Interesting name.”
Lera frowned at the handsome magnet. “When you’re on the run from the world, you don’t call yourself by the names they know.”
“And yet, Lera means guiding light.” Edward studied the woman, picking out clues and hints that formed an ugly picture. “That was careless. I’m surprised they didn’t catch you.”
Lera admired his mind, but not his tone. “Watch yourself.”
Edward burst out laughing.
Alexa’s lip curled. “The infirmary?”
Lera didn’t like being mocked. She also didn’t like being ordered around. She considered a quick punishment to set things straight and decided it would turn them against her. She settled for a reminder. She slid a hand to her gun.
The room went still and silent.
Now Lera smirked. Then she went toward the exit. “Come along.”
Mark noticed Lera didn’t have a guard. She clearly didn’t feel like she needed it. Mark disapproved of that arrogance. Even family could be dangerous.
Lera’s long braids bobbed against her cloak as she walked. They were neat and tight, much like her personality. Mark decided he didn’t like the woman very much. She’d made a bad first impression.
Alexa followed, mind still racing.
Her men stayed close.
Staff coming through the hallway slid aside and waited respectfully for them to pass. They gave brief nods to the new arrivals, but their attention stayed on Lera. It implied they were scared of displeasing her.
Edward pushed his luck. “You look good for someone in their 70s.”
Lera sighed when Alexa didn’t reprimand him for the impudence. “Do you always let your crew have such freedom?”
“Of course.” Alexa motioned Edward to the front. She was too distracted to be in that position right now.
Edward came up to walk next to Lera. His gaze went over entranceways and people, judging their threat level.
Lera relaxed. She hadn’t had a guard in a long time. She chose to answer his comment. “I’m very skilled in potions.”
Edward thought of the monster they’d recently encountered. This woman was that monster’s mother. “Do you also consume humans to make potions?”
“Never. Dark magic is dangerous.” Lera glanced at him sideways. “As you already know.”
Edward chuckled. “Score one point for grandma.”
Lera understood he was trying to ruffle her feathers. She returned the favor. “How did a nobody claim my granddaughter’s heart?”
Edward stepped in front and took them to the stairs. “I fought for it.”
Lera wasn’t surprised they’d discovered the steps. She let Edward go up the rusty stairs first, secretly enjoying their verbal sparring. The staff here wouldn’t do that. “Did you slay many beasts and rescue her from a deep sleep?”
Edward smiled as he remembered their first months together. “Yes, to the first and no, to the second. She awakened me. I’ve never regretted my choice.”
“Well, Mitchels do tend to have that effect on lesser beings.”
“Conceit doesn’t become you.”
Lera frowned. “Truth is not conceit.”
“It is when it’s used the way you’re throwing it around. You can’t split Alexa from her crew. Stop wasting our time trying.”
Alexa shrugged when Lera glanced at her. “I’d like to introduce you to my fiancé, Edward Mitchel.”
Lera paused at the top of the steps. “He was approved.”
“By the council and several others.” Alexa went around them, now tracking the infirmary by the thoughts of the doctor working there. “You want something from me. Convince my XO.”
Lera glanced at the other men.
They all shook their heads, smirking.
Lera grunted as she refocused on Edward. “I should have known.”
Edward smiled. Then the warmth dropped from his face. He stared back with icy blue eyes.
Lera almost liked him. “Perhaps we’ll be friends anyway.”
Edward didn’t deny that. Despite their awkward beginnings, he did want approval from all of Alexa’s family.
It bothered Lera that she couldn’t read his thoughts and had to ask instead, but Edward’s mood had dipped. She’d felt it. She wanted to know what had caused it. “Penny?”
Edward frowned. “Just wondering if it’s possible to be friends with a ghost. You’re no Casper.”
Lera laughed. It echoed down the hall and brought shock from her staff.
It hurt Alexa. That sound had been part of her childhood. Her grandmother had been one of the few family members that Alexa had loved back then. Finding out she’d been alive all this time was a hard blow. Alexa had grieved for this woman, fought for her memory, punished her killer…
Alexa grimaced. Abraham had been convicted and imprisoned for two decades on a lie.
But the worst of it was the wedge that had been driven between her and Adrian. That was unforgivable. “I’m going to need some answers, not the least of which is why.”
Lera sneered, demeanor flipping in an instant. “She who was a captive for most of her life and now flaunts a freedom others don’t have would ask me why! Ridiculous.”
Alexa’s face tightened.
Edward decided he didn’t need approval from all of Alexa’s family. “Excuse me.” He left the guard position and joined Alexa.
The rest of the crew did the same, leaving Lera walking alone in the rear.
It was another shock to the staff who saw it.
Lera tolerated it because Alexa was right. She did want something and punishing them for disrespecting her wasn’t the way to get it.
The infirmary was disappointing to most of them. A row of cots, more steel covered windows, and a crackling fireplace met their gazes. There was no special equipment, only an IV stand hooked to Billy’s arm and a tired doctor sitting in an old chair by his side.
Alexa viewed it differently. The care they’d received said this wasn’t the main medical center.
Edward saw it as their future quarters. He already knew Alexa wasn’t going to let them be separated. He began making plans to settle their group in here when Alexa made the call.
Billy was restless, letting out small mutters. His arm twitched toward his gun. His red cheeks were a concern. It didn’t look like the medication was helping.
Lera already knew if the man died, Alexa would never give her what she wanted. “If he doesn’t respond soon, I’ll brew something to get him through this.”
The doctor stiffened as Alexa approached.
“How is he?”
The doctor filled her in quickly. “Severe pneumonia. We’re giving him antibiotics, fever reducers, and hydration. He hasn’t woken yet.”
“Are you still sedating him like you did all of us?” Alexa had figured out why she was a bit sluggish.
The team frowned in tandem as they understood everyone had been drugged.
The doctor caught her accusing tone and quickly shook his head. “He didn’t receive sedation. He’s too ill to handle it.”
Alexa ran a soft hand over Billy’s cheek. “Easy. Your team is here.”
His face relaxed. His breathing evened out.
The doctor approved. “He senses you.”
“We’re a close group.” Daniel sat in the chair on the other side of Billy. He took a book from his cloak and opened it to his marked place, but he didn’t read it. He read the room instead. Things were going on here that he wanted answers to, and it was clear that Lera wasn’t going to satisfy the curiosity of a lowly driver. He’d already pegged her as a snob.
The rest of the crew spread out and took up guard positions.
Lera approved of that. Alexa’s crew was well-trained. She just didn’t like their arrogance.
“I do.” Alexa saw Lera’s face tighten as she realized her thoughts weren’t private. She sent a test thought to discern if Lera was getting anything from them. My father will kill you for this and I may help him.
Lera’s expression didn’t change.
It was more proof of what they’d discovered after facing William in Gainesville. Vampire minds were impenetrable except to other vampires.
Edward caught her attention. Only to students and their makers, I think.
Alexa nodded. That made sense. If Yani had been able to read her thoughts, he would have tried to stop her. Because he couldn’t, warrants were out for blood drinkers and their tribe had been weakened. She doubted Yani had been killed while making sure there were no hybrids left alive in Port City, but it was certainly possible.
Lera knew they were conversing. Frustration bubbled up. “It’s time we talked.”
Alexa grunted. “About 20 years past due.”
Lera shrugged. “In my shoes, you might have done the same.”
“Perhaps.” Alexa nodded at Daniel as she went to the door.
Lera scowled. “There’s no need to leave a guard. If I wanted your man dead, he already would be.”
“That’s clear enough.” Alexa still left Daniel there. It wasn’t because she thought Billy was in danger. She wanted him to have a teammate here when he woke. She didn’t explain that to her grandmother. After what she’d done, this woman didn’t have the right to know the reasons for anything Alexa did.
Alexa’s crew felt her anger and welcomed it. They were already furious on her behalf.
Lera also felt the anger. She might have controlled it with a strong mood spell, but that would only make things worse. She would have to face Alexa’s questions and condemnation.
Alexa glared. “And even then, it will be a hard sell to get whatever it is that you want.”
“What I need, Child.” Lera ignored her surprised staff. They weren’t used to her being submissive to anyone, for anything. “What I need.”
Lera led them out of the infirmary, long robes sweeping the floor.
Alexa followed, already sure she wouldn’t like what she heard. She can’t be trusted.
Another childhood dream shattered; another idol fell from their perch and slammed into the ground at Alexa’s boots. We were rescued, but I don’t feel better.
Edward rubbed her hand. “That’s what your crew is for.”
Alexa clasped his big hand for a second, grateful.
Then she let go and became the leader they all loved instead of the wounded nine-year-old child that lived inside her. “What’s the real reason you didn’t contact Adrian?”
Lera led them toward the dining room. “I gave you the reason. He would have brought Safe Haven here and tried to convince me to support his choice.”
“What would be wrong with that?”
“I want Mitchels in control of the world! My entire life has been spent on that goal. I won’t give it up to anyone else, no matter how skilled or relentless.”
That description told Alexa and her crew that Adrian’s replacement was from a founding line. It wasn’t one they were familiar with.
“That’s what you want from me.”
Lera opened the door and held it for them. “Yes. Either get Adrian back in charge or declare yourself the new president and challenge Safe Haven for control.”
Alexa realized her grandmother knew everything that had been happening in the States. “Dream walking.”
Lera went to her seat at the head of the table, voice smug. “Every night. I know what’s happening with all of the groups who remain.”
The dining space held a table that would seat a dozen, a few tall shelves along the walls that were stacked with dishes, and a fireplace in the corner that was full of ashes. The brick and concrete mix formed walls and floors. The ceiling above them was tall and held traces of cobwebs. There were no windows or other entrances, no furniture or modern technology. They all assumed there was a cooking area nearby. They’d passed several doors after coming up the steps. All of them had been closed.
Three staff members stood by the entrance with their eyes down, but they stole quick glances at Lera to determine what she needed from them.
Mark didn’t like the way the staff was so twitchy. “Are they prisoners?”
Lera scowled at the man she considered to be far beneath her station. She hated talking to lesser beings, but she couldn’t have Alexa believing she was holding people against their will. “Of course not!”
“Then why are they scared of you?”
“I enforce the rules. As long as they obey, they’re treated well.”
Staff members quickly nodded.
Mark let it go, but he wasn’t convinced.
Alexa sat a few chairs down from Lera and picked up the empty cup that was already waiting.
A staff member hurried over with a bottle Alexa recognized. “No. Water.”
Mark and Edward echoed that. They weren’t thirsty now, but their short time on the ocean had given them a new appreciation for the tasteless liquid.
Alexa wanted to keep a clear mind so the anger inside didn’t burst free and consume them all.
Lera sipped the brew that she’d made. She’d had the normal training of a Mitchel child. Potions came easy to her. Spending time around Abraham in the SA compound and copying his methods had increased her skills, though she’d never crossed into the darker areas that had made him so formidable by the time Alexa had ventured through that cursed place.
Another question that didn’t really matter escaped Alexa’s lips. “How could you do this to him? Adrian loved you more than anyone on the planet. He would have done anything for you.”
“Anything but give up that weak normal he chose instead of the match I arranged. Even a Livingston would have been better!”
Alexa was shocked again. “You did this because of Shannon?”
Lera’s eyes turned red. “He was going to settle for that spineless bitch and renounce his destiny! He was going to give it all up after everything I’d gone through!”
Alexa was horrified. “You knew he wouldn’t leave her. You needed her to see us for who we really are so she would betray him. You set him up.”
Lera’s face wrinkled. “I made him who he was! I made him who he is now! Without me, he would be nothing!”
“Without you, he might have been happy.”
Tense silence fell at Alexa’s declaration.
Lera’s real age showed for an instant as her control wavered and then it was gone. Edward saw it. The woman sitting with them was powerful. It wasn’t a glam charm like the one Yani’s mother had used to seduce David and Jacob. It was impressive and worrisome.
Staff brought out plates with stale crackers that tasted like dust to Alexa and her crew. All they could see was Lera’s betrayal. All they could feel was Alexa’s pain.
Lera sipped and stewed. She’d known this would be an ugly moment. She hadn’t expected to feel any guilt over it, but that heavy emotion was hitting her now.
“You could apologize.” Edward didn’t like the woman at all, but he knew Alexa needed the love of her family. “She’d forgive you in time.”
Lera humbled herself reluctantly, hoping it didn’t interfere with her authority over her staff. “I am sorry for your pain. Abraham drove that wedge between you and your father. I didn’t plan on that. I never would have hurt you that deeply on purpose.”
Alexa believed her. “You let Abraham be blamed and locked up.”
Lera didn’t feel guilty over that one. “He was using unwilling sacrifices even back then. He wanted power; he thrived on death and destruction. He needed to be locked away or he would have eventually killed us all.”
Alexa knew that was true as well. She just wasn’t sure what she’d sentenced him to was fair. For his real crimes, he should have been killed, not left to suffer eternity as one of the undead.
“How did you fake your death?” Edward was certain that hadn’t been an easy feat.
Lera smiled. She was still proud of that. “I saw what Abraham was planning and used it to my advantage.”
Edward waited. He didn’t really want the details, but he knew Alexa needed a minute to get control of her emotions.
Lera sipped her brew. “It was a huge risk. I had to drink a death potion that had a cure and hope I survived. Switching the coffee cup that Abbot twit brought me was easy. Giving it to the woman I chose to take my place was harder. I paid her family well. They convinced her that dying in such a way was honorable.”
“So the sacrifice was willing.” Edward was disgusted.
“Yes. After living that way for so long, I just couldn’t return to the lab even one more time.” Lera looked at Alexa.
Alexa understood that. She just couldn’t forgive it.
“You couldn’t do all that alone.” Edward was quickly adding up the clues. “Who helped you?”
“That would be me.”
The man standing in the doorway wore a long red robe over tidy red pants and a silken red shirt. He had bright red lips, brown and gray hair, and more wrinkles on his hands and face than Edward cared to count. He judged the man to be in his late 80s. From the look of him, a hard life had caused age to catch up to him fast. Compared to Lera’s appearance, this man already had one foot in the grave.
Alexa stiffened. “Fredrick.”
“Good afternoon, Lexi.”
Alexa’s pain filled the room again.
Fredrick felt it. He hurried over. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to help your grandmother escape the awful life she was given. Please don’t hate me. I always cared for you.”
While she was studying in that compound, Fredrick had told her funny stories, snuck candy to her, convinced her grandmother to allow more gun time and more fun time. He’d been the only good-hearted lab employee she’d ever had contact with. It was all a lie. Alexa let a single tear roll from her eye.
Fury went through her crew.
Fredrick’s shoulders drooped. “I wouldn’t forgive me either.”
He went to the empty seat on Lera’s right.
The man’s fast, steady movements told Edward that his appearance might not be the truth. He moved with the grace and ease of a younger man. He might be getting that from a potion.
Alexa took Edward’s hand and drew energy from him in a short, fast blast. Then she ran her fingers over the wrinkles that appeared.
Edward understood Lera was taking energy from Fredrick. That’s why he looks older than he is.
Alexa let go and studied the small cracks in the wooden table. Her emotions boiled and bubbled, fighting for control.
Edward kept going while Alexa tried to recover from the new blow. He assumed she and Fredrick had been close. “You gave Lera the antidote?”
Fredrick didn’t mind telling their story. Very few people had ever heard it. “Not right away. The labs required all deaths to be verified. I took her body there and provided samples and paperwork.”
“Samples you took, I assume.”
“Of course. It’s not easy to fool lab techs anyway, but she wasn’t dead. They would have noticed.”
“Fredrick is the only person I’ve ever really trusted.” Lera fell silent as she realized the brew was loosening her tongue in ways that were dangerous to her plans.
Fredrick covered for her. “It’s always been the practice that once the government identified the body, created a cause of death record, and drew samples, they would ship the body to the family for burial. It saved the government time, money, grave space, and questions from media because the bodies ended up in family plots where they belonged. Angel’s will insisted on a closed coffin, saying she didn’t want their last memory to be of her dead, cold face. They honored her wishes. The coffin they buried held the body of the woman who died in her place.”
Lera tilted her cup to him. “Fredrick escorted my body back to the compound and then gave me the antidote.”
Alexa didn’t glance up. “You were there for Abraham’s trial.”
“Yes.”
Fredrick continued the story. “I was being sent to a new location, to the Hawaii bunker. I could have taken that promotion, but Angel needed me. We decided staying together made more sense. When I didn’t return, the government came hunting, but by then, we were off that continent.”
Fredrick sipped the brew that he was almost immune to now because he drank so much of it. “We spent a few years traveling, planting a trail that led to us convincing homeless man of similar size and coloring to commit suicide. All he wanted was to be drunk for a full day first. It was believed because non-magic descendants who died weren’t tested. The government didn’t care about them. They were buried in unmarked graves, mass graves, or dumped into the ocean, depending on where they died. Many of the bodies weren’t claimed at all.” Fredrick’s bitterness came through. “Mine wasn’t. I was just a loose end that had finally tied itself up out of grief over losing Angel.”
“Use my chosen name.”
“As you say, Lera.”
Alexa kept her focus on her scarred, tanned hands. “Everyone thought you allowed her murder, that the lab had sent orders for her to be removed.”
Fredrick nodded. “Both sides considered punishing me for her death. It was a dangerous choice that might have ended in both of us really dying.”
Edward thought he had the man figured out now. “You must have loved her a lot to risk so much.”
The rest of the listening crew forgave Fredrick a little. A man in love would do anything to save his mate.
Fredrick chuckled. “We came to be friends over the years, but I wasn’t in love with her then and I am not in love with her now. It would be pointless and would have only cause both of us pain.”
Edward frowned. “What am I missing?”
Fredrick glanced at Lera with a slight tone of condemnation that surprised them all. “She was bred in a lab. She isn’t capable of loving anyone.”
Alexa was almost relieved. That explains everything.
Edward felt Alexa’s dangerous rage fade and breathed a silent sigh of relief. For a minute there, I thought she might order us to kill her grandmother.
Alexa met his eyes with fury lingering.
Edward understood that order might still come. “You made a bad choice by bringing us here, Lera. You might have been better off leaving us out there to die.”
Lera knew. She could feel Alexa making hard choices. “But some dreams are worth dying for.”
Edward nodded coldly. “On that, we agree completely.”




Chapter Thirteen
Don’t Pity Me
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“Where are we?” Mark was enjoying the sparring between Edward and Lera, but information was important and normal conversation would allow him to skip the snack without seeming rude. He was hungry, but not for crackers. Lera’s odors were riling up his vampire side.
Lera didn’t answer him this time.
Mark felt the insult. His shoulders tensed.
Fredrick examined the bald man’s tattooed fists. He read them and paled a little. Fredrick had missed that upon bringing them in. “About 200 miles from Pitcairn.”
Mark saw the reaction and put a little menace into his voice. “More details would be nice.”
Fredrick was careful with his wording. They didn’t want anyone to be able to come back here without being invited or escorted. “This is an old bunker built back in WWI.”
“I didn’t know that conflict reached this far.” Mark wasn’t clear on a lot of world history, but he thought WWI had happened on the other side of the planet.
“It was built during that time period. We don’t know what it was used for.” Fredrick shifted gracefully on the hard wood seat. “It was empty when we found it.”
“How did you find it?”
Fredrick frowned at Mark’s continued questioning. He wasn’t used to subordinates being so mouthy either.
Alexa lifted a brow, also waiting for that answer.
“Luck.”
Lera redirected the conversation before Mark could express his displeasure with Fredrick’s evasion. “While you’re here, I expect you to follow my rules.”
Mark snorted.
Lera went on as if she wasn’t offended. “Closed doors stay closed. Open doors stay open.”
“To keep the airflow even?” Edward had been paying attention to the drafts.
“Yes. Mold is a problem in such a damp environment. Steady breezes help keep things dry. Mold spreads fast and it’s dangerous. Interrupting that breeze for even an hour can have a dramatic effect.”
Edward believed her. He also believed it was a good excuse. Lera didn’t want them nosing around. “We’ll close doors after we go in.”
“Just don’t go in!” Lera hated it that she was snapping so often, but these new men were testing her patience. “If the door is shut, just stay out of there.”
Edward grinned. “We’ll see.”
Lera frowned at Alexa. “I’ve given you care. I’ve covered your needs. Make them abide by the rules of hospitality.”
“We’ll see.” Alexa redirected the conversation this time. “As soon as my man is well, we’re leaving. I assume our rafts are here somewhere?”
“You’re going back out on the ocean in those flimsy things?” Fredrick wasn’t impressed by the courage that would take. It was reckless.
Alexa waited for an answer to her question. She refused to repeat herself.
Lera put her cup down. “Agree to what I need and I’ll send you to Safe Haven in a small ship, with all the fuel and gear I can spare. You’ll be there in a few days. In those rafts, it might be weeks and there’s no guarantee you’ll make it at all.”
“Have you convinced my XO?”
Lera’s brows rose. “You’re not serious.”
“Deadly.” Alexa slid her chair back and rose. Her hard gaze went over Lera and Fredrick in dangerous warning. “If those rafts are not returned, we will consider ourselves prisoners and react accordingly.”
Fredrick refused to believe she would hurt her grandmother, but he wasn’t sure about himself.
Lera reluctantly gave in. “They’ll be ready to go when you are.” The last thing she wanted was for Alexa to decide they were now enemies.
Alexa sneered. “It’s too late for that.”
“We’re family.” Lera tried to appeal to the little girl who had loved her grandmother. “I did it for my family. Everything I do is for them.”
Alexa’s betrayed anger exploded. “Save those lies for someone else. You did it for yourself. You abandoned your family time and time again! You destroyed your sons by sacrificing them for your freedom. Even now, you’re willing to destroy Adrian by sending me to him as a traitor and a spy!”
“That’s your job in this family!” Lera also stood. “We trained you for this!”
Alexa gestured as she rotated toward the exit. “Convince my XO, Lera.”
Mark chuckled as he followed Alexa. “I love you, Boss.”
Edward mentally echoed that as he crossed his arms over his big chest. “Let’s hear your best lines first.”
Lera forced herself back into the seat, simmering. She wasn’t used to being refused anything.
Fredrick hurried after Mark and Alexa.
Alexa marched through the drafty hallway, barely controlling her anger. “How do I access the underground dock?”
Fredrick frowned. “No one is allowed down there without permission. I’ll have your rafts brought up. When you leave, we’ll launch you from the outside.”
“You can take me to the bottom dock. You’re allowed.”
“But I won’t. I follow all of Lera’s rules and she doesn’t want you down there.”
“Why?”
Fredrick told the truth. “She isn’t sure you won’t turn on us and neither am I.”
“Fair enough.” Alexa went toward the stairs. “I’d like to go outside.”
Fredrick was surprised again. “I thought you would avoid the sun.”
Alexa stopped, mind clicking things into place. “Why?”
“Because you’re…” Fredrick realized he’d revealed too much. “Damn.”
Alexa sneered coldly. “Damn, indeed.”
Fredrick tried to find a way to take it back.
Mark pointed. “She wants to go outside. Take her or we’ll go wandering.”
Fredrick led the way, angry with himself. Letting Alexa know they were aware of her changed status was a mistake.
Alexa dug in. “The staff fears us because of that, right? They all know.”
“Yes.” Fredrick wanted to lie, but it really was too late to take it back. “Lera warned them to be careful around you and your crew. If you murder them, we’ll have to bring in new people and we don’t like doing that.”
Alexa thought of the dusty, empty bunkroom. That was clear. “She wants me to take over Safe Haven.”
Fredrick smoothed a wrinkle from his red robe. “That camp matters little to your grandmother. She wants you to use your abilities to assume control of the world. You’ll bring her dream to life. Mitchels will be in charge of everything.”
Alexa huffed. “We don’t deserve that honor.”
Fredrick tried to get her to understand that honor didn’t matter. “Many rulers didn’t deserve control. They took it because it was their destiny. This is yours.”
Alexa wanted to lead her own country. She had no interest in the rest of the world. “She’s on a power trip. She thinks she can lead through me or Adrian.”
Fredrick kept reasoning with her. “Would that be so awful?”
“After everything she’s done, how can you ask that?”
Fredrick opened a steel panel at the bottom of the steps. Bright sunlight streamed in as the entrance swung open. “I agree with her. She’s brilliant and ruthless. It will keep people in line. We’ll never again have the same misery of the past.”
Alexa pulled her hood up and braced. “No, we’d have all new misery.”
Mark followed Alexa’s lead. When she acted like the sun was terribly painful, he did the same. She didn’t want her family to know they had built up a tolerance. Mark approved. He also agreed that her grandmother didn’t need to be in control of anyone’s life and that might include the staff here. Fredrick was willing, but the man had an obvious blind spot when it came to Lera. Everyone else here was terrified of her and there had to be a reason for that.
Fredrick ran a hand over the outside wall, swiping dirt from it. He rubbed his fingers together, relishing the feeling. Then he clapped his hands together to remove all traces.
Alexa stepped out onto a gravel surface that extended roughly 20 feet from the bunker. A few struggling weeds were growing in it. She walked toward the small dock, not turning yet. She wanted a full picture.
Mark rotated right away, scanning the bunker and everything around it.
There wasn’t much to see. He was too close to the tall structure. He quickly caught up with Alexa, faking another shiver as clouds rolled on and the sun brightened.
Alexa examined the short wooden dock at the end of the gravel and then the calm water around it. The serene setting didn’t match her mood, but the ocean did. She was extremely salty too.
Fredrick stayed back. He didn’t care for the dock or the water. Only Lera’s insistence had gotten him to agree to live out here. The choice had ended up being perfect.
“It’s painted.” Alexa had spotted blue flecks all through the gravel.
“Yes. We add a new coat once a year to account for the wear and tear of the weather. Planes flew over and never saw us. Ships sailed by and assumed the bunker was a mirage.”
Alexa rotated to take in the complete view like Mark was already doing.
The concrete and brick bunker was three stories above a gravel landmass that was less than half a mile wide and deep. Blue paint blended in perfectly with the sky and the water. Even the small greenhouse on the top of the bunker was blue, as were the water barrels next to it. There was no garbage, no equipment, and no signs of life in view other than the building that seemed to shimmer in the sunlight.
Mark used his thinking skills and came up with an answer. “Submarine base. That’s why it was built way out here.”
Alexa chuckled at Fredrick’s surprise. “My crew is more than just muscle.”
Fredrick grunted. “Yes, that’s clear.”
“Do you have a submarine?” Mark hoped so. He’d always wanted to travel in one.
“No. The bay was empty when we arrived.” Fredrick scanned the open water. “Can we go in now?”
“Yes.” Alexa didn’t ask where the entrance to the submarine bay was located. There would be a cavern under the water for subs to dock and a door down there connected to the bunker.
Her mind went to her Snake run. She hadn’t had to go through the sewers back then. She’d done it because she’d wanted that week of freedom. She also hadn’t been fighting at the time. She’d walked casually most of the way to Gainesville, where she’d hunted for traces of her mother.
Mark stayed with Alexa as Fredrick went toward the bunker. He could feel her searching the past for something.
Fredrick lifted his face to the sky as he reached the door, soaking in the warmth. Sunlight was the only part of being outdoors that he enjoyed.
Alexa’s mind clicked it into place. “Hybrid.”
Fredrick froze. His hearing was excellent.
Mark’s hand dipped to his holster.
Alexa sighed. “Her XO is a Snake.”
Mark wouldn’t have guessed that, but it was harder to surprise him now. “You didn’t know?”
“He wasn’t a hybrid back then.”
“Then how would he…” Mark understood all at once. “He continued the experiments even after he was free of the lab.”
“Yes. He’s as broken as they come. His compassion is a dangerous illusion, much like my grandmother seeming to care about our family being in charge.” Alexa walked by Fredrick, who had tensed for her response. “As soon as Edward tells her to go to hell, things will get ugly.”
Mark cracked his knuckles. “Good. I hate being bored.”
Alexa’s laughter echoed through the bottom floor of the bunker, bringing relief to those who heard it. None of the staff wanted to face a gunfighting vampire crew.
Fredrick wasn’t fooled. I’m not the only one upholding an illusion of sanity. Fredrick recognized his own kind. Alexa was a kindred soul.
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“What do I need to do to get your support?” Lera was prepared to bribe the man since being reasonable wasn’t working.
Edward answered Lera’s annoyed question with one of his own. “Why do you want Mitchels in control of the world?”
“It’s our destiny.” Lera knew Alexa’s childish resistance was influencing Edward’s choice. “You want her in charge. I know you do.”
Edward didn’t deny that. “Tell me why.”
Lera understood he wasn’t going to settle for the platitude she’d given. She decided to be brutally honest. “We’re superior in every way. No one can out-fight us, out-think us, out-survive us. We’ve gone through more pain and misery than any other founding line. We deserve to be in control.”
“You just want the power.” Edward recognized the gleam now, the lilt in her voice. “Your son was like that too.”
Lera chuckled without humor. “Which one?”
“Fair. But they aren’t all like you, are they?” Edward hadn’t met Adrian yet, but knowing he gave up leadership made it likely that Adrian was an exception too. “Brandon is kind.”
A cloud passed over Lera’s face. “He was always a gentle soul who cared about others in ways that I’ve never been able to, but don’t discount him because of that. All of my sons craved power back then and those alive now want it still. Adrian only surrendered leadership because he had no other choice.”
Edward had heard about Adrian’s trial and punishment. “It was taken from him.”
“Yes. He passed it to someone he thought would give it back in time.” Lera sneered. “Then he fell in love and allowed her to keep it. Weak!”
“Love isn’t a weakness.”
Lera blew him off. “You’re young. You’ll see it in time.”
Edward glanced at his hand. David was making him a ring to match Alexa’s. He couldn’t wait to wear it and show everyone they were forever bonded. “You have no idea how powerful that emotion can be.”
“And I never want to.” Lera glared. “It draws people away from their destinies, away from their duties, away from their honor. Love is a plague upon the world. We would all have been better off without it!”
Edward shook his head. “It’s sad that you feel that way.”
“Don’t pity me!”
“I don’t. I pity the sons who inherited your loveless character and the granddaughter who once loved you.” Edward rose from his chair, hands dropping naturally to his holsters. “I’m not going to agree. You already know that.”
Lera’s eyes glittered angrily. “Yes, I suppose I do.”
He braced for trouble while hoping it didn’t happen. He couldn’t kill Alexa’s grandmother. Even if Lera deserved it, that would stand between them forever and he would never risk his relationship with Alexa that way. “So what happens now?”
“I keep trying.” Lera waved him toward the exit. “Mitchels never give up, young man.”
“That, I am familiar with.” Edward nodded respectfully and left.
Lera slammed the door behind him, using magic that wanted to be aimed, that wanted to punish, to claim and control. “I will get what I need, even if I have to steal it!”
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Edward spotted Mark and Alexa coming back into the bunker. A warm, salty breeze came through with them, ruffling Edward’s hair.
When Mark would have slid aside to let Edward walk next to the boss, he fell into the rear instead.
Mark understood Edward was too distracted to be Alexa’s bodyguard right now.
Edward sneered at Fredrick as that man shut the door. “Your boss is making dangerous plans. I’m sure she wants your help with that.”
Fredrick started to offer a defense of Lera’s choices.
“Fredrick! Get in here!”
Lera’s bellow echoed. Fredrick hurried to the dining room. “Coming!”
Alexa went toward the infirmary. “We’re bunking with Billy. Go get the others.”
Edward went to their assigned room, mind working in quick, thick chunks that were leading to something none of them would be happy about. Alexa’s grandmother was unstable. That alone would have made her dangerous, but she was also a Mitchel. She’d faked her death and stayed free for 20 years. She was a genius. She’d brought them here knowing Alexa would be furious. “She wants more than what she’s saying. It’s my job to make sure she doesn’t get it.”
He hurried through the halls, deep frown keeping the staff scurrying out of his path.
Alexa and Mark entered the infirmary after a single tap to let Daniel know who it was.
Daniel closed the book he hadn’t been reading. “No change so far.”
Alexa hadn’t expected it so soon, but it was still disappointing. She wanted Billy up and at her side where he belonged. “If anyone brings a brew in, do not let him drink it.”
Daniel nodded, relieved. He hadn’t liked that offer when Lera made it.
Mark started rearranging the furniture, trying to be quiet about it so their host didn’t find out they’d switched quarters until Alexa was ready for her to know.
Daniel got up and helped.
Alexa went to Billy. She took his hand. “I expect you to fight hard!”
There was no response.
Alexa sat in the chair, keeping his hand in her lap. “You can’t hide from destiny. Some people think so and fate may allow it for a while, but time eventually catches up to all of us.”
Mark knew she was contemplating her grandmother. He was still stewing on Fredrick. “How did you figure out he’s a hybrid?”
Alexa frowned. “His dialogue was the first clue. As you say, came from the Snakes.” She rattled off the other signs. “He tries too hard to keep a perfectly neat appearance, but he loves the dirt. It reminded me of Addison’s mate. He also hated to be out in the open.”
Mark was sure there was more. He sat a cot against the wall, waiting.
“His clothing was another sign. The three Snake males from my teenage run also wore red.” Alexa shut her eyes, remembering. “And the three unborn hybrids were all male. I could almost smell them.”
“There’s never been a female Snake hybrid?” Mark was thinking of Hemi now. I hate Snakes, all of them!
“Not that we knew of, but Hemi was alive back then. Her clan managed to hide her from the government. Because of that, I’m sure there were more.” Alexa rubbed Billy’s warm hand. “None of that would have given me the answer if not for…Lera’s snobbishness.” Calling her by the new name was difficult, but it was necessary. Continuing to view Lera as her grandmother would make final choices even harder.
Daniel heard their team coming and went to the entrance. “I don’t understand.”
“My grandmother is a snob. She doesn’t believe classes should mix. Even as a child it bothered me that she didn’t want Mitchels matched with what she considered the lower half of society.” Alexa shrugged. “But she liked sex and she considers Fredrick good enough to be her friend.”
“Because she isn’t his lover, that means he’s beneath her in some way?”
Alexa once again appreciated Mark’s mind. “Exactly. He was good enough to help her escape and to be her companion, but not pure enough for physical moments. She may not be able to love, but she still should have fucked his brains out.”
Mark laughed.
So did Daniel.
Alexa sighed. “The preening was a final clue.” Alexa remembered watching the Snakes under the prison do that when sunlight came through the filthy windows. “He’s a Snake. She’s a snob.”
“And that about sums things up.” Edward entered, carrying the pot of food while the others carried everything else. “I have a question for you, Boss.”
Alexa knew from his tone that he was worried about her taking offense. “Lay it on me without the oil. I don’t mind a little chafing.”
Edward chuckled. I love her so much. He sat the pot near Billy’s cot, while Jacob hurried over to make a fire. “Are you sure she’s really your grandmother?”
Everyone regarded Alexa, a bit embarrassed that they hadn’t considered that possibility. If Lera was an imposter, it would explain a lot.
Alexa was unhappy with her own answer. “Yes. That hug, the smell, the voice. There’s no way she’s faking. That’s Angel Mitchel, mother of Adrian and betrayer of her entire family.”
Edward scooped a bite of the food and dropped the spoon into the pot. He glared at Ria.
Ria dropped her head. “Everyone has a bad shift at some point.”
Edward refused to swallow the goopy mess. He spat it back into the pot.
Jacob hurried to get a clean one from their gear. “We’ll start over.”
Ria quickly joined him, cheeks red.
Alexa waved it off when Edward would have scolded them. “There are things going on here that would distract any of us. Let them be.”
Edward obeyed, but he still sent glares to make sure they didn’t do it again.
David went to the far corner and leaned against the wall. It felt good against his sore spine. He took the gold nugget from his pocket and began manipulating it while keeping track of everything that was going on around him. He would need to use his tools later, but right now, his big hands were strong enough to shape the pliable metal.
Daniel and Mark got all of their beds made and neatly stacked their gear.
Alexa stayed by Billy, but her mind was in the recent past, centered on the moment she’d sentenced Uncle Abraham to an awful fate for a crime he didn’t commit. He would have done it, so it wasn’t totally unfair, but knowing she’d failed at her job, that she’d been tricked, was more than she could tolerate. There has to be a payment for that. “Get comfortable, my pets. We’re going to be here for a while.”




Chapter Fourteen
Playing Nice
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“They have an interesting setup here.” David took radio parts from his pockets and put them on the shelf in the corner where he was standing. The shelf was built into the wall and blended in so well that they hadn’t noticed right away. The entire room held little cubbies. “Water power, like in the compound, along with solar.”
Mark had also recognized those cords. “They collect water on the roof and grow food up there. I would imagine they have a filtering system and pipes that lead to a cooking area we haven’t seen yet.”
“There are no kids.” Edward had been looking for them. He always did, so he could account for them during a battle. “Everyone here is middle-aged or older.”
Daniel was focused on their hosts. “Was Fredrick Lera’s handler?”
“Yes. He was always with her while she was out, to keep track of her and to spy on those she stayed with.” Alexa gave them the rest of Fredrick’s story. “Rumor said his twin sister was killed in the lab. He was born without power. He was only allowed to live because they used him against his twin to get her to do what they wanted. As a result, he saw how dangerous, and how devastating, it is to be close to anyone.”
“That must be why he helped Lera escape.” Jacob carefully stirred the new pot of food. This batch already smelled better than the last one. “He doesn’t seem that bad. Maybe we can help him.”
Alexa frowned. “Do not share these gifts. Do not show that you can tolerate the light. We may need surprise on our side to escape.”
Jacob looked over. “We’re not prisoners.”
“Aren’t we?”
No one liked Alexa’s answer.
“We’ll stay until Billy’s able to travel.” Alexa refused to believe he would get worse or die. I’ve brought him this far. He’ll be with us when we leave. “Food update.”
Ria shut the spice baggie and stored it. “A few days if I stretch it.” She was still upset over not catching the pouches when the whale hit their raft.
Alexa motioned. “Dig out all the hooks, line, and lures. After we eat, we’ll fish.”
“Their fuel is ingenious.” David had felt that way since looking in the bag by the fireplace. “They can’t use wood. They don’t have any trees.”
Edward went over to the bag sitting next to the softly burning fireplace. He peered inside. “Algae…and seaweed.”
“They must have nets up to catch it.” Mark used his brain. “Or maybe they have a shallow pool behind the bunker that we didn’t see?”
“They might also harvest it directly from the ocean.” Alexa was impressed with the setup too, but her mind refused to accept that anyone would want to stay here for decades. The world was dangerous, but dying without living didn’t appeal to her.
“Lantern tonight?”
Alexa shook her head at Daniel’s question. “Our hosts are scared of us. Let’s keep it that way.”
Edward smiled. “Being who we really are sounds good.”
The others realized they were going to be fishing in the dark using only their vampire sight. They all looked at Edward with a bit of envy that he’d understood so quickly.
Edward opened his mouth to gloat.
He immediately stopped himself from doing that. “You’ll get there.”
Mark was pleased, but he was also a little sad that Edward had self-corrected his arrogance. “I guess this quest has changed all of us.”
Edward glanced at Alexa. “Some.”
Mark acknowledged that. “But would you really want her to change?”
Edward snorted. “Never.”
Ria began scooping food into the collapsable bowls that Jacob was holding. “It’s ready.”
Edward took the first one, trying it while braced. So far, Ria had helped with four meals, one of which had been totally inedible. A 75% success rate wasn’t good.
A delightful sensation hit his tongue. Sweetness layered his mouth. It turned sharp, becoming salty, then settled into a savory stew that he instantly wanted more of.
Edward took his bowl to his bed and sat down with it.
Alexa chuckled. “Fill mine all the way.”
Mark brought it over, groaning at the smell. “It’s like spring and summer all mixed together.”
Edward swallowed as he scooped the next bite. “We’re keeping her, Boss.”
Ria snickered, loving his reaction and his words. If she made Edward happy, then Alexa would be happy, but not because of their relationship. If she pleased Edward, Alexa would approve because that meant she was doing things right.
Ria got her bowl last, making sure the others were fed before herself. That was a cook’s duty in her mind. She took a small bite and smiled. It was very, very good. And I did it with a fireplace, packs of dehydrated food and some spices. My old chef would be proud.
The sound of eating was the only noise for a few minutes.
“He looks a little better.” Daniel scooped his last bite. “Cheeks aren’t as red.”
All of them scanned Billy in relief. He was still pale and his breathing was still cloggy, but his fever was coming down.
Alexa finished her food and yawned. The great meal was already making her sleepy. “Snooze for a bit and then we’ll go do a workout.”
Edward nodded. “Wait til you guys see the gym. It’s amazing.”
Alexa grinned “We may have to use your balls. I don’t think they have any here.”
Edward laughed with the others. “If you want ‘em in your hand, that’s what you’ll get, Boss.”
“It wouldn’t be the first time for that, now would it?”
Amusement spilled out of the room and echoed to the staff. It lightened moods and settled concerns about their guests.
 
Lera also heard it, but she wasn’t pleased. She didn’t want noises like that in her bunker. Happy people were often rebellious. I want things back to the way they were.
Fredrick finished setting up her brewing supplies without responding. After only a day, he wasn’t sure that Lera could handle her granddaughter. Alexa had grown strong over the years. She now put off a bright light that made people want to follow her. Lera’s effect was the opposite. To get what she wanted, she would have to resort to shady methods. And she’ll still get caught.
Lera was aware of Fredrick’s doubts. They matched her own. In a battle, she was outclassed. “I’ll try to play nice once more.”
“Good.” Fredrick hoped that worked. He wanted Lera to gain her heart’s desire and finally be happy for the first time in her life.
Lera didn’t care about happiness. All I want is power.
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“We’ll do normal sets this time so the rookie can start matching our standard forms.” Alexa entered the workout room.
Her boot slipped on the waxed floor. She staggered and stumbled, trying to gain her balance. She failed, falling to her knees with a hard smack.
Her men stared.
Ria gawked. “Did that just happen?”
Edward fought not to laugh. “I didn’t see anything.”
Alexa slowly stood, scowling. “Never gonna live that down.” She knelt to unlace her boots while her knees throbbed. “Bare feet.”
The crew understood as soon as they entered. Half of them also slipped and juggled for balance. The others moved slower. The coat of wax was unexpected and dangerous.
The gym room didn’t have workout equipment, but there was a shelf with balls for the hoops and a rolled-up net on top of a few rackets. Alexa wasn’t interested in those. She needed a good workout and so did her team.
Alexa tossed her shoes and socks along the wall, knees still stinging. “Who has Advil left?”
Jacob lifted a finger while his other hand worked on his boot laces. “Two bottles.”
“Good. We’ll need it after this.”
Ria reluctantly shoved off her boots. “Won’t we just regen?”
Alexa huffed. “That’s what we thought as well, but bruises and aches aren’t actual injuries, so they don’t heal.”
“That makes sense.” Ria chuckled. “And it doesn’t. I mean, what the hell?”
The team laughed with her, also pondering how odd it was to be almost immortal but to still have body pain.
Alexa did a fast scan of their feet while they were bare, approving of their self-care. Because they walked so much, she’d made it clear that their feet mattered.
Ria dropped her head as Alexa’s sharp gaze came around to her.
Alexa didn’t scold the girl. She hadn’t had anyone to care for her needs. “Pass her the clippers. Give her the sharp ones that can cut through bones.”
Edward dug them out while the others stared at Ria’s gnarly nails. “Be careful with these. They really will snap right through a bone.”
Ria took the clippers with red cheeks. She went to the wall and sat, twisting like a pretzel to reach her nails with the odd clippers. They were almost like using a tiny pair of gardening sheers. Her ankle immediately began to protest the position, as did her spine. And this is why I just let them grow!
Alexa went to the middle of the shiny floor. “Leave a space in the center for the rookie. Get used to that spot being occupied.” She began their standard form, but she did it much slower than anyone was used to.
The others joined her, grateful. Even on bare feet, the floor was slippery.
Edward caught himself, ducked and turned, slipped, caught himself, rotated and ducked. “Great workout.”
Alexa didn’t respond. She needed to concentrate to master this surface.
Ria clipped off a huge chunk of nail. It sailed through the air and hit Daniel in the arm.
Ria flushed.
Daniel barely felt it. He drew his blade, ducked and spun, slipped and caught himself. His knife clanged against the floor.
“No weapons.” Alexa didn’t want to damage the floor, but she also didn’t want them to get hurt.
She sped up, slipping and sliding then adjusting as she jumped and landed, rolled and rose.
Ria clipped another nail; the gnarly chunk hit Edward in the face.
Edward ducked and spun. “Projectiles, a slippery floor, and a spectator. Fun times.” Performing for an audience wasn’t new to him. Edward usually enjoyed putting on a show. He just didn’t like the woman observing them.
Alexa couldn’t spare the concentration to look over. She rolled again, mimicking drawing her blade. Her foot slipped, sending her crashing into Jacob.
Jacob shoved her back into place and ducked as a nail clipping flew toward them. A huge grin covered his face.
The mood improved as they all fought for balance. They liked a challenge.
Ria felt it. I want to be with them! She cut another chunk off of her big toenail. It pinged into the wall and bounced toward Mark.
Mark was doing better than the others. He deflected the nail, sending it flying back toward its owner as he spun.
Ria cringed. “Eww!”
Chuckles filled the room.
Alexa moved faster, feet getting used to the surface. She flew through the routine this time, only slipping once more.
The team stopped out of time with each other but happy enough that they’d completed it at all on this surface.
“Again.”
Ria cut faster, wincing as she got down to the quick. Nails pinged off walls and the floor, hitting the team.
The team deflected them with swipes and shifting sideways, still trying not to slip.
Alexa finally glanced toward the door and found her grandmother observing them with narrowed eyes. It was clear what she wanted. “If you must.”
Lera immediately tossed a weak fireball toward Alexa.
Alexa snatched her blade from her belt and sent it back toward the woman in one quick move.
Lera absorbed it and sent out a new blast that was stronger.
Edward caught it and sucked it down, making a face. “You taste like fear.”
Lera fired again, getting angry that they were able to avoid her hits so easily.
Ria cut another nail chunk. It flew toward Lera.
Lera sent a blast of heat toward the girl that caught the nail and melted it.
Ria got her shield up in time. The heat swarmed her.
Ria absorbed it, grunting. “Cheater.”
The team agreed. Firing at someone who wasn’t ready to defend themselves was a move without honor.
Lera flushed as they all scolded her with condemning eyes.
Alexa held up a hand. “Break. Three minutes and then the rookie will join.”
Ria cut faster, eager to be with her team.
Lera waited in the doorway, drawing more energy to use. She hated being reprimanded, but she loved using her gifts.
Lera fired just as Ria reached her spot, not giving the girl time to get set.
Edward bounced it with his knife, scowling.
Angered, Lera fired again, only aiming for Edward this time.
Edward absorbed the first hit. The second one was tossed too fast for him to do that again.
Alexa deflected it with her blade. She stepped in front of her crew.
Lera opened fire, sending blast after blast of heat.
The workout was forgotten as the team observed the battle between them.
Lera’s magic was fire. The men assumed that made her a firewalker, like Alexa. They were surprised when she also used force spells.
Alexa would have explained that the woman had multiple skills, but she was too busy deflecting the blows.
One of those hits got to her before she could absorb it.
Ria’s anger rose as Alexa let out a tiny whimper of pain. She lifted her shield over her team leader.
Lera’s next blast melted that barrier.
Edward put a hand on Ria’s arm. “Be still, rookie.”
Ria shrugged him off, but she obeyed.
Edward understood it was a battle of wills between Alexa and her grandmother. He didn’t like it, but they needed to stay out of it.
Alexa didn’t fire back, but her anger continued to grow as Lera fired hits that were meant for her team. Alexa slid from side to side, deflecting, absorbing, and taking the heat for them.
Lera was running out of energy. She despised Alexa’s youth. If not for that, she would be on the floor, fighting the flames. Lera’s braids swung wildly as she fired one last blast, sending twice the amount of fire.
Alexa gritted her teeth as she brought up her shield and let the fire melt it. She absorbed the rest of it as she slid to her knees from the force. “I win!”
Lera stepped out and slammed the door. She muttered a fast spell, using the last of her energy.
The door locked.
“You’re a sore loser.” Edward helped Alexa to her feet.
Lera mocked him. “Gotta go now. There’s a man in the infirmary who doesn’t have a protector.”
Alexa’s fury flew out and blew the door open, knocking Lera backward. Brick and concrete sprayed the hallway, bringing staff running.
Lera chuckled. “I wasn’t sure if you were able to fight back.” Lera dusted off her robe. Then she glared at Alexa, ignoring everyone but her granddaughter. “You care for them too much. Let your team go and follow the destiny your father denied!”
Alexa scoffed. “Everything he’s done is for his family.” Alexa’s hand slid to her gun. “Threaten my men again and I’ll sink this place and you with it!”
Lera nodded in approval. “Now you sound like a Mitchel.” She glared at Edward and left.
Mark glanced around at the mess. “I guess the workout’s over…”
Alexa was full of anger that needed an outlet. “Reset. Restart!”
The team hurried to get set in an area that didn’t have debris on it. No one slipped or made jokes. Their team leader was angry. They did their forms perfectly, hating Lera for interrupting their good moment.
 
Fredrick fell in step with Lera as she went back to her quarters. He’d been observing from the hallway. “I thought you were going to play nice.”
“I did.”
“That wasn’t nice.”
“Of course it was.”
“How do you figure?”
“No one died.”
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“What was that all about?” Ria pulled her socks on half an hour later. The workout was over. They were all sweaty, sore, and still pissed.
Jacob laced his boot. “She was testing the boss to determine how strong she is.”
Daniel tapped his boot on the floor to dislodge pieces of Ria’s toenails. “She was finding out if Alexa would protect us.”
“She was using her gifts to keep control of herself.” Alexa tugged her sock on. “Her magic doesn’t get an outlet very often, I’m guessing.”
“Maybe it’s all of those and more.” Edward laced his boots, wincing at the soreness in his legs. Being in the plane and then being in the raft all that time had caused him to soften up. The feeling sucked. “She’s hiding something from us.”
“Yes.” Alexa had several possible ideas of what it could be and none of them were good for her or her crew.
“She’s nothing like I remember.” Ria hadn’t spent much time around their family, but her memories of Angel Mitchel had been warm. This demonstration had proved those memories false.
The gym was trashed. Burned places were all over the floor and the walls. The equipment had been knocked off the shelf and the floor was dotted in toenails and dust bunnies. Ria considered cleaning it and then decided not to. Lera’s interference in a team workout had angered everyone. Let her clean the mess.
“Excuse me.” The tall, thin medic was in the broken doorway. “Lera would like you all to have dinner with her.”
The crew finished dressing and waited for Alexa’s choice.
Alexa preferred to go fishing and spend the evening alone with her team.
The medic had been told it would take a temptation. “We’re thawing deer steaks. Lera likes them bleeding.”
Stomachs growled despite having eaten not long ago.
Alexa reluctantly agreed. “We’ll be there.”
“Two hours.” The tall medic left quickly while shaking his head in disapproval of the mess that was both in and outside of the workout room. The staff would have to clean it up.
Alexa laced her boots, still angry. She didn’t like being tempted in any form.
“A family gathering.” Ria made a face.
Alexa felt the same way, but her crew needed the meat. “I’ll stay with Billy.”
Edward wasn’t going to allow that. “You go. I’ll stay with him.”
“He’s not in danger. They’re giving him good care. I say we all go and bring back leftovers if there are any. He’ll want a great meal when he wakes up.”
Jacob’s words made sense. The others nodded or voiced agreement.
Alexa shrugged. They’d left him alone for this workout. “We won’t stay long.”
Mark grinned. “He said bleeding meat. It’ll be gone in less than a minute.”
“We’ll clean our plates and then go to bed like good girls and boys.” Ria couldn’t help the sarcasm. She felt horribly betrayed and it wasn’t fading.
Alexa understood. She didn’t tell Ria she was working on a plan to make them feel better. She was forming a plan, but she wasn’t sure it would erase the feeling. This type of betrayal had to fade into tired bitterness and that would take years.




Chapter Fifteen
You’re Broken
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“Half an hour left.” Edward was keeping track of the time.
His team wasn’t ready to stop. The fishing was going well and it was peaceful. The ocean was a calm body of darkness that reminded the team of the lake in Gainesville. They were thousands of miles from there now. It wasn’t surprising that they were homesick. Being out here in the dark made them feel a little closer to that time in their quest.
Edward ignored his sore arms as he reeled in his line. It was frustrating to be in pain from such a short workout. I didn’t even do that much!
Alexa sympathized. She also refused to show how unhappy her body was.
Alexa reeled in her line and untied the lure from the hook. She gave it to Ria, who was manning the equipment and nets for this session.
Ria had taken a turn, but the lack of poles made it hard. She’d only caught one small fish that they’d used as bait to catch an 8-pounder that would feed them all a great meal. Catching a fish with just a line, a lure, and a hook was much harder than it sounded.
A warm breeze blew over them, bringing light chatter from the bunker staff. The staff had gone to the roof and worked there for a while. A line of them had carried buckets of saltwater into the bunker. More staff had hoisted buckets of ocean water to the roof, presumably to filter and use in the greenhouse. They’d stayed busy as the sun sank. When they finished, they’d gathered near the main entrance to observe their strange guests.
Alexa and her crew were fully covered, giving the impression that it was required. All of them were a bit warm. It was worth it to have more meals and to keep the staff from discovering the truth.
“When we go back to the infirmary, put the biggest one into a pot and get soup rolling for in the morning. Smoke the rest of it.” Alexa scanned their catch and estimated they now had three more days of food. It wasn’t much, but they had to start somewhere. “We’ll probably do this every day that we’re here.”
“Maybe they have some food we can trade for.” Daniel was curious about what might be growing in the greenhouse.
“Anything we have extra of can be used for trading.” Alexa didn’t tell them not to give away ammunition. They already knew not to do that.
The sun sank abruptly, throwing them into darkness but for the small light coming through the open bunker door. The crew reeled in strings, stored the hooks and lures, and began gutting their catches.
The staff stayed nearby, still observing even though all of them hated the dark.
Alexa directed her crew to dump the guts instead of using them for anything this time. Their lures were working better than live bait because the lures were rare and guts were not. The odd scents of the lures had drawn a small school of trout to them. It was still all around the dock, diving and dipping.
“Anything you want me to do while we have dinner?” Edward wasn’t sure if it was supposed to be friendly or just quick.
Alexa snorted. “You don’t need coaching when it comes to tense situations and dangerous people.”
That told her crew she’d officially decided Lera and Fredrick were enemies, but none of them could imagine having a battle where they killed their hosts. Enemies or not, Lera was family. Killing her wouldn’t be done by Alexa’s men.
Alexa eyed Ria.
Ria quickly shook her head. She didn’t want that job either. “I’m sorry.”
“As am I.” Alexa led them inside.
The staff retreated, but they no longer seemed scared.
Alexa assumed they were adjusting to having vampires being among them. She didn’t like it. Fear kept people from doing stupid shit.
Alexa was hurt and furious, but she didn’t want Lera dead now any more than she had when they’d buried what they thought was her body. Telling Adrian would be too hard, even for me.
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Alexa led her team into the dining room 15 minutes later.
Staff at a smaller table along the far wall stared eagerly.
Alexa frowned at them and got no reaction.
Her earlier worry was confirmed. We’ve been too civilized.
The main table held stained cups, bent silverware, and faded plates. The sparse settings reinforced the fact that Lera didn’t view them as honored guests. The staff table was identical, though those men and women had cleaned up for the meal. Edward got the sense that they didn’t usually eat at the same time as Lera.
Lera didn’t look at the staff at all. She just expected them to dine and dash.
Alexa went to the same chair she’d picked before.
More staff entered behind them with rolling carts carrying food.
Lera frowned. Alexa’s team had dirty hands, dirty clothes, and boots that held fish splatters. “How nice of you to clean up for the occasion.”
Edward returned her sarcasm. “You didn’t. Why would we?”
Lera flushed. She was still wearing the same clothes from earlier, but she hadn’t been fishing. She hadn’t needed to make an effort with her appearance.
Alexa waved off the offered potion again and picked water.
So did Daniel.
The rest of them accepted a small glass of the homemade brew. Their noses burned pleasantly as they swallowed.
The brew tasted a bit like wine, but it wasn’t as sweet or as sour. It also wasn’t going to make them drunk like they’d expected. They could tell from the taste. It was just something else to wash down the food. They were disappointed.
Ria tensed as an old memory took over her thoughts.
Mark noticed. He didn’t ask what it was. The pain on Ria’s face said it was ugly, so assumed it was connected to her father.
Ria sighed, pulling out of it. “He wanted to learn how to brew, but he didn’t have the patience for it. When he failed, he got mean.”
Mark still wished Ria’s father was alive so he could kill the man.
David did too. He scowled at Lera, still angry about the way she’d interrupted their workout. “If you had stuck around, your kids might have turned out better.”
Lera waved it off. “Roger was troublesome as a child and it didn’t change when he became an adult. He didn’t believe I’d died. I spent a year staying ahead of him that did no good. He wanted to stay with me. I had no place for a rapist and abuser of the innocent back then and I still don’t.”
“And he might have figured out your plans.”
Lera nodded at Edward. “That too.”
Alexa thought of the secret that Roger had told Ria about. A piece of that puzzle snapped into place. “He found you and you sent him away. He was angry about that. He was going to tell everyone at the family meeting.”
“That has to be it.” Ria was glad to have that mystery solved.
Lera was just glad Roger was dead. If that had happened, she might have been recaptured. Many of her children would have hunted her. Working together, she wouldn’t have been able to elude them all.
Fredrick entered and took his seat with a smooth motion. He nodded to Alexa and ignored her men in favor of the food. He hoped things stayed peaceful, but he doubted they would after Lera’s earlier actions.
Staff set plates in front of them. The wonderful smell captured attention. Everyone started eating, including Lera. The magic use earlier had given her a better appetite than usual.
Her eagerness made Mark’s mouth water. It was odd that only Lera’s odors made him hungry, but Mark assumed that was because the staff didn’t speak. It made it easy to forget they were here.
Ria saw the staff swallowing whole pieces of meat without chewing. It was odd; they were odd. The staff barely moved, even while eating. They were so still between bites that it was hard to tell if they were breathing.
Alexa’s team tore into the bloody steaks. They ate the carrots and potato because they were on the plate.
There was no butter or toppings for the vegetables. Alexa and her team hadn’t expected any, but it made them think about their lives before the war, when a loaded baked potato could be had without much trouble. Potatoes weren’t something they’d had much of since the war.
Ria swallowed a bite of the meat and a moan, instantly in love with the taste of blood.
Mark chuckled. “Agreed.”
The staff ate and watched, almost entranced to be at a dinner with vampires.
“Why do you make them eat at a different table?” Daniel didn’t like that. He didn’t like anything about this place and that included the free meal. He preferred deer meat to human blood, but this had been frozen for a while. It wasn’t as good as fresh, and he didn’t like the hands that had prepared it.
“We are not equals.” Lera’s pointed tone said she felt the same way about him.
Daniel grinned at her.
Lera turned her attention to Alexa’s XO before she could be drawn into a fight. “I need information.”
Edward lowered his fork. “Shoot.”
“We haven’t been out on a scavenging run in six months. Has anything changed out there?”
Edward hated that question but only because of the answer. “If anything, it’s gotten worse. Lights are going out. Hope is dying.”
“Good.”
He stared. “Excuse me?”
“I said good.” Lera chose another slice of the tender steak and lifted it onto her plate. “The more desperate things are, the easier it will be to get Adrian to do what I want.”
Alexa’s lids narrowed. “As soon as he finds out you’re alive, he’s going to come here.”
“Yes. You’ll help me convince him to take control back of that refugee camp.”
“Why would I do that?”
“Because Safe Haven isn’t going to accept hybrids.”
That was one of Alexa’s biggest concerns. She didn’t respond.
Fredrick opened his mouth to change the subject before a fight could start.
Lera went on, driving in her point. “You’ll end up making deals you can’t keep and even then, it won’t be enough. Safe Haven’s people will fear you. They’ll convince their leader to remove you all. You’ll have to kill some of them to escape and be forever banned from there and from the world they’ll try to rebuild.”
The crew had stopped eating. All of them considered that future.
Lera shrugged. “You can avoid that. Mitchels don’t mind hybrids since so many of us are mixed. We’d never force you to pick between your family and the future.”
Alexa dropped her fork. “Stop conspiring against their ruler. She won’t stand for it and neither will I!”
Lera gloated. “You’ve seen these things. You know it may go that way.”
“It may also go the way I need it to.” Alexa admitted something she hadn’t even told her team yet. “She might give up control on her own.”
Lera wiped her mouth. “She may die.”
Alexa frowned. “I’m not killing her and neither are you. It will curse our family.”
Lera huffed. “We’re already cursed.”
Daniel couldn’t stay out of it. “What if she just goes away with the man who loves her more than any of her other suitors?”
Lera lifted a brow. “Marc or Adrian?”
Daniel sighed. “Me.”
His team stared in surprise.
Lera burst out laughing. “And I thought I had impossible dreams!”
Daniel rose, slamming his chair back. He stomped from the room.
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Daniel didn’t linger to hear Alexa scold her grandmother for being rude. He was certain that she would, but there would also be a hint of pity in her voice that he couldn’t take. Daniel knew his dreams had no chance of coming true. He would end up with Lorey and try to be happy with that. They would be content, but that wasn’t the same as being with someone he’d loved for decades. It was a bitter pill to swallow. He was doing it with as much grace as he could find.
Daniel started to go back to the infirmary. He saw a shadow caused by a gently swaying lantern and followed it.
The steps to the next floor beckoned.
Daniel followed with his mind in the past while his feet took him to what he believed was Lera’s living quarters. There should also be an entrance to the roof up here somewhere, but he wasn’t really interested in that. He was just wandering while he tried to soothe his broken heart.
Voices came to Daniel. He tracked them silently. The staff was in the dining room with Lera, including Fredrick. Curiosity about who could be up here distracted Daniel from his lonely pain.
Daniel peered into the room.
Two white-coated men walked among 10 chained subjects, injecting them and checking their bonds.
The captives barely noticed. They were dressed in ragged white clothes. Their skin was pale, bruised, and chafed in places. They hung at awkward angles that implied they’d been drugged.
It’s a lab. Daniel had never been in one, but he recognized it from Alexa’s stories.
Two more medics were working in the corner of the long room. Daniel listened to them in horror.
“These subjects won’t last much longer if she keeps draining them.” The short medic swept dirt toward the sewer grate.
“Her experiments aren’t working.” The tall medic added a drop of blood to the slide.
“She knows, but that won’t stop her.”
“Make sure the next batch of brews is ready. She’ll be back in here as soon as our guests bed down for the night.” Tall medic examined the slide in disappointment that wasn’t just because he would have to tell Lera. He shared her desires. He wanted the experiment to work.
Short medic put the broom in the wall rack. “We may have new subjects if our guests don’t agree to give Lera what she wants.”
“Good. I’m bored. Having new people will give us something new to do.” Tall medic focused the microscope in frustration, unable to spot any differences in the blood sample.
Short medic blew out the lantern that was lighting the half of the room where the sedated prisoners were chained. “I heard they’re dangerous.”
Tall medic recorded the unsatisfactory results. “So did I, but we haven’t seen any signs of that.”
Short medic sat at the other desk and opened one of the medical books. “You sound like you don’t believe what the staff’s been saying.”
“Honestly, I don’t. If they were out in the sun, even as it’s setting, then they aren’t vampires. On this one, Lera’s wrong.”
“Well, you can be the one to tell her that.”
“And end up on the wall with the other poor bastards who questioned her choices? No, thanks.”
Daniel backed away. He rotated, in shock, and went back down the painted steps.
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“If you don’t leave here very often, where do you get the bone dust for your brewing?”
Alexa’s question drew revulsion from her men.
Edward froze with the cup against his lips.
David spat his drink back into the cup.
Jacob swallowed and tried not to think about it.
Ria drained the last of her cup, finally feeling better for the first time since she’d been changed. Blood is wonderful.
Mark glanced toward the doorway, feeling waves of anger coming their way.
“We gather large amounts when we do go out. The dead are easy to find.” Lera shrugged. “And we do occasionally have a death here. None of us are young.”
Alexa also felt the wave of anger coming toward them. Unlike Mark, she knew who it was. She just didn’t know what had caused it. “Where do you get the fuel for the trips?”
“We scavenge. Once, it was an old refinery.” Fredrick wiped his mouth and put the napkin on his empty plate. “Another time, we drained an entire shipyard. We add chemicals to revive the fuel.”
Edward focused on Lera, sensing something ugly coming. “What happens to the staff who don’t fit in or those who won’t follow your rules? Do they end up in your potions?”
Staff at the smaller table tensed, looking at Lera.
Lera glared at his repeated accusations. She opened her mouth to scold him.
“They end up chained to a wall in her lab.” Daniel stopped in the doorway. He didn’t want to get any closer to Lera. He was afraid he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from attacking her. “She’s running a lab, Boss. We have to put her down.”
Horror went through the team.
Lera forked another bite of the bloody steak, acting like Daniel’s anger didn’t frighten her. He was an enforcer. She could feel him wanting to use those gifts. “Of course we have a lab. How else are we supposed to treat illnesses?”
Daniel glared. “You’re experimenting on your staff!”
“They’re being punished.” Fredrick hurried to explain. “They all know the price of disobedience. They’ll be allowed to rejoin us when they’ve served their time.”
The staff members at the small table nodded quickly.
Daniel didn’t care about the reasons why. “You escaped that life and then restarted it here. You can’t be saved. You’re broken.”
Alexa stood.
Her team did the same. All of them condemned Lera silently.
Daniel waited for the fight to begin.
Alexa rotated toward the exit. “Thank you for dinner.”
“It’s my honor.”
Daniel understood Alexa wasn’t going to handle this like he wanted her to. His anger burst out. “You have no honor, lady. You’re a monster!”
Mark took Daniel’s arm and guided him out into the hallway.
Edward glanced over his shoulder. “He speaks for all of us.”
Alexa and her crew left without responding to Fredrick’s explanations or to Lera’s angry surprise.
Alexa went toward the infirmary, mind spinning with the new information.
As they approached, a medic came out, carrying a basket that clinked softly.
He hurried off before they could talk to him.
The infirmary smelled good. The fish soup was done and bubbling nicely. It couldn’t compare to the bloody meat they’d just had, however.
Alexa gestured at their unconscious teammate. “Get some broth into him. Go slow and maybe he’ll sip it. If not, we’ll use a feeding tube.”
Alexa stared at Billy. He was paler, though the fever was gone. Her mind clicked another piece into place. “Stay here.”
Alexa left the infirmary on silent feet.
The rest of her crew got set for the night. They didn’t talk. They were all dismayed by what Daniel had discovered. It didn’t matter that there were no jails now for a disobedient population. In their minds, killing those people would have been more honorable than putting them into a lab.
 
Alexa tracked the medic. She followed him up the cleverly-hidden steps and toward the lab, stopping to duck into the shadows when she needed to.
She came to the door after he entered, looking inside.
Old memories washed over her. All of them were bad.
Footsteps and Lera’s angry voice echoed behind her.
Alexa slid into the darkest hallway shadows and went dim. The fresh meat gave her strength, replenishing the energy she’d used during their workout.
Lera and Fredrick walked by without sensing her.
Lera entered the lab and went to the chair in the corner. She sat and rolled up her sleeve to reveal a papery arm that was showing signs of age and heavy needle scarring. The special potions she brewed were only able to defy age a little at a time. The energy she’d used today had caused the process to speed up again.
The tall, thin medic came over and inserted the IV line into her arm while the short, dumpy medic prepared the blood.
Lera scanned the bottles. “How much did you get?”
“Two full bottles.”
“Do it again in the morning.”
“A couple more and he’ll die.”
Lera shrugged at the medic’s warning. “Grief will make Alexa change her plans.”
Billy’s blood began flowing into Lera’s arm.
Lera waited to feel anything, but she already knew she wouldn’t. They’d done this three times now. “It’s not working.”
“No.” The tall medic motioned toward the microscope. “I can’t find any anomalies in his blood. There’s no proof of what you suspect.” He took a deep breath. “Perhaps you misunderstood and they aren’t really what you think.”
Lera normally would have punished the medic for his words, but she was tired and frustrated. “There’s something missing. Store the rest of it until I figure out what you’re doing wrong.”
The medic obeyed, relieved that she hadn’t exploded, but he was positive now that she’d imagined it. There are no such creatures as vampires.
Lera chuckled derisively. “Yes, there are, my idiot, and I’m going to prove it to you as soon as I figure it out.”
The medic paled at her threat. He wanted to share that gift, not be food for it.
Fredrick wanted Lera to get what she needed. “Maybe you can use the girl.”
Lera scowled deeply. “I’ve been trying.”
“The other one. She’s weaker than Alexa. She might give you the information if you persuade her the right way.”
Lera considered it even though she hated to work on plans around the staff. What would Ria want?
Her eyes went to the blood bag.
She smiled. “Excellent idea.”
 
Alexa went back down the steps, unable to hide any longer and still conceal her anger. She went straight to Billy and knelt by him.
The team watched in concern as she bit into his arm.
Ria moaned at the smell of Billy’s blood.
Daniel understood what she was doing. He went over to help.
Alexa pushed venom into Billy, using it to help him regenerate after having so much blood taken from him.
Edward dug out his medical supplies. He found the IV line and had it in his hand when Alexa was ready for it
They gave Billy a transfusion directly from Edward, who was the same type.
Billy’s breathing evened out as they worked.
Alexa’s anger continued to grow.




Chapter Sixteen
How Right You Are
Day 8
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Mark woke slowly. Noises and thoughts came to him. Anger filled his mind as he remembered where they were and what was happening. They tried to kill Billy!
Mark sat up, attention going to their ill teammate.
David kept shaping the golden nugget in his hand. “He’s about the same.”
Mark saw everyone else was still sleeping. Dim sunlight was coming around the edges of the steel panels over the windows. He judged it to be late afternoon. It smelled like rain was on the way.
David stilled, head tilting. He was on guard duty. He’d taken over for Edward a few hours ago.
Mark stood up, hand going to his gun.
“Just someone walking by.” David resumed shaping the gold. “They know we’re onto them.”
Mark stretched, cracking his spine. His knees popped. Aches and pain came to him in a muted fashion. The workout hadn’t lasted long, but he was feeling it.
David stored the nugget. Now that someone else was awake, he felt it was okay to work on something that might distract him a bit. He took the radio and his bag of parts from his cloak. Daniel usually carried the radio, but David was trying to upgrade their equipment to reach farther.
Mark watched as the blacksmith put the radio on a shelf and began digging parts out of the bag. “Can I talk to you about something sensitive?”
David knew what the topic was. “She doesn’t like me. I already figured it out.” That’s why he’d kept his distance since their moment in the raft. “I’m not a problem.”
Mark put his back to the man so he could watch the door. “That’s not entirely accurate.”
David opened his tiny screwdriver. “Me or my impression?”
“Both, actually.” Mark was sure David was feeling insulted. That could become a problem if the man simmered on it. “She wants a relationship. She’s just scared. She also doesn’t want to come in second to the boss.”
David twisted the first screw gently. “That’s a tall order for anyone.”
“Yep.” Mark wiped sleep from his lashes, vaguely aware of needing to use the bathroom. Being a vampire meant he could go a long time without having to do that, but he would still have to at some point. “She’s scared of sex, like Claudia was.”
David grinned. “Was?”
Mark nodded proudly. “It took a lot of control to get her over that, but it was worth it. You’ll have to do the same thing with Ria.” Mark’s tone dropped into low anger. “She’s never had a willing experience.”
David’s anger flared.
Teammates shifted restlessly in their narrow cots.
David pulled it in, controlling his need to kill someone. Ria’s abuser was already dead. “Thank you for telling me.”
“I wouldn’t have normally. It’s her business, but I’ve been thinking again.”
David chuckled. “Well, you are the team’s Mentalist.”
Mark loved that title. “It occurred to me that fear was probably driving her answers. If she had at least one good physical moment for comparison, even if there were no strings attached, it might lead to more.”
David understood. He just couldn’t do that. “I can’t treat her like we do the boss. I already care for her.”
“I get that.” Mark shrugged. “Maybe one of your team can take that bullet.”
David’s jealousy rose up. He bit his tongue to stop it from flowing out.
Mark hid a grin. “Anyway, just wanted you to know what’s in her mind.”
“Thank you.” David meant that. He hadn’t been able to figure out what he’d done to make Ria dislike him. Knowing it wasn’t personal was a balm to his ego.
“Uh, whatever you’re making out of that nugget might not be welcome until you can change her mind.”
“It’s Edward’s wedding ring.” David sorted the radio parts he was going to work with. “If I make something for Ria, it won’t be from gold.”
“Why not?”
“She’s a different type.” David glanced over at the sleeping girl. “She’s a diamond.”
Mark shifted so he could view David’s expression. The emotions on the blacksmith’s face matched his own when he thought about Claudia.
Mark decided to keep playing Cupid. Ria’s fear of coming in second to Alexa would have to be addressed even if they got her over her aversion to intimacy. I need to find a way to help David prove he’d pick Ria over the boss.
David snorted. “Good luck with that.”
“Yeah, I’ll need it.” Mark stilled this time, ears straining. “…here they come.”
Tension filled the room.
Alexa’s eyes opened.
The rest of their team woke, except for Billy. His breathing became harsher, but he didn’t move.
Mark stepped in front of Billy’s cot as the two medics reached their room. “Go away.”
The medics smiled as they came forward carrying medical supplies.
“We just need a small blood sample to be sure he’s over his illness.”
“He won’t even feel it.”
Mark bared his fangs. Hunger flashed across his furious face.
The rest of the team sat up, reaching for guns or knives.
The medics stopped as fear reminded them that they were normal. The assumption that Lera was wrong vanished.
“Get out. Don’t come back!”
The medics scurried from the room.
Alexa was pleased. Giving Billy blood last night had helped him, but not enough. He needed a few days to regenerate on his own now. He also needed a good meal. If the medics returned, she might grab one of them to feed Billy. After all, they took his blood without permission.
Ria sniffed. “That smells good.”
The men nodded. Her fish soup was bubbling softly, sending out great odors.
Ria didn’t tell them it wasn’t coming from the pot in the fireplace.  She smelled blood.
“Let’s eat. We’ll get some more broth into Billy.” That had gone well last night, though he hadn’t taken as much of it as Alexa would have liked. She was just happy that they hadn’t had to use a feeding tube.
Ria went over to scoop out their bowls.
“Someone else is coming our way.” Mark concentrated. “It’s Fredrick.”
Mark had identified Fredrick’s walk last night. He almost glided, giving a different sound to the movement. The staff also walked that way, but Fredrick’s was more pronounced. Mark assumed that came from being a Snake hybrid.
Fredrick appeared, neat and clean. He nodded at some of her men, then focused on Alexa. “Lera wants you to earn your keep while you’re here.”
Alexa wasn’t surprised. “As long as it’s reasonable.”
“She wants private meals.” Fredrick stayed in the doorway. “Ria has been requested.”
Ria wanted to refuse. She was furious about Lera’s lies, but she was ready to burn this place down over Billy being mistreated.
Alexa knew her team wanted her to confront their hosts, but it wasn’t time for that. “Hospitality demands we give as good as we get.”
“They broke the rules when they stole his blood!”
Fredrick winced at Ria’s shout.
Alexa ran a gentle hand over Billy’s cheek. “It’s not a violation unless it harms or charms.”
Ria closed her mouth on another protest. She handed the ladle to Jacob. “Don’t add anything to it! Take it off the fire in an hour. It’ll stay good for a full day after that.”
Jacob memorized her curt instructions. “I won’t screw it up.”
Ria frowned at him. “Don’t add anything to it, rookie.”
Jacob flushed while the others laughed.
Ria felt David staring at her. She refused to look at him and make that situation worse. She joined Fredrick.
The delightful scent hit her nose again. She sniffed, locating the odor. It was coming from Fredrick.
“Ria.”
Ria stiffened at Alexa’s hard tone. “Yes?”
“Remember who we are, who you are now.”
Ria’s shoulders slumped. “I will.” No biting. He’s off-limits.
Fredrick led her toward the steps.
The smell of human blood assaulted Ria’s nose again, making it impossible for her to concentrate. “You hurt yourself.”
Fredrick frowned. “Lera did. I tended the wound.”
Ria swallowed thick saliva. “You didn’t get it all washed off.”
Fredrick led her up the steps. “I’ll scrub again after we get you settled.”
Ria forced her mind toward the chore she needed to perform. “I do best with soups. She’ll have leftovers, but it will take hours.”
“Pretty sure she wants something quicker.” Fredrick tapped and then opened the door to Lera’s private residence. “I’ll bring the supplies. Go on in. She’s waiting for you.”
Ria was glad that he left the door open. She didn’t like the feeling of being closed up anywhere, let alone in a creepy old bunker with a woman who wasn’t even supposed to be alive.
“Come in, Child.”
Ria followed the voice to the table in the corner. Lera was sitting in the chair behind it, huddled under a layer of blankets. Her skin was paler and her eyes were cloudy. “Are you ill?”
“Just cold.” Lera picked up her mug. It steamed as she lifted it. “I’m old. I feel the chill even through my potions.”
Ria approached the woman, discerning age lines on her hands and face. “You’ve been brewing too many potions. You have to give yourself time to recharge.”
“Fredrick drinks my brews faster than I can keep up.” Lera motioned with her free hand. “Have a drink. When he brings in the supplies, you’ll feed me and then provide conversation until I tire of your presence.”
That was agreeable. Ria picked up the small cup Lera had indicated.
The thick, sweet smell of blood filled her nose. Ria’s fangs distended. Her stomach growled.
Lera’s smiled knowingly.
Ria understood it was Lera’s blood. This was why she’d cut herself. It hadn’t been an injury. It was intentional.
Reason and hunger fought for space in Ria’s mind. Control snapped into place. She lowered the cup back to the table.
Lera frowned tiredly. “It’s a gift. All I expect in return is a good meal and conversation.”
Ria wanted it. “Your word?”
“Of course.”
Ria sucked down the blood in ecstasy, moaning. There wasn’t much of it, but the small bit lit her guts on fire and brought tears to her eyes.
Lera watched in longing. “I remember when I felt that way about my pleasures.” Warmth faded from her voice, replaced by deep bitterness. “With age comes the dulling of everything good. Age is the real enemy of everyone.”
Ria licked the inside of the cup, unable to help herself.
Lera sipped her brew, eyes sparkling as she observed.
The silence thickened.
Ria got a headrush…then she yawned.
Lera smiled.
Ria tried to shake it off. She hadn’t had a real blood meal yet. If just a small bit made her sleepy this fast, she would have to account for that. She didn’t want her team to think she was a weakling.
“You’re using my brewing station. It’s behind the privacy panel.” Lera slowly stood, knees and back popping.
Fredrick came toward the room with a bag of supplies.
Ria walked unsteadily toward the brewing station, blinking to clear the haze over her vision.
Lera followed her.
Fredrick sat the small bag on the table and joined them.
Ria was surprised by the neat brewing station. It was long, wide, and held more potions and bottles than she’d expected. “You’ve become a master brewer.”
“Yes.” Lera pointed. “Check out this inscription.”
Ria came closer, peering through a foggy haze. She spotted the cuffs too late.
Fredrick pushed her against the wall.
Lera clicked a cuff around her wrist, then grabbed the other one.
Ria sent out flames that quickly faded. She slumped in Fredrick’s tight grip.
Lera clicked on the other cuff.
Fredrick let go of the girl who slid to her knees. The cuffs weren’t long enough to let her lie down, but it didn’t matter. She passed out with her chin against her chest.
Lera left the rest of the prep to Fredrick. “That went easier than I expected.”
“Same.” Fredrick took the girl’s weapons and her cloak. Then he tightened the chain on the cuffs so she couldn’t reach the brewing station or anything on it.
Lera opened the steel panel over the window, enjoying the bright sunlight that came in.
Ria cringed from it instinctively.
“This might kill her if you leave her this way too long.”
Lera huffed. “Alexa is the one who can’t live without her family. I’ve never shared that affliction.”
“If you kill one of her crew, Alexa will never give in.” Fredrick contemplated how angry Alexa already was. “She might remove us all.”
“Alexa would never kill me. I’m family.”
“What if you’re wrong? What if that’s how you die?”
Lera shrugged. “Life without risks isn’t worth living. If you were a Mitchel, you’d already know that.”
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“The sun’s setting.” Edward relished the feeling of alertness that was settling over his vampire body. He loved this time of day. “Do you want to go fishing again?”
Alexa scanned the calm room.
Billy was resting peacefully now, with steady breathing and color returning to his skin. She was certain that being surrounded by his team was helping as much as the half a cup of broth they’d gotten into him.
David was still working on their radio, though he was packing up parts now, making her assume he was finished with his current improvements. His lingering tension was from Ria not being back yet.
Jacob was cleaning his guns. He wore a pensive expression that said he was deep in thought.
Mark was shaving his scalp, with a small smile on his lips. Alexa didn’t need to read his thoughts to know he was thinking about his other family.
Daniel was studying their one surviving book on karate. He was sitting near the exit while Edward stood in the opposite corner on guard duty that probably wasn’t really needed.
Alexa shook her head. “We’ll stay in tonight.”
Edward didn’t mind. He did mind not having all of the team together, but Ria had only been gone for a couple of hours. It took time to cook a great meal. He assumed Ria would also try to reason with her grandmother, though he doubted she would have any luck.
David stored his tools kit. “We can give it a try if you like.” The battery was still fully charged from their time in the sun on the rafts.
“Go on.” Alexa resumed her grooming. She’d taken her braids out, combed her hair, and was busy putting them back in. Her men had enjoyed the rare sight of her with loose locks, but she was ready to have it back the way she liked it most.
David stepped aside so Daniel could come over and tune in the radio. David was great at repairing their equipment and giving upgrades. Daniel was best at using that equipment.
Soft static filled the room while Daniel checked all of the normal channels.
David didn’t want them to get their hopes up. “It probably won’t reach to any land mass.”
All of them thought of how far away they were from home. Then they thought of the SA compound, but they didn’t know if that new Mitchel base even had a radio.
Then they remembered how close they were to their destination.
Alexa motioned when Daniel looked at her. “Check it.”
Daniel switched the radio to Safe Haven’s last known channel and was rewarded with a transmission.
 
“…little early, but the boss said to go ahead, so good evening, Safe Haven! I’m your host, Kenn, and this is the nightly edition of Eagle News.”
 
All activity stopped. Heads rotated toward the radio. Emotions bubbled up. We’re almost there!
 
“We all saw the wreckage that washed up on the beach this morning. After going so long without trash coming in, the boss knew we’d all be curious and a little worried. She sent patrols out to run the coastline. If there are survivors, which is unlikely, they won’t breach our island without us knowing, so stop spreading rumors. The boss hates that.”
 
Alexa and her crew listened in singular focus, absorbing the background noises as much as the words. It sounded like the radioman was surrounded by a laughing, chattering, healthy population. There were hammering noises, doors opening and shutting, footsteps, and calm conversations that overlapped. It was a direct opposite of everything they’d encountered so far on this quest.
 
“Our freedom party has been scheduled for next month.” The man paused as a loud cheer went up. Then he continued. “Matchups will be allowed. We’ll have music, treats, and the boss promised she’ll participate as long as no one shirks in their chores or shifts. It should be a great time.”
 
That told Alexa the last party had suffered those issues and almost ended the fun time. She approved of the population getting a second chance. Downtime was important.
 
“We also have a council meeting set for next month. If you’d like to submit a topic for discussion, you have one week left to do so or you’ll have to wait until the next one. Talk to Samantha about submitting those topics. She’s the foreman right now.”
 
Jacob put away his gun and cleaning supplies even though he wasn’t finished. He couldn’t concentrate on it right now and handling a firearm while distracted wasn’t advisable.
 
“We’ve had two shark injuries in two days. Stay out of the water until we get the nets put back up. The last storm washed out the support poles again. We still need hands for that crew if you’d like to volunteer for an extra shift. Everyone who spends a full shift on pole duty will get an extra off day.”
 
Edward was relieved that Safe Haven seemed to be run on a normal basis and not as a work camp where people weren’t given a chance to stand on their own. Everything he was hearing was encouraging.
 
“The fun deck on the ship will be open tonight.” There was another pause for another cheer. “The beer that our supply runners brought back will be available. There’s a limit of two per person.”
 
Alexa was now picking up negative vibes, but they weren’t coming through the radio. Her focus shifted while the radio address continued.
 
“There will not be a wedding session this month. However, three applications were submitted for next month. Please consider volunteering for a decorating or cleaning crew.” The man cleared his throat. “None of the patients in the medical bay have shown signs of recovery. There are also no signs that they’re contagious. Make sure you report even a headache to the medics so they can keep track of this. We do not have an outbreak so far. Let’s keep it that way.”
 
Daniel frowned. “They’re having problems. He’s a mouthpiece to calm a herd so they don’t stampede.”
Alexa believed that was true. “Shut it off.”
Half of her crew wanted to protest.
Alexa turned toward the door. “We’ll listen to their problems later. We have our own issue right here, right now.”
They all looked over to find Lera in the doorway.
Lera smiled, blue eyes once again sparkling. “How right you are.”




Chapter Seventeen
So Be It
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“You have something I need.” Lera glanced around the silent room, including all of them. “I’m willing to make a great deal for it. You can name your price.”
A sense of danger entered the air. No one spoke.
Lera felt Fredrick come up behind her. She ignored him to focus on Alexa’s impressive crew. “You’ll be saving the life of an old woman, an old woman your team leader loves.”
Alexa’s lips thinned as she realized Lera was targeting her team. She stayed quiet, letting Lera have her moment, but there was no doubt as to what would happen because of this. We’re going to kill her and I’ll never get rid of the stain.
Lera also felt the danger, but she’d already executed her plan. All she could do now was follow through. She started at the bottom of the chain. “I can brew a charm that will take away those scars on your face.”
Jacob started to refuse.
“And it will fix that leg. You’ll never feel weak again. You’ll never come in last or fall in front of your team.” Lera gestured to include the robust men observing her in disapproval. “You’ll be just as strong as those you admire.”
Jacob felt his team willing him to refuse, but he couldn’t help considering it. One quick bite would give him everything he’d wanted for the last year of traveling with this team.
He sighed. And then it would all end. Alexa would remove him from her crew. “The cost is too high. No.”
Lera smiled coldly. “I wonder if Alice will feel the need for revenge when she finds out you don’t intend to go back for her. Even half-Mitchels don’t like just being a bump in the night.”
Jacob’s draw was so fast that even Alexa wouldn’t have been able to get a shield up in time.
Lera stood her ground, but her heart pounded as she stared down the barrel of a .357.
“You’re walking on thin ice, lady.” Jacob slowly holstered. “When it breaks and you fall, you’re on your own.”
Lera shrugged as if his warning didn’t bother her. “At least I won’t be praying for a fairytale to save me.”
Jacob winced at the blow.
Lera focused on Mark.
Mark glared back, expecting this to be ugly.
“I’ll go get Claudia and your kids. I’ll personally bring them here and protect them while you finish your quest. I’ll keep them alive. I’ll treat them like I was never able to my own children. I’ll love them. And I’ll love you.”
Mark wanted some of that, but Lera’s guess about bringing his family here was completely wrong. This tiny rock felt like a graveyard. “Not a chance in hell.”
Lera had known she didn’t have what the tattooed convict really wanted, but she’d tried anyway because giving up wasn’t in her nature.
Mark waited for her to strike out like she had with Jacob. He was braced to ignore it, to prove to his team and to himself that words couldn’t hurt him.
“She and Marshal are growing close. Alexa refused to tell you about Claudia’s other children, the ones she’ll have that aren’t yours. If you’re gone much longer, Marshal will get your happily-ever-after and you’ll only be a dad on the weekends.”
Mark clenched his fists, battling for control. I was wrong. Words can hurt me!
Daniel smirked as Lera looked at him. “Hit me with your best shot and make it good. When she orders us to kill you, the others will hesitate. I’ll pull that trigger without guilt.”
Lera believed him. It didn’t stop her. “I can teach you a simple, powerful charm that will always work. The person can be deeply in love, or already charmed, and it won’t matter. You can have that happy future with Safe Haven’s leader, Daniel. All you have to do is bite me.”
Daniel chuckled at the way that sounded, at her wordplay, but inside, he wept. The only way he would get what he wanted the most was to resort to deceit. Tears welled behind his eyelids, stinging. “Fuck you.”
Bringing an enforcer to tears felt wonderful. Lera moved on without firing back. She’d already hurt him as much as she could. She looked at Edward.
Edward spoke first. “You would have left us out there if not for fearing death. This is the only reason you brought us here, right?”
“Yes.” Lera had no reason to lie now. “Your transformation gave me the answer I’ve been searching for since escaping government control.”
“It’s not just about being immortal, though.” Edward had spent his guard shifts contemplating Lera’s mental state. “You have a creator’s desire to finish what you started. You’re bitter about Adrian not sticking to your visions because you know Safe Haven’s current leader will never let Mitchels rule the world. Gaining this gift will let you enforce it all yourself. You won’t need to beg, bitch, or snitch anymore.”
Lera smiled at the smart man. “I see why she chose you. You’re a credit to your team.”
Edward waited to be tempted, curious if she’d figured out what made him tick. She’d been right with the others, except for Mark, but even there, she’d been close.
“I had planned to make Alexa my right hand. She’ll keep me from going corrupt and she’ll inherit it all when I’m ready to step down. For you, I’ll change that plan. I’ll put Alexa in charge of the entire world.”
Edward shrugged. “I’ve been working on that for a while now.”
“Yes, I’ve observed your efforts with our family. Getting her to declare her intent for the presidency was a stroke of genius. Not many people can manipulate a Mitchel.”
Edward shook his head. “I just encouraged her to go after what she already wanted. There was no treachery like what you’re suggesting.”
“Safe Haven isn’t going to let a hybrid become president.”
Edward frowned. “Then maybe Safe Haven needs a new ruler.”
“My thoughts exactly. I’ll help you take over their camp and put Alexa into that position. I’ll follow your every order for a year. After that, I’ll serve her.”
Edward chuckled. “It’s sad that you think I can be bought so easily.”
Lera fired brutally. “You want a son.”
Edward stiffened.
Lera enjoyed the moment. “There are potions that can bring a dead womb to life for a single birth and picking the gender is easily done. You could still be a father.”
Pain went through Edward’s heart. He hadn’t wanted Alexa to know that and now it was out in the open in front of their entire team. Anger filled him. “She’d never give me that if I betrayed her. All of your promises are false. You have no honor!”
Lera didn’t fire again. She’d already hurt him with a direct hit.
She finally looked at Alexa. All of the deals she’d mentioned had covered what was really in Alexa’s heart, what their adored leader wanted the most for her team. There was only one thing that hadn’t been covered yet.
Alexa controlled her fury. “Finish wasting your time.”
Lera indicated the sleeping man. “I’ll keep him here while you go on. I’ll guard his life like it’s my own. Billy won’t die because of your determination to finish this foolish quest.”
Another direct hit. Alexa hated the woman for being able to so easily discern their weaknesses. She formed several answers, but she was distracted. The insulted anger coming from David was hard to ignore. Lera skipped him… Alexa glared. “Where’s Ria?”
Lera smiled at David now. “Safely secured. If you want her back, agree to my terms.”
David realized she’d saved him for last so she could use him and Ria against the boss. Instead of anger like the others were expressing in words and gestures, David used his magic. “Show me Lera’s future!”
David’s magic took over and pulled him into the timestream. He was relieved that it wasn’t far away. He relished Lera’s death.
Lera knew from his gloating expression that it hadn’t changed. “How does it happen? Tell me!”
David would have refused, but the magic wouldn’t let him. “You break the hospitality rules. You can’t control your greed and the need for more power. Your granddaughter kills you.”
Lera scoffed, assuming he was making things up because it was too blurry for him to see. “Alexa would never kill her family.”
Her crew considered the many tales she’d told them on this quest. In one, she’d done exactly that and during this quest, they’d removed Elliot. Lera was wrong, but her pride wouldn’t allow her to accept it.
David shrugged. It didn’t matter if Lera believed him. “You can leave now.”
Lera glared. “We’ll see if you still give that answer when Ria’s screams fill this bunker!”
Daniel ran forward at that threat, also using his magic.
Lera staggered backward as he grabbed her power with an enforcer’s hand.
Fredrick shoved Lera out of the way and triggered the door. It slammed down.
Lera sent a powerful charm that locked the door while Fredrick dragged her out of Daniel’s reach.
Daniel tried again, but the charm over the exit held his magic inside. I tried to take her gifts!
He’d locked Abraham’s power at the SA compound, but he hadn’t known he could also strip power. “When I get out of here, I’m coming for you, Lera! I’m coming for you!”
Lera let Fredrick pull her away from the door and down the hallway. Fear and fury fought for space in her mind. She’d never been so close to losing her power. I felt him pull on my magic!
Lera jerked away from Fredrick’s heavy hands. She rotated and fired another charm.
Doors slammed down all through the hallway.
“Let’s see how smug you all are when you’re starving!”
Staff members fled. They were used to Lera’s anger. They’d learned to get out of her sight and stay out of it until she cooled off. Anyone she ran into right now would end the day chained to a wall.
Lera spun around and went to the steps. “I want to know as soon as she wakes up!”
“I’ll go watch her.” Fredrick headed for Lera’s quarters. When Ria woke, she would give in or Lera would get mean. Fredrick was sure the girl would cave. She wasn’t as strong as Alexa. “Every chain has a weak point.”
Lera staggered up the steps behind him to reach the lab. “It comes from her Livingston side. She’s never really been one of us. This will prove it.”
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Alexa’s crew began checking their gear while waiting for her call to bust them out of here.
Alexa stared at Billy.
Edward handed out instructions while she worked on a plan. “I’ll carry Billy. We’ll be in the center rookie position. Mark and Daniel will bring up the rear. Jacob, you’ll cover David and the boss.”
“No.”
They all looked at Alexa in disbelief, recognizing her set tone.
Alexa went to the chair next to Billy and sat. “Moving him before he recovers will ruin his progress. We’re not risking his life.”
David scowled. “We have to go get Ria!”
“When Billy recovers, we’ll react as the situation requires.”
“What about Ria? She’s part of this team now too!”
Alexa hated being forced into a decision like this. It was another offense that Lera would pay for. “She’s a Mitchel. She’ll survive.”
David didn’t want to accept that answer. “She needs us now!”
“We aren’t leaving until Billy wakes up.”
“We might be able to lure Lera back and let Daniel try again. If she comes in, we only need time to fire once.” Edward didn’t want to endanger Billy either, but he agreed with David that Ria wouldn’t last long on her own.
“We can’t kill her. It will violate the hospitality rules.” Alexa was certain if they did that Billy would die.
Jacob frowned. “Locking us in and taking Ria prisoner didn’t break it?”
Alexa grunted in annoyance. “No. We were already trapped here. We haven’t been harmed or charmed. Either of those will violate the rules.” Alexa held up a hand. Anger bled through her voice. “I’ve made the call.”
The men stopped protesting orally, but their minds stayed full of it.
Alexa refused to budge. “I’m not trading Billy’s life for Ria’s. We’ll save them both. I refuse to accept any other outcome.”
In the distance, lightning flashed violently.
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Lera marched into the lab. Staff members stilled, waiting to find out who she was punishing.
“Get my brews thawing!” She went to the wall of hanging prisoners, stopping by the first one in line.
The chained man smiled. “Take what you need. I give it willingly.”
Lera drained his energy in one huge gulp. She didn’t take his lifeforce, but it was always a struggle to stop before she did. She really didn’t practice the dark side of their magic. She only took what they could spare.
She had drained a lifeforce, once, but the man had tried to take over leadership of this bunker, so she didn’t feel bad for that.
The chained man withered, moaning as pain filled his mind and body.
Lera moved on to the next prisoner.
The medics retrieved several of the potions she’d made, bringing them to a hot plate to be thawed. Their storage freezers were full of Lera’s special potions. She had lied about that. She brewed faster than anyone could drink and this was why. All of her victims would be given a potion that replenished their energy over a few days. It also gave them increased speed and strength for a time so they could immediately resume their chores when they were released. The potions couldn’t give her energy directly, but they could refuel her energy source.
The next man wrinkled up to show his real age of 82. He smiled at her through the pain. A tooth dropped from his mouth and shattered under her feet as she went to the next man in line.
The staff realized she was draining them all. They brought out more bottles and hooked up another hotplate for the thawing process. All of them were happy to have something to do. Just punishing prisoners was boring. Now that Lera was finally reacting to Alexa and her crew, they would get some excitement. It was all they lived for.
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I have a headache. That was the first thing Ria noticed as she woke. Did I hurt myself?
An aching spine and sore arms came next. She tried to move to a better position so the pain would stop.
Chains clinked.
Her arms didn’t move.
Ria opened her eyes with the old feeling of terror settling into her gut. I’m on Roger’s wall!
It was a relief to find herself in Lera’s room, but only a little. With Roger, she’d known most of what was coming by the spring in his step as he approached. The cold, bitter woman observing from across the room was an unknown pain just waiting to happen. She’s female. She’ll know how to hurt me more than my father ever did.
Lera had figured out that she couldn’t read vampire minds. I hate asking for anything! “How are you feeling, dear?”
Ria pushed herself onto her feet, chains clinking loudly. The pain in her arms and back eased. “Like an idiot.” Only a rookie would have fallen for such a simple trick. “You drugged it, right?”
“Of course. Nothing really comes free in this world, Child. You’re old enough to know that.”
Ria scanned the room, headache growing. She knew from experience that the pain would last for hours. Being drugged did that to a person. “What do you want?”
“And now we come to the reason for everything.” Lera waited, giving the girl time to fully wake but also to realize Alexa hadn’t come to save her.
Ria noticed the darkness next, the candles burning, the lanterns swaying in the hall. I’ve been here for a long time.
A crushing sense of betrayal hit her. They didn’t come for me!
Lera didn’t need to read minds to know the right moment to strike or what to hit with. “You’re on your own, little girl.”
“Don’t call me that!”
“One of your father’s nicknames, I assume.”
Ria shut her eyes against the pain in her skull. “Just tell me what you want.”
“My granddaughter by my side, forever, as I conquer what’s left of the world.”
Ria knew Lera wasn’t talking about her. “Alexa will never agree to that. She’s a good Mitchel!”
Lera shrugged. “Good and bad no longer matter. Only survival does.”
“Of course it matters!” Ria realized her question hadn’t been answered. She tried to find anything she had that Lera might want.
The darkness outside swept over the bunker and woke the vampire side, making her want to run and hunt and guzzle blood until she was drowning in it.
Lera smiled again. “Tell me what you want the most.”
“I want to be with my team!”
“Liar.”
Ria leaned against the wall, migraine now pounding. “My father couldn’t break me. Neither can you!”
Lera stood, sensing the right moment approaching. “We can skip all of this foolishness if you’ll just agree to give me what I need.”
“You haven’t told me what it is!”
“If you replay my words, you’ll find that I have.”
Ria forced herself to do that; her head throbbed in time to her thoughts.
“My granddaughter by my side, forever, as I conquer what’s left of the world.”
Only one word didn’t fit. Ria latched onto it. “Forever.”
Lera stood and came toward the girl. “You can give me that. In return, I’ll grant you any wish you have. I’ll free your team. I’ll hunt your enemies. I’ll put you on the family council.”
Ria only heard four words.
“I’ll free your team.”
Relief entered Ria’s heart. That’s why Alexa hasn’t come to get me. She can’t. They’re prisoners too.
Lera stepped closer. “Make me a vampire, Ria. Give the gift of immortality to your loving family.”
Ria burst out laughing. It echoed loudly, floating through the hallway and down the steps.
“Stop it! Stop laughing at me!”
Ria kept laughing, hoping it was loud enough for Alexa to hear.
Lera ignored her stinging pride. “I’ve given you hospitality. Return the favor.”
Ria stopped laughing. Her voice was just as cold and condemning as Alexa’s had been. “You’re not going to be able to fake your death this time. Get your affairs in order. When Alexa gets free, you’re a goner.”
Lera’s fury broke. She threw fireballs into the walls all around Ria.
Ria wasn’t afraid. She’d figured out why she was here. Lera was using her against Alexa. And that means she can’t kill me. She can torture me, but she has to keep me alive. Safe in that knowledge, Ria leaned against the uncomfortable wall. “You can’t break me. I’m a Mitchel.”
Lera stomped out of the room before she did lose control and hurt the girl. “Hang there then. You’ll get hungry. All of you will! Eventually one of you will give me what I want!”
Fredrick fell in step with her. “What if they don’t?”
“Then we’ll all die here together! No one is leaving this bunker until I get what I need. If I have to end us all, then so be it!”
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“It’s been two days, Boss.” David tried to keep the frustration from his voice. “I don’t think I can wait much longer.”
Alexa tied off the stitch in her torn cloak while listening to the angry ocean outside. The storm was arriving. “Pride is very important to Mitchels.”
David frowned. “This isn’t about pride. She needs us!”
Alexa scanned the rest of her team.
David waited impatiently. He’d spent the two days cleaning his guns, sharpening his knives, repacking his gear, doing workouts, and worrying. He’d woken today with the clear feeling that Ria was in trouble.
Edward and Mark were in the corner, with their backs to her as they worked on a special project. They’d spent most of the last two days there. Alexa didn’t know what they were doing, but they were packing up their supplies now, so she assumed they were about finished.
Alexa reached over and put a hand on Billy’s forehead.
He felt normal. His breathing and color were good, but he still hadn’t woken.
Jacob and Daniel stored the cards and coins they had been playing with. Money had no real use now, except as a way to pass the time.
“Boss.”
Alexa sighed. “We’ve heard her laughing and yelling, David. She’s not being hurt. We’ve read the thoughts of the staff. She’s miserable, yes, but rushing to her rescue will dent the confidence we’re trying to build.”
“What the hell is wrong with you?!” David couldn’t control his frustration. “She’s one of us! We have to go get her!”
Everyone looked over at David. Most of them were frowning.
Alexa wasn’t. She hated his pain. “You’ve listened to my stories about our childhood.”
“But she wasn’t in a lab! She needs our help.”
“She needs our faith.” Alexa resumed sewing her old cloak. “We’ll go when Billy wakes.”
David kicked Billy’s cot. “Get up!”
Alexa scowled.
Billy didn’t respond.
Jacob came over to stir the soup he’d made from smoked fish. It wasn’t as good as Ria’s, but it was tolerable. He was proud of it. “Why do you think he hasn’t woken yet?”
David stomped to his cot and tossed himself onto it.
Daniel answered Jacob. “He’s hiding.”
Considering what was waiting for Billy when they reached Safe Haven, Jacob almost understood. “Maybe you should go in and get him, Boss.”
Alexa shook her head. “It can’t be me. I might stay with him.”
Jacob didn’t get it. “Why?”
Alexa sighed. “Because in that world, I won’t have to kill my grandmother.”
None of them wanted that chore. Even Daniel only wanted to strip Lera’s magic so she couldn’t do this to anyone else. He’d been bluffing about pulling the trigger without guilt. He would do it, but it would bother him because Alexa would never forget who’d done it.
“I’ll go in after him.” Mark stood, carrying a familiar object. “Later. Right now, Edward and I want you to be fully outfitted again.”
Mark held out the gift.
Alexa stared. It was Elliot’s plush black cloak from Port City. It was cleaned and had dozens of pockets sewn into the inside.
Shame hit her first. I killed my brother.
Pride came next. She’d removed another evil soul and restored some of the Mitchel family honor.
She took the cloak and put it on.
Mark smiled at her. “Good job, Lexi.”
Alexa blinked back tears. “I love you so damn much.”
Mark snickered. “I’ll slam you anytime you want.”
Alexa laughed.
The sound grated on David’s nerves. It soothed the rest of her team.
Alexa went to the gear pile and began filling her pockets. A familiar sense of comfort came as the comfortable weight settled back onto her shoulders. It hadn’t felt right to be without a cloak.
“I might be able to blow us out of here when you’re ready.” Daniel had been studying the exit. “I have enough explosives left for a good attempt. If you add a few blasts with it, we’ll be free in about two minutes.”
Alexa stored the photo album they’d given her in Gainesville, grateful that it hadn’t been lost in the plane crash. “I thought we’d take a quieter route and surprise our enemies.”
David stopped stewing and started listening. He hadn’t known any of them were making plans to get out of here.
Alexa gestured toward the fireplace. “There’s a grate.”
All of them studied the small slats in the floor. They’d assumed it was for easy floor washing or to drain water if there was a fire they had to extinguish. They now realized it went somewhere.
“The sub dock.” Edward finished storing his sewing supplies, sweeping Alexa’s cloaked body in approval. Now she looks like our leader again. “You didn’t have to do that test during your Snake run.”
“No. This will be different, I suspect, but we’ll wait for three things to coincide.”
David sat up, marking it off on his fingers as he spoke. “Billy wakes and it gets dark so the staff won’t be as active. What else?”
Alexa kept packing her cloak. “We’ll get a sign that Ria really does need us. Lera’s not going to remain patient much longer. Or we’ll hear Ria escape. Either way, she’ll know she held out as long as she needed to. If we take that away from her, I’ll have to pull her from the team. Mitchel pride has to be fed.”
“But why does it have to be fed in such a painful way?”
Alexa sighed. “Because that’s who we are, David. You must always remember to treat her like what she is. Miserable or not, she’s proud of herself for going through this, for proving that she really is one of us. Mitchels need those challenges, those moment of proof. It makes us unshakable when we chase our goals.”
David wasn’t sure he understood, but knowing Alexa had a plan for their escape soothed his frustration and allowed him to continue waiting.
“Fredrick’s coming.” Mark placed himself between the door and Billy’s cot.
Alexa kept filling her cloak. She was already feeling more like herself.
Tap-tap!
“Come in.”
The crew chuckled at Alexa’s calm invitation.
They were able to hear the frown in Fredrick’s voice as he answered.
“I can’t open the door either.”
“What do you want, traitor?”
They felt the man wince at Alexa’s label. Once a Mitchel called you that, it stuck for life.
“She’s not evil. She’s just growing old. She doesn’t want to die.” Fredrick tried to reach Alexa’s compassionate side. “Surely you can understand that.”
“We all die, Fredrick, even vampires. Nothing is forever.”
Fredrick grunted. “She’s your family.”
“She’s a monster!” Daniel didn’t want Alexa to feel any guiltier than she already did. “How can you support her? She’s running a lab!”
“It’s mine. She made it for me.”
People stared, surprised.
Fredrick knew that needed to be explained. He did it reluctantly. He didn’t like reliving the past. “I love Angel as a dear friend who freed me from the terrible jobs the lab demanded. I’ve never been close to anyone else since my twin was killed. Angel’s children were always used against her. We both learned not to trust, not to bond. It allowed a friendship. …you understand?”
“I’m listening.” Alexa kept working on her cloak while his words helped cement the plans in her mind.
“I would never sell her out or allow myself to be bribed again. I’m actually quite compassionate and ethical.”
They could tell he really believed that. Alexa couldn’t let it slide. “Except for the lab work.”
Fredrick tried not to get defensive. “Being raised in that environment gave me the awful need to do experiments.”
“What kind?”
“I’m trying to recreate what my sister and I went through.”
“Why?”
“To find out if I could have done something differently, if I could have saved her! …if it’s my fault that she died.”
Sympathy went through the crew, but not enough to change the man’s fate.
Alexa sighed. “You can’t live in the past. All you’re doing is repeating the same mistakes and not learning from them.”
“You don’t understand! You were allowed out on runs! My sister never left her cell!”
Alexa delivered her final choice. “If Lera lets us all go unharmed and uncharmed, she’ll be alive when we leave. Any other choice will result in her death and likely yours as well. Get her to change her mind or the ending she fears most will happen, but we are never sharing immortality with her. We’ll all die first.”
Fredrick grunted unhappily. “I’ll tell her.”
“But it won’t matter.”
“No. She’s a Mitchel and when you guys make up your minds on something…”
“We follow through no matter the cost.” Alexa grunted. “Go away now.”
Fredrick slithered away from the door.
Alexa looked at Billy.
Mark waited for the call.
Alexa shook her head. “Give him until nightfall. He’s earned that much after everything we’ve put him through.”
“What’s he doing?”
“Dream wailing.”
Mark frowned. “You mean dream walking.”
“No. He’s wailing to the spirits and to fate, crying and moaning in an effort to change what’s coming. Let him have these few last hours. It’s possible that fate will take pity and spare him.”
“Do you think that will happen?” Mark hoped so. Losing Billy or any of this team wasn’t something they were prepared to handle and move on from.
Alexa’s voice roughened into deep pain. “No. He’s marked. Fate has been trying to kill him since he started this quest. When we get to Safe Haven, he’s going to die and there’s absolutely nothing I can do to stop it. Some things are destined to happen. That’s one of them.”
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Ria sucked in water from the bottle Lera was holding, trying to get as much of it into her mouth as she could before it was taken away. She swallowed, easing her burning throat.
Lera removed it before the girl could get another drink. “That’s enough for today.”
Ria fought the pain in her arms, refusing to groan in front of her captor. Roger had liked it when she’d showed signs of pain. She was certain his mother was the same.
Lera eyed the girl, ignoring the smells of urine and body odor. All rooms in this bunker had grates that led to the sewer underneath it. The designers had put them in as a waste disposal system. They hadn’t had flushing toilets in most parts of the world back then. Lera used it to drain away blood and bodily fluids when needed. It was still serving its purpose. “Alexa is almost out of food.”
Ria already knew her team was low on supplies. She didn’t answer.
“There’s no shame in giving in. You’ve proved yourself for two days. That’s enough.”
Ria didn’t snort or argue. She couldn’t spare the moisture. Only getting a single drink a day was making things rough.
“There has to be something you want. Make a deal with me!”
Ria forced herself to remain upright as her legs shook. She would have to go back to her knees soon, but she refused to do it in front of Lera.
Lera frowned at the girl’s condition. Her wrists were bloody and raw from trying to escape the cuffs when she was alone. Ria’s magic power was limited. She hadn’t tried to use it yet, but Lera was certain that was coming. She planned to absorb any hits the girl threw and recharge her own power. She’d spent the last two days searching the time stream to determine how this ended. She still hadn’t gotten a clear view, but she’d begun to suspect that Alexa’s enforcer was right. I’m approaching my death day and I can’t stop time.
Lera had heard the rumors that some children could control time, but she’d never explored that possibility. She wouldn’t hurt kids, but she didn’t want to go backward anyway. She wanted to go forward without death sitting on her shoulder, breathing rancid fumes across her neck.
“There’s a storm approaching. This bunker floods, sometimes all the way up here.”
Ria had noticed the water marks on the walls. They’d been scrubbed, but traces were still here.
“We relocate the staff. A few times, we’ve had to take shelter on the roof. The ground floor always fills.”
Ria understood. Her team was in danger. Time’s almost up.
Lera tried again. “Will you sacrifice them for your pride?”
Ria still didn’t answer.
“Your determination is admirable, but your stubbornness is childish. Adults make deals and go on with their lives. They don’t refuse to speak like a petulant teenager who was denied a later curfew!”
Ria found the strength to glare. She spoke for the first time today. “When Daniel kills you, I’ll be there to spit on your body. Then we’ll burn it and have a barbeque.”
Lera slapped her.
Ria’s head rocked back, hitting the hard wall.
Lera dropped her hand, disappointed with herself. She hated to lose control.
Ria recovered from the blow. She delivered more truth, not caring if it earned her a beating. “You’ve learned nothing since escaping the government. You’re still the same cold, evil bitch who abandoned her children so she could have a little freedom.”
Lera almost hit the girl again. She spun around instead, going to the exit. “In another day, your team will be dead and you will carry the weight of that forever. I’ll keep you alive until I get what I need, but I’ll make you miserable every minute of it for forcing me to sacrifice Alexa. Your father was bad. I’m a million times worse!”
Ria believed it. Roger’s evil nature hadn’t just come from being raised in a lab.
“You have until dawn.” Lera slammed the door as she left.
Ria waited, almost certain she’d angered Lera so much that the woman now needed an outlet.
Another door slammed. A blast of furious magic hit one of the walls, shaking the complex. Someone screamed.
Dust fell from the ceiling, making Ria smile. Getting under her captor’s skin was all she could do, but she’d done it well. Alexa will be proud of me.
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Mark didn’t like dream walking. Tracking the faint signature of a teammate through the foggy darkness was unsettling. Alexa had told him how to track down the pale green lines, but he hadn’t been sure he could do it as he fell asleep. He’d considered telling them Jacob should come, but his role as the thinker of their group had made him follow through on his offer. Billy needed someone who could give him hope. Jacob was good at getting people to talk through their issues, but he didn’t give many solutions. Mark was hoping he would be able to convince Billy there was a plan. “Don’t know what it is, but I’m working on it.”
None of them had been able to find a way to keep Billy from being killed. Announcing their arrival and making sure Billy didn’t have his weapons were two things they would try, but no matter what they thought of, the ending never changed. Billy was gunned down like a dog and a war broke out between them and Safe Haven because of it. “If we just knew what triggered that, we could plan around it!”
Something moved in the darkness nearby.
Mark brought up his shield and kept walking. The faint green lines were growing thicker. He was getting closer. He knew not to make contact with any of the other walkers he might find in here. Alexa had been very clear that fighting while dream walking wasn’t prudent. Mark didn’t know why. He just believed her.
The green lines brightened.
Mark walked faster, hating the chilly environment. Lights in the distance drew his attention away from the horror movie setting. He peered through the gloom. “Is that a cruise ship?”
The huge boat was fully lit, brightening the darkness around it like a neon sign that promised a fun time. Music reached his ears, though it was too muffled to tell what type it was. The dim roar of the ocean around the ship was alarming as he walked through the darkness toward it. He was over the water, walking on air. “Dreams are weird.”
A powerful presence rushed toward him.
Mark strengthened his shield.
“State your business!”
Mark studied the slender girl who seemed to be floating above him. She had long brown curls, brown eyes, and more power than he had ever felt in any person and that included Alexa. He decided not answering wasn’t an option. “I came to collect my teammate.”
Jennifer scanned the rugged fighter, not liking what she saw.
Mark didn’t want her to believe he was a threat to the souls on the ship that she was clearly guarding. “I’m only here for Billy. You have my word.”
Jennifer’s stern expression didn’t waver, but her tone softened. “He’s on the top deck. Be quick and be gone.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Jennifer snorted. She could already tell their coming visitors weren’t calm and respectful even though they wanted her to believe that. She stayed with the fighter as he resumed his walk, observing, guarding, thinking.
Mark wondered who she was. He suddenly wanted to spend time with her. He had a lot of questions. “But that’s not what I’m here for. The boss will handle negotiations when it’s time.”
“Yes, my boss will!”
Mark used charm on the defensive girl. “Can’t we all just get along?”
Jennifer’s lips twitched.
Mark didn’t push his luck. He went to the top deck, walking through the air like he did it every day.
Jennifer lingered, as she always did when they had company in dreams. It didn’t happen often, except for Billy. She’d allowed his visits because Leeann needed those moments, but the feeling of death on Billy was stronger now. He didn’t have long to live. She wanted to save him. Everyone did. “Convince him to stay behind. Don’t bring him here.”
Mark grunted. “It’s not that easy.”
“It never is.”
“You could help by stopping that little roach she’s dating from hurting her.”
Jennifer stared at the fighter in confusion. “We did that years ago.”
Mark shook his head. “She’s been telling Billy he’s hurting her.”
“That’s not possible. They never get time alone and he’s still being watched.”
Mark shrugged. “We saw bruises on her. If it isn’t him, then you have someone else in your camp who needs to be removed.”
“So it would seem.” Jennifer’s eyes lit up bright red as she vanished.
Mark was almost sorry she was gone. Her strength was comforting.
Mark spotted Billy in a faded lounge chair on the deck. Rain was falling softly. It mirrored the driver’s sadness.
Mark sat in the chair next to Billy, marveling over the fact that it was raining but he wasn’t getting wet.
Billy sighed. “It’s time for me to leave.”
“No, it’s time for you to come home. Your team needs you.”
Billy didn’t look away from the teenager who was cleaning the inside windows of the bridge. She was alone, with a smile on her lips that implied she was having a good day.
Mark studied the girl, trying not to disapprove. She was young and she looked it. She was also strong, with a sturdy build and a tool belt that held a few weapons, though none of them were guns. She was obviously trusted in this camp. “Did you tell her we’re close?”
“Yes.” Billy’s voice filled with pain. “She begged me to get here faster and now that I’m almost here, she doesn’t want me to come anymore!”
Mark thought of what he’d just learned. He put those clues together. “She’s hiding something from you now, something so bad that she thinks it will make you turn your back on her. She’d rather have a life of misery with that little bastard than to face your rejection. Is there anything she could do that will make that worry come true?”
Billy considered it and nodded. “If she lost her honor along the way, but I still wouldn’t want her to live like that.”
Mark held out a hand. “Then wake up and let’s go rescue your damsel in distress. You’ve hidden here long enough.”
Billy kept his eyes on Leeann as he took Mark’s hand. “Leelee.”
The girl scanned the rainy deck of the ship. Fear came over her face. “Go away!”
Billy’s heart clenched.
Mark yanked them back into reality.
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“It’s someone else.” Billy hadn’t considered that.
Mark hadn’t either. “That explains why you get gunned down. You kill the wrong person and Safe Haven’s guards react.”
The team around them listened intently, encouraged that they now had new information.
Mark tried to convey the power of the girl he’d met. “Their guards are like you, Boss, but angrier. We were right to think we wouldn’t survive a fight with them.”
Alexa wasn’t surprised by that. Safe Haven was thriving while most post-apocalyptic groups had fallen. They had to be powerful. She motioned at Billy. “Keep eating.”
Billy was sitting up in his cot, eating and trying not to be ashamed of how long he’d stayed in his mind. Knowing you were soon to die wasn’t easy knowledge to carry.
Mark and David understood. They’d both been marked on this quest. Alexa had saved them. They were sure she would come up with a way to do the same for Billy.
“The guard didn’t know Leeann was still being hurt. She’ll investigate it.” Mark was certain of that. “If she finds them before we get there, we may not have to deal with it at all.”
“Her name is Jennifer.” Billy belched and grimaced at the odor. He hadn’t tended his teeth in over a week and it smelled like it. “She’s an enforcer, heir to leadership, and a member of their council.”
Mark stood, stretching. “She’s a killer, like us. Safe Haven is turning out to be everything we’ve heard of and more. They live on a cruise ship!”
Billy corrected that, shaking his head at the canteen Alexa held out. The soup was satisfying his thirst and making him sloshy. “They have a town on the island. They stay on the ship for special events. They’re celebrating the three-year anniversary of their arrival on Pitcairn.”
Everyone wanted more details on the legendary camp, including David, but his concern for Ria was controlling his emotions again. “Boss.”
Jacob scolded the blacksmith. “Your girlfriend will last for one more hour!”
“She’s not my girlfriend and I’m not sure of that!”
Alexa didn’t share his doubt. “Have faith in her. She’s a Mitchel.”
“Even Mitchels can be killed.”
Billy stared, surprised. “I thought he was over doubting you.”
David gestured angrily. “I’m not doubting her! I just don’t get why she moved heaven and hell to find you, but she doesn’t care about Ria!”
Alexa locked eyes with the blacksmith. “Do you want to lead this team, David?”
Tension refilled the room.
David dropped his chin. “She needs us!”
Mark didn’t want the man to take all the heat. “I may have stirred him up with a conversation about the future. Sorry. I didn’t think it would get this bad this fast.”
Alexa wasn’t really angry even though she should be. “He’d be the same over any of you. Losing Billy left a mark on all of us.” She glared at the blacksmith. “But one more push will get you punished. Are we clear?”
David nodded quickly. “I’m sorry. I can’t seem to control it whenever one of us isn’t here.”
Alexa had fought through that in Gainesville every time Billy left her sight. “Working through the things that terrify us is another ability that sets us apart from the animals. You have to conquer it. If you can’t, then you have no business being on this team.”
Alexa finished loading her cloak. Scolding David added to the feeling of being back in charge. It was amazing how a single piece of gear could remove, or return, that mindset.
David hated it that everyone now knew the truth. He preferred them to think he was worried about someone he cared for and not suffering side effects from a kidnapping that hadn’t even happened to him. He was worried about Ria, but most of his fear came from flashbacks of tracking Billy through the snow, finding bodies, and arriving too late to save him before he was abused.
Billy stood on shaking legs that hadn’t supported his weight in 11 days. He drew in a deep breath, relieved that the cold was gone and his chest didn’t hurt. His muscles weren’t happy, but other than that, he felt okay.
Alexa handed him his cloak.
Daniel came over to add gear to it that he’d set aside for Billy’s share.
The weight of the cloak settled against Billy, bringing a small curve to his lips. “That’s better.”
Alexa chuckled. “At least I’m not the only one.”
Billy tied the cloak down. Then he checked his weapons, making sure they were hanging where he needed them to be.
“Ready?”
Billy stood straight and braced. “Tell me.”
“They were draining your blood to use in experiments. They wanted you to die so my grief would force me to agree to make our host into a nightwalker who will rule the earth.”
Billy blinked. “Uh, okay. Give me a minute?”
“Sure.” Alexa circled her finger in the air.
The rest of the team began prepping for action. Cloaks were secured, weapons were checked, nerves calmed. Excitement filled the air.
Billy recovered. “I assume the experiments didn’t work.”
“No.” Alexa thought of what she’d witnessed. “They tried transfusions, but they can’t duplicate a willing bite. Now, we’ve been locked in until we give in.”
Billy didn’t feel like he’d been drained. “Who saved me?”
“All of your team donated venom. Edward gave you blood.”
Billy felt loved. After Leeann’s rejection, it was nice. “I’ll always have you guys.”
“Hold onto that.”
Billy looked around, nodding at each of them. “Why was the rookie taken?”
Alexa gave him the rest of the story angrily. “Ria is being held hostage until I give in and make my grandmother a vampire. That’s our host, by the way. She died 20 years ago.”
Billy blinked again, struggling to keep up. “I prefer your other stories, Boss. They make more sense.”
Alexa laughed.
Mark filled him in on the details while Alexa checked her gear and then scanned her team to verify they were ready.
“This is going to make noise.” Edward was examining the sewer grate. It was rusty and hadn’t been moved in a long time judging by the dirt that was built up around the edges. “If you want our escape to be a surprise, we’ll need to cover it.” The approaching storm was making noise, but not enough.
Alexa handed out assignments quickly. “Billy and Jacob will try to blast through the exit. Mark and I will keep our shields over that side of the room to prevent ricochets. Daniel and David will listen for our host. You’ll clear the hole.”
Everyone got into place and got set, waiting for Alexa’s call.
“Go.”
Jacob let Billy fire first. The driver was finally registering anger that he’d been mistreated once again.
Billy fired a blast of flames that hit the door and bounced back into Alexa’s shield.
Alexa absorbed it, refilling her energy bank. When she couldn’t hold anymore, she would feed it back into Billy and Jacob so they had the strength to complete this run.
Jacob fired a powerful force spell.
The door rattled, but the magic on it didn’t. Lera’s charms were strong.
Edward pried at the grate with his retractable crowbar. It groaned loudly.
Billy and Jacob fired together, sending noise and vibrations through the bunker that drew attention. Staff members hurried to tell Lera.
Edward pried harder, big arms straining. He hoped the pry bar didn’t break as he leaned into it. This was the only one they had.
The grate came up an inch and then popped free with the clear sound of metal being manipulated.
Jacob and Billy fired again, shouting to help cover the noise.
Alexa fed energy back to them, unable to hold anymore.
“Fredrick’s coming.” Daniel hoped the door fell. He wanted a face-to-face fight. He didn’t want to be in an unfamiliar sewer with a storm coming. The flashes of lightning around the steel window cover were bright, dangerous.
Billy fired a last blast, hitting the door hard enough to take it down, but it only shimmied under Lera’s magic. Even the walls around the exit were covered. Dust fell but nothing else.
“You can’t get out until she lets you out.” Fredrick’s tone said this wasn’t the first time someone had tried to use magic against Lera’s charms and failed. “I’ll let her know you’re getting impatient.”
“We’ll never give in! Never!” Jacob grinned. He loved playing this role. Providing a distraction was something he was good at.
Fredrick grunted. “Another few days will see that attitude changed, young man.”
Fredrick slithered away. Lera would get an update, but it wasn’t time to talk to them again. They still had too much energy left. Lera didn’t want a magic battle.
Edward peered into the dark hole, smelling salt and a faint hint of rot. There were no lights or noises that said anyone was down there. He attached a rope to the fireplace and began lowering himself into the hole. It was wider than he’d expected once he got past the top. He dropped smoothly, adrenaline pumping.
Alexa waved Jacob in next. The preacher was a bit tired now, but he was the fastest draw. If Edward ran into trouble when he landed, Jacob would be able to assist.
Alexa frowned at Billy. “I don’t want you getting wet. Keep a shield up when needed. We’ll give you energy if you run out.”
Billy kissed her cheek. “Yes, Mom.”
Alexa joined in the amusement, but anger burned in her gut. You have a lot to answer for, Lera. That time is almost here.
Edward felt another grate under his boots. “Noise coming.”
Alexa fired at the charmed door this time.
Mark collected the bounce, groaning at the difference in their power. It covered the sound of Edward kicking the grate loose.
Edward lowered himself through the opening and ducked, sliding to the side so he could stand up. Then he waited for his team while his vampire eyes took in the first underground dock he’d ever seen. “Next two.”
Alexa motioned at David and Billy.
The two men hurried into the hole. One of them was excited to be on a new adventure. The other one was upset that they were going down when they needed to go up.
Jacob stayed next to Edward, also staring at the wooden dock. Moonlight was coming through small cracks around what he assumed was the entrance, assisting his vampire sight. He fought not to get distracted, but it was hard. The listing, rusting submarine at the dock had to be close to 100 years old. It clearly wasn’t sailable, but the relic from another era was fascinating. Jacob wanted to board it and explore it.
So did Edward. The sub was sitting on rusted metal rails, so it wasn’t going to sink and the water was only half way up the side, so they wouldn’t drown. If not for needing to collect their missing teammate, he would have suggested the side trip. “We’ll come back when this is all over.”
Jacob nodded. “Deal.” Even if the sewer flooded, the sub wouldn’t go anywhere. There wasn’t room for it to be washed out. He was surprised that someone had gotten the tall ship in here at all.
David came through the hole with Billy right behind him. Both men were immediately distracted by the sub. They stepped to the side to clear space and then stared. The brick walls and the curved ceiling above them would have been interesting at another time, but it couldn’t compare with the submarine that should have been in a museum.
“Next two.” Edward forced himself not to call exact names even though he knew Alexa was going to come down last. She wouldn’t like it if he disrupted their normal routines, but he understood David’s anxiety. Love was filling them both with fear.
Alexa gestured while taking a red marker from her new cloak. It was exactly where she’d placed it, making her smile.
Daniel dropped into the hole.
Mark checked on the rope to make sure it was still secure enough for two more drops. Then he waited for Alexa.
Alexa quickly wrote on the wall and then joined Mark.
You are no longer a Mitchel!
Mark approved. When Lera saw it, she wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. The choice had come from a senior council member.
Mark lowered himself, big arms bulging.
Alexa admired the view while she waited. Even in a moment like this, she was aware of how strong and vibrant her men were.
Mark hurried down half a level to give her space and then slowed in case he needed to go right back up and help her.
Alexa sighed. “I’m coming, Mother.”
Mark chuckled, but he was still relieved when he felt her weight on the rope.
So was Daniel. The two men lowered at a calm pace, keeping track of her and each other.
“Where are their ships?” David was drawn out of his concern for Ria. The old sub wasn’t usable and there were no other boats here.
“Over there.” Edward pointed.
The other men studied the painted brick in annoyance. Just like the upper steps, the walls were painted to blend in. There was another side to the dock that they couldn’t see from here.
Alexa dropped down and took her place next to Edward. She was also caught and held for a moment by the sight of the submarine. Time hadn’t been kind to it. She wondered if the bodies of the crew were still inside. She hoped not. When they came back down to explore the ships, that was a discovery they didn’t need to make.
Alexa led them toward the narrow bridge she’d spotted. It was also painted blue and blended in with the water. She’d only noticed it because it wasn’t bobbing with the waves.
Edward fell into the rear because he’d come down first. It was how she’d trained them. As he went by the sub, he tried to pierce the filthy windows with his vampire sight.
A shadowy movement made him frown. “It’s not empty.”
Alexa felt it too. “Ghosts.”
Edward still wanted to explore. “Maybe we can set them free.”
“Maybe so.” Alexa took them across the bridge and stopped, eyeing the line of ships bobbing gracefully in the waves.
Billy recognized one of them. “That’s a lifeboat from Safe Haven’s cruise ship.” He’d seen the life rafts many times while visiting Leeann.
Edward stared in concern. “Is that a UN patrol boat?”
Jacob pointed. “There’s a coastguard cutter.”
Alexa peered through the dimness, trying to find an end to the line of docked, bobbing ships. “They’ve collected a lot of boats, but they don’t have a lot of people here. Give me possible reasons.”
David shrugged impatiently, mind going back to Ria. “They probably just bring back a new one each time they go out scavenging for supplies.”
Billy tugged his cloak shut against the dank draft. “That would mean they have at least two captains.”
“They’ve captured a lot of survivors and these ships are all that remain.” Daniel felt the angry ghosts from the sub, but they weren’t alone. Even the life raft seemed to be screaming at him. “Those people are dead or we would have at least heard them by now.”
“Yes.” Enforcers often felt the spirits of the dead. Alexa recognized it as proof that Daniel’s gifts were growing. “What else could it be?”
“These people joined willingly.” Jacob shrugged at the snorts. “I don’t think so either, but we’re covering all possible answers. They also might have found the bunker by accident and Lera sent them back to the mainland.”
Mark took a guess that he didn’t believe was accurate either. “They might have traded their ships for supplies or for medical care.”
“All of those are possible.” Alexa walked the dock, now visually examining each ship. She found dried blood in many of them, belongings that should have been taken by their owners or at least by Lera, and even a few weapons. “We’re missing something.”
Edward saw everything Alexa had and a few other clues, like a torn sail and a broken mast pole. “These ships went through a storm.”
Now that it had been said, more signs became clear. Mold inside the ships along water lines that reached up to the sails, sea weeds wrapped around railings, layers of dried salt all over the seats and stairs.
Billy pointed at the water marks on the walls around them. “Is it from being down here? This place definitely floods.”
“Maybe.” Alexa was still sure they were missing a big clue. She continued to walk the dock, boots crunching lightly on the salty gravel. The dock stretched into the distance.
“There’s a gate and steps.”
Alexa saw the exit David pointed at, but she kept going. She needed to know how big this underground area was. They’d been outside the bunker, but they hadn’t been able to see the rear. She now assumed the gravel island was a lot larger than it had appeared.
Edward peered through the dimness. “There’s another door.”
This one was rusting and covered in water lines marked with green mold. It likely hadn’t been opened in a very long time.
Alexa spotted something shiny at the base of the door.
Old memories washed over her, slowing her feet and sending fresh anger into her heart.
Her team waited patiently as she handled whatever was in her mind, but their hands slid to their weapons to be ready. When Alexa paused before a challenge, it told them that challenge might not be a pushover.
Alexa blinked it away, kneeling to examine the object.
The shiny scale came up easily in her fingers. It wasn’t molded to the ground.
“That was dropped recently.” Edward turned his back to them and watched the rear while his mind put clues together like everyone else was doing.
“I hear something.” Jacob stepped closer, hand tightening on the butt of his gun. “It’s a…slithering sound.”
Alexa rose, letting go of the scale. It dropped back to the salty gravel. “Open that door.”
Mark and Jacob went forward to do it while the others prepared to fight for their lives as they uncovered another of Lera’s secrets.
The door opened easily and without noise. Darkness and rank odors greeted them.
Mark clicked his flashlight and shined it around.
Shadowy forms appeared in the darkness. Hisses echoed. Heads rose. Forked tongues darted out, scenting the air.
Piles of bones littered one side of the small storage room. The other side was filled with deformed, squirming bodies. Scales were growing through skin. Tails were coming from spines. Their eyes were slitted and yellow.
Jacob drew his gun.
Alexa was horrified. “Shut it.”
Mark slammed the door shut before Jacob could open fire.
“What the hell was that?” Billy hadn’t gotten a good view.
Alexa drew her gun. “Snakes.”
Because she drew her gun, the rest of her team did the same.
“They’re experimenting on the survivors who find this place.” Alexa controlled her disgust. “We’re not leaving them like that.”
“Do you want me to grab one so we can get some answers?” Mark didn’t want to, but he knew information was important.
“No. The lab isn’t just on the top floor. This entire bunker is one huge experiment that has to be shut down. We’ll start right here.”
“What happens to Ria when they hear our gunfire?” David couldn’t stop interfering with Alexa’s choices. “We have to go get her first!”
Alexa was out of patience. “Correct him.”
David turned to see who she was talking to.
Edward slammed his fist into David’s mouth, dropping the blacksmith. He hammered him twice more to get the point across.
Daniel took David’s arm and pulled the dazed man back to his feet. “Some lessons are harder to learn.”
David grunted painfully. He held his temper and his mouth, aching mentally and physically, but he felt better now that he’d been corrected. It was an odd setup and he was grateful for it.
“Ricochets are deadly, my pets. Don’t forget to account for them.” Alexa motioned Jacob to open the door. “No survivors.”
Jacob pulled the door open with his free hand.
Mark and Alexa stepped into the darkness with the rest of their team on their heels.
All of them opened fire.



 

Chapter Twenty
Mopping Up
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“That’s not possible.” Lera stared toward the hallway as gunfire echoed through the bunker. “They couldn’t have broken my charm.”
Fredrick didn’t have time for Lera’s disbelief. “Find them! Bring them back to their cell!”
Staff members had gathered at Lera’s room for orders. They took off now, running through the drafty halls. They didn’t get this kind of excitement very often.
“It’s not possible!”
Fredrick’s patience was low. “They’re killing people! We can’t fight them!” Even though he’d just sent staff to do that, Fredrick knew how it would end. “We have to evacuate!”
Lera was still in shock. “Their enforcer did it. It had to be him.”
Fredrick grunted in disgust and fled.
Lera slowly woke from the surprise. “I can use this. How?”
Her feet took her toward the chained girl in the corner.
Ria had also heard the gunfire. “Your time’s up.”
Lera hated being afraid. She stiffened her chin. “Those cuffs are charmed. No one can remove them but me. If I die, so do you.”
Ria suspected that was a bluff, but she was reaching the point where she no longer cared as long as it meant Lera was dead.
Lera held up the cup of blood she’d been tormenting the girl with for hours. She put it back under Ria’s nose. “Give me what I want!”
Ria’s stomach clenched. Her throat burned. Her eyes turned red. “I’m going to kill you.”
Lera laughed. “Once you give me what I want, you’ll be allowed to stay here as my understudy. You’re young enough to be retrained and strong enough to uphold my vision.”
Ria whimpered through the pain in her arms, back, and throat. “I don’t want Mitchels to rule the world. I just want to live in peace with my team!”
“Like I said, you’re young enough to be retrained.”
Ria jerked her head, hitting the cup. It slipped out of Lera’s hand and fell, splattering blood all over them both and the floor.
Lera put her bloody hand under the girl’s nose. “One bite is all I need.”
The smell was stronger this way. Ria clamped her lips shut and fought the intense hunger. I’m good! I won’t do this!
Lera smeared her blood onto Ria’s lips.
Ria couldn’t stop herself from licking it. Her eyes dilated. Her fangs came out. A tremor shook her body.
Lera did it again, forgetting about the angry team that was coming this way. I’m so close! “Give in, Child. We’ll rule the world together, like we were meant to.”
Ria concentrated on the sound of the gunfire, drawing strength from it. When Alexa gets here, this nightmare will end!
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“Open it.” Alexa lifted her gun.
Mark opened the door while Daniel shined his light.
Snake hybrids crawled out, hissing and snapping.
Alexa and Edward cleared the first rush and then knelt to reload.
David and Jacob cleared the second wave before it could reach their reloading teammates.
Bodies fell at Alexa’s feet. She stared at the mutations as her fingers flew over the Colts. Some of the hybrids were a complete mess. It was surprising that they’d survived at all. Others were fully formed and dangerous, with long fangs that might be venomous.
“Five more.” Daniel had his gun in his free hand. When the rear line dropped to reload, he fired twice, giving the front line time to finish. They were going through ammo fast, but there was room after room of experiments down here that had to be cleared. The sewer hadn’t seemed big enough to hold so many, but the main tunnel wrapped around in a wide circle that they were finally nearing the end of.
Alexa guarded the rear while Edward finished the three remaining Snakes.
This room had no other exits, like all the others so far. There was no need to go into the gory, revolting space, but Edward stepped inside anyway, making sure there weren’t any hiders. He spotted eggs in the corner and grimaced, but he went over and stomped on them anyway.
Tiny deformed snakes slid out and quickly died under his boots.
“It’s clear.” Mark had already checked the dark ceiling. They hadn’t found anything up high so far, but they’d been trained to clear all directions.
Edward rejoined his team, warm gun in hand.
They were all bloody and covered in a layer of sweaty rage that stank. The rooms were small and cold, without furniture or comforts. There was nothing to loot, only deformed experiments that needed to be given mercy. None of them enjoyed it. Anger grew each time they found more subjects. These people were in pain, with no hope of ever recovering from the atrocities they’d been subjected to.
Alexa led them toward the next door. They’d cleared eight dens so far and all of them had held revolting experiments. Each one had driven in the final ending that had to happen. Lera wouldn’t be allowed to restart this abomination after they left.
Water sloshed around the dock, sending ripples of water over the gravel. Lightning flashed outside the sewer, illuminating the walls and floors in fast, sharp blasts that hurt their eyes. Boats bumped into the dock, echoing oddly through the walls.
A quick shadow ran toward them.
Alexa fired one shot, hitting the shadow in the chest. The man dropped to the wet ground, bleeding and moaning.
She fired again, ending his misery.
Mark opened the next door.
Jacob and Edward cleared the room while David held the light and Billy stayed with Alexa.
More shadows ran toward them from the side of the dock they couldn’t see from here. These shadows were wearing white clothes, but they moved so fast that it was hard to distinguish features from the blurs.
Alexa assumed their bites would be deadly, but it didn’t matter. Her team was clearing enemies. Being injured was one of the risks they took every time they drew their guns.
The storm intensified, sending deep vibrations through the bunker that still couldn’t match the volume of gunshots echoing through the concrete and brick structure.
More shadows flew toward them.
“Where are they coming from?” Billy fired twice, missing one of those.
Alexa hit the one he missed. “Upstairs.” They’d cleared all the rooms down here that they’d found. It was the only explanation.
Mark ducked instinctively. A shadow dropped next to him, hissing.
The convict spun, pulling his knife. He fired as he swiped, missing with the bullet. The blade sank into a soft stomach and let guts out onto the salty gravel.
Jacob tripped over a shadow that dove for his legs. He put his gun to the Snake’s head and pulled the trigger.
The Snake darted out of the way and bit into Jacob’s leg.
Jacob fired again, hitting the Snake this time. The fangs in his boot slowly withdrew as the hybrid died.
Jacob fired again, just to be sure the man was dead. He wasn’t injured, but he was shocked at how fast the hybrids were.
A shadow ran by Alexa before she could fire. “Incoming!”
Daniel fired with his left and swiped out with his right, trying to cover both sides.
Billy flinched from the bullet that went right by his ear.
Alexa brought up a barrier around them both as Daniel fired again. Their enforcer was panicked at the speed of their attackers. Alexa understood. She’d never faced an enemy this fast.
Daniel stuck his blade into the spine of a Snake trying to get by him, ripping upward. He saw Mark duck and did the same.
Three more shadows entered the fray, hissing and grabbing for them with outstretched hands and fangs.
Edward used his vampire speed to track the Snakes; he fired repeatedly, hitting all three of the staff women.
Jacob finished clearing the den, checking the ceiling before joining his team in the sewer hallway. They stood there for a minute, recovering and regrouping.
Alexa didn’t like how many close calls they’d had. “Sheilds up, by senior rank. Clear the next den.”
They moved to the next room with Alexa and Edward shielding everyone. The couple kept their backs to the door, spotting more shadows flying toward them from the dock.
Three shadows ran right up to Alexa’s shield, beating on it and hissing.
“It’s the staff.” Edward lowered his barrier and aimed carefully. He hit the two closest. The third man darted around them.
Alexa quickly lowered her shield and threw her knife, hitting the man in the neck. He dropped like a stone.
Edward brought his shield back up over them, watching for more. He was surprised by how many they’d already put down. “How was she feeding so many people?”
Alexa reloaded her warm gun. “Snakes can go a long time without a meal.”
Edward lowered his shield and fired at the next two shadows running toward them. He refused to think about her answer.
Alexa stayed ready to bring up her shield if he needed it.
Behind the couple, the rest of the team cleared the next room. The hybrids inside weren’t really able to fight. That had been the case in all of the dens so far. These dens were for transformation attempts. The fighters coming from the upper floors were different. They were fully evolved and dangerous.
“Last door.” David jerked it open and entered, eager to finish down here so they could go upstairs. He’d recovered from being corrected, though he was certain he would have pain for a few days. Edward had a fist like a hammer.
Jacob entered behind the reckless blacksmith, firing right away. The room was crammed with deformed bodies. Half of them were dead. The others crawled toward them hungrily.
David fired until his gun was empty. Then he drew his knife and waded into the body pile to put down the rest of the subjects.
Jacob stayed with him, shooting, stabbing, and guarding his teammate.
Edward glanced toward the dead end of the sewer and then faced the dock. “There’s another room. I can’t see it, but it’s here.”
“I’ll find it.” Alexa watched for more Snakes, but it felt like the rush was over. No more shadows flew toward them, though ripples of angry water were now pushing toward their boots as the ocean rose with the arrival of the storm.
“Clear.” David kept his gory knife in hand, not stopping to reload.
Jacob checked the ceiling, found it empty, and then exited.
David slammed the door shut. “Let’s roll!”
His frustration rose when Alexa went by them. “It’s a dead end!”
She studied the walls and found a faint outline under flaking blue paint. “Pry it open.”
“Knew there was something here.” Edward got to work while Billy and Daniel guarded the rear and Jacob reloaded.
David forced himself to reload too, fighting the reckless nature that always seemed to be with him now.
The door slid open, knocking dirt and rust to the gravel. Edward shined his light. “Bingo.”
“Nice!” Mark stayed at the exit as Edward stepped inside.
Edward scanned the stacks of gear, pleased with himself for sensing a stash. The room held a little of everything. “Ammo, Boss.”
Alexa motioned David to guard duty and joined Edward while Daniel did the same.
The room was packed tight with supplies, leaving only a small space in the center to walk.
“This is why the other ships aren’t stripped. They ran out of room.”
Alexa nodded at Daniel’s comment. “But it doesn’t explain why it wasn’t taken upstairs. They have plenty of space up there.”
All three of them picked out things they needed right away and things they needed for later.
Alexa took a small stack of clothes and a gun belt.
Daniel chose a backpack and a pair of boots that were too small for him.
Edward loaded up on loose ammo from a barrel, filling his pockets. He would sort it later.
Alexa spotted a small wooden box covered in years of dust. She opened it. “Perfect.”
She stuck the box into her new cloak and resumed scavenging.
Above them, lightning flashed again. Rain fell harder. Water continued to roll toward them from around the dock.
“We’ll come down later for more. Close it up.” Alexa led them toward the exit, splashing with every step. The storage door was well-sealed at the bottom, explaining why it hadn’t flooded inside and ruined the gear. The same couldn’t be said of the other rooms they’d cleared. Some of the dead in there had drowned before the mutations could kill them.
Alexa went to the steps. A starved ghost on the Safe Haven life raft glared as they went by.
Alexa grunted at the ragged woman. “You’ll get justice, even if you don’t deserve it.”
The ghost vanished.
Edward caught up. “Odd place we’ve landed, Boss.”
“Truer words have never been spoken.”
Edward wondered if this would be the last of their strange adventures. They would reach Safe Haven next and the quest would be over.
Alexa holstered. “We’ll find something else to do. The adventures won’t really end until we’re ready for that.”
Soothed, Edward dropped to the rear to protect his team while Alexa took them up to the ground floor.
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“It’s deserted.” Billy hadn’t gotten much action yet. He was feeling left out. His team was trying to protect him, but he needed these moments as much as they did. “And locked.”
The doors on this floor wouldn’t open. Alexa felt magic on them. She also felt emptiness behind them. Lera had locked down this level, but she’d forgotten that Mitchels always found a way out of traps.
“Was that all of the staff?” Jacob hadn’t counted them before or during the fight. He was just glad to be back on this floor, where there were lanterns and less water.
“No.” Edward had been keeping count. “Should be another dozen, but that’s just the ones we’ve seen. After that dungeon, I don’t think my numbers are accurate.”
Alexa handed out the next orders. “We’re going to the lab next. Then we’ll clear all the rooms on that level.”
David almost cried in frustration.
Alexa put a hand on his wrist.
David took comfort from her this time, always grateful for her leadership even when he didn’t agree with her choices. “Thank you.”
“It’s my honor.” She motioned. “Lead us up, XO.”
Edward went to the steps, gun in hand to have it ready. As fast as the Snakes were, he couldn’t count on his draw right now. Jacob was the only one among them who might be fast enough to do that.
Daniel felt a wave of fear coming from the second floor. He couldn’t stop himself. “I’m coming for you, Lera!” He pounded up the steps behind Edward to provide a supporting noise. “Happy death day!”
He didn’t have any sympathy for her after witnessing what she’d been doing to unsuspecting survivors.
None of them did. Even Alexa had finally faced it and accepted it. Lera would be removed.
Lera’s quarters were at the end of this hall. Her door was shut. All of them wondered if they would have to break down part of a wall to get by her magic. The rest of the doors up here were open, showing more staff rooms and a kitchen area that held only appliances. There were no people in any of them.
The lab was open and occupied.
Alexa and her men went to the door and took quick glances inside to determine the number of combatants they would be facing this time.
The calm medics were carrying on like nothing was happening. Daniel fought the need to go on a rampage as they entered the lab. “They’re still working!”
The tall medic held the potion bottle for one of the prisoners to get a drink. “We’re innocent. Lera won’t like it if you harm us.”
The short medic gloated as he spotted Billy. “Well, almost innocent.”
Billy’s eyes turned red and his hands slid to his knives. “Boss?”
Alexa nodded. “Quickly, if you can.”
The medics realized they’d been wrong to think Alexa would skip them. They took off running toward the rear of the lab, moving fast.
Expecting it this time, Alexa and her team threw knives, hitting the Snakes before they could escape. It didn’t matter that they were unarmed. They were evil and that was enough to warrant their deaths.
The lantern in the corner swung harshly as another rumble of thunder shook the bunker.
Edward went to the line of prisoners who were all awake. Many of them tugged on the cuffs. All of them glared at Alexa and her crew.
Edward realized they weren’t innocent either. “You’ll have to make the call on this one.”
Alexa knew what would happen, but she said the words anyway. “Let them loose and handle what comes.”
Edward shook his head as he unfastened the first cuff. “Don’t do it.”
The wrinkled man lunged toward him anyway, fangs dripping thick venom.
Edward twisted around behind the man and snapped his neck.
None of the prisoners spoke to them or begged for mercy. They didn’t shout or make threats. They acted like what they were–snakes coiled to strike.
Daniel let the next one loose. Even though he’d just seen one of them put down, the man attacked as soon as he was released.
Daniel quickly slit the man’s throat.
Alexa motioned. “Clear it all.”
Billy went to the rear of the lab. “There’s another door.”
Half of the team joined him.
Billy opened the door.
Ten hybrids rushed toward Billy before his team could get inside the room to help. One of them bit into his arm. Another grabbed his leg and tried to bite through his pants. A third hybrid grabbed him around the neck and lowered his mouth to Billy’s chest.
Billy snapped. Fury at constantly being under fate’s scythe took over. He sliced through the Snake on his arm and brought the blade around to stab the one on his chest in the eye. He let go of the blade and pulled his gun. He put it against the head of the Snake on his leg and pulled the trigger until the bullets ran out.
Alexa and Daniel retreated, giving him space.
Billy plunged his fist into a stomach and ripped out guts with his vampire claws. He kicked a hybrid in the mouth, shattering every tooth. He used his backup blade to slit a throat and then stabbed another one in the neck. Blood dripped to the floor. It sprayed over the walls and coated his hands. The only thing Billy didn’t do was drink from any of them. The smell was making his stomach flip. I’d rather starve than take blood from a Snake!
Alexa went back to the front of the lab, leaving Billy to work out his anger. “He’s mopping up.”
Daniel stayed near the door in case Billy needed help, nodding savagely at the awful sounds.
Jacob went to the cabinets in the front corner of the lab, by the table and chairs. He opened the top drawer and began looking through the files.
Curious, Alexa joined him.
The others kept a watch on the entrance and an ear on the rear room where Billy was proving that he was just as violent as the rest of them.
David wanted to hurry things along, but even he stayed out of Billy’s way. The driver had a lot to be angry about. David wasn’t going to add to it.
“They have a file on each of us.” Jacob pulled them out, handing them around.
Alexa stored Billy’s in her cloak so he could read it later. Then she skimmed her own, not surprised by anything she found.
Jacob read the top line on his file. “It says I’m a Naturalist.”
Alexa considered how quiet and deadly Jacob had been on this quest. “That makes sense.”
“Does that mean I can do things with nature?”
“Naturalists can sometimes control weather patterns and affect the growth of plants and other living things.”
Jacob immediately concentrated on the storm that was over top of them now. “Go away!”
Lightning flashed. The ocean roared. The storm came closer. Water rushed in, banging into the docked boats. It began rising up the steps.
Alexa shrugged. “We’ll work on that.”
“I tried to get rid of it!”
Edward grinned at the preacher. “I don’t think it worked.”
Jacob shrugged. “I’m stunningly handsome and a terrific lover. I can’t be perfect at everything else too.”
Laughter covered the muffled sounds that were still coming from the back room.
Alexa scanned the gory lab and motioned. “Destroy it all.”
“Are you sure? We might be able to repurpose this place.” Jacob was thinking about the future more often now. After the quest was over, they could come here and be left alone.
Alexa shook her head. “I promised justice to the ghosts. This is part of it. Take it all down while Billy finishes mopping up and then we’ll go hand out a sentence that’s been deserved for decades.”



Chapter Twenty-One
Draw
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Jacob put his paperwork in his cloak while the rest of the men trashed the lab. “There are a lot of files here compared to how many people are living in this bunker.” He pulled one out and handed it to Alexa.
Alexa read the file aloud. “September. Unnamed female. Early 30s. Picked up in a life raft that came from a cruise ship. Due to her starved condition, and injuries sustained during her voyage, she was used as a feeder. The body was cut up and given to the experiments in cell one.”
Alexa took the next file. Anger laced her voice again as she read it. “March. Two military men and a young girl were found at the dock, suffering from severe dehydration. We took them to the lab. The boss ordered the girl removed. Children are not allowed to be used in these experiments. It would taint the data. Her body was given to the subjects in cell one to fuel their growth spurt. The males were admitted to the lab. Both have been sedated and injected with hybrid serum #2146. After the injections are finished, they will be placed in cell eight, with the other new specimens.”
Alexa handed the file back and refused to take the next one. “We did no wrong here by removing this evil.”
The others resumed trashing the lab, taking savage pleasure in the job. Seeing it in person, even this small example, was too much for them to remain tolerant of science needing to experiment to get answers or to make progress. The ends did not justify the means.
Jacob read the next file. “November. Fredrick’s son was admitted into our group today. The young man tracked his father here after a decade of searching. He has been entered into the preapproval testing process. Fredrick is certain the boy will adapt and evolve faster than the other subjects. Lera wants the boy culled. We’re observing him for signs of evolution or rebellion. Either one will cement his future.”
David smashed the centrifuge, sending plastic and glass flying. “We haven’t found Fredrick yet.”
Jacob shoved the files back into the cabinet. They were the only items in the lab that wouldn’t be destroyed. They held answers to what had happened to hundreds of people. It would remain as their death certificates. “He’s a giant coward. We’ll probably find him hiding in a closet or under the steps.”
The others were sure that Jacob was right. Fredrick clearly wasn’t a fighter.
Billy joined his team with blood everywhere but his face. The bites he’d sustained were shallow and only hurt a little. He waved off the care Daniel wanted to give him.
“None of us were tempted to drink.” Edward made another connection. “Lera isn’t a hybrid. We’ve all smelled her. She’s human.”
“And everyone else here is mixed.” Mark was disgusted. “She’s been experimenting on her entire population, kidnapping people and killing them. She lied when she said she didn’t use dark magic in her work.”
“That isn’t dark magic. It’s the same shit that mankind has been doing to each other since life began.” Alexa circled her finger in the air, calling them into formation. “We have a princess to rescue and a dragon to slay. Let’s get to it.”
David gratefully took the lead.
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“They’re destroying the lab.” Lera winced as glass crashed and heavy equipment was ripped from its foundation and knocked over. “I didn’t foresee that!”
Lera had spent the last two days looking ahead, trying to find a way to force Ria to give in. “Why didn’t I see it?”
Ria wanted to tell her the future changed with every choice a person made, rippling out until nothing was the same. She hung silently on the wall instead, back and arms burning while thirst kept lava in her throat. Lera really should have already known that.
“She killed my medics.” Lera had foreseen that, but she’d assumed it was a way to intimidate her. Listening to Alexa call them all evil had clarified things. “She doesn’t care that we’re family. She’s going to kill me.”
The noises stopped suddenly.
Deep fear went through Lera. Alexa and her crew were only a few steps from her den. And I don’t have the energy left to battle.
She hadn’t even locked her quarters because she’d assumed she would be a vampire by now and it wouldn’t be needed.
Lera’s fear made the choice. She couldn’t kill Ria and she had nothing to use as leverage with Alexa. Fredrick and the staff had abandoned her. There was only one thing she could do.
Ria tried to duck the charm Lera threw at her, but the chains wouldn’t let her move far enough. Neither would her weakened body. The charm hit her hard, swarming over her mind with the power of a master brewer.
Ria shuddered, still trying to fight it. I’m a Mitchel!
Lera stepped closer while listening for Alexa’s arrival. “Give me what I want.”
Ria groaned, biting her own tongue to keep from agreeing.
Lera used the last of her energy to fire another charm.
Ria screamed.
Heavy steps neared the door.
“You will give me what I need!”
Ria stopped fighting. Her eyes glazed over. She slumped against the chains. “I’ll give you what you need.”
Lera eagerly offered her neck.
Ria didn’t have the strength to lift her head. “I have to hold you.”
Lera quickly opened one cuff and leaned into Ria’s stinking body.
The door opened. Alexa entered the room, surrounded by her team. They scanned the bare den, the urine-stained ground by the brewing station, and what was happening between the two women who barely noticed their arrival. They watched in disappointment as Ria opened her mouth.
Ria curled her throbbing hand around Lera’s waist. Her fangs dripped venom as she weakly pulled the woman closer.
Yes! Lera celebrated. She didn’t care about the coming pain. I will rule the world like no other! They will never be free of me!
Alexa held up a hand to stop her men from running forward to stop it. She could feel Ria’s sly eagerness. It wasn’t coming from magic. It was coming from knowing she was about to win.
“She’s charmed!” David didn’t want Ria to be punished for this.
Alexa refused to look away. “She made her choice. Now she’ll die by it.”
Lera heard Alexa’s approving tone and tried to pull away.
Ria’s teeth plunged into Lera’s neck. Her arm tightened around the woman. She began to drink, moaning in pleasure.
Lera understood she’d been tricked. She struggled. “Help me!”
Ria dug her fingers into Lera’s side, pushing through her clothes in neat punctures with her vampire claws. She felt flesh and pushed harder.
Lera screamed as Ria’s claws punctured her hip.
Ria curled that hand into a fist, ripping and tearing everything she touched. She sucked down Lera’s blood as fast as she could, barely breathing.
Lera fired magic that was useless, unable to reach her gun. Ria’s hand was blocking that side. She had no energy left to fight with. Blood ran onto the floor and then dripped into the sewer grate.
Ria unclenched her fist and plunged it into Lera’s stomach. She grabbed whatever she could reach and yanked, drinking and listening to Lera’s sweet symphony of suffering.
Alexa watched it all, burning it into her brain for others to read when the time came. Crossing a Mitchel was always a bad idea, even if you were family.
Ria yanked Lera’s guts out, dropping them onto the floor. Her fangs swelled as she drained the woman. It was the best moment of her life.
Lera’s screams faded.
Ria finally let go of her.
Lera slid to her knees in front of Ria, blood pouring out.
Ria spat in her face. “You’re no longer a Mitchel, Angel! Enjoy hell.”
Lera fell over.
Alexa strode toward the mess. “Get a fast drink, my pets. It will have to hold us through the rest of this quest.”
Alexa’s team flew forward.
Lera couldn’t scream anymore as they attacked. She gurgled, eyes begging Alexa for help.
Edward lifted Lera’s hand.
Alexa smiled. Then she bit into it and sucked, pushing away the thin layer of guilt that still remained. The barely breathing corpse in their grip wasn’t a Mitchel anymore.
Lera took her last breath.
Charms all through the bunker snapped, freeing doors and Ria’s other cuff, but not the people. None of the staff had been charmed. They served Lera willingly. Those still alive felt her death like it was their own.
Alexa took her axe from her cloak as her team rose and moved back from the corpse. She cut Lera’s head off in one fast hit. Then she used the edge of the axe to pry up the sewer grate.
Ria kicked the head, sending it rolling toward the hole.
Alexa nudged it along with her boot. It dropped with a heavy splash. The storm had flooded the dock. When the water receded, Lera’s head would be washed out into the ocean, just like she’d foreseen. It was the only thing she’d gotten right.
Edward belched, making a face. “She tastes like she smelled–old and full of fear.” He went to the exit to stand watch.
Ria pushed away from the wall. Her legs buckled.
Mark caught her. He carried her to a clean spot in the center of the room and held her up.
Jacob and Alexa began stripping the girl.
“One minute.”
Ria held still at Alexa’s promise, but she would have even without it. She wasn’t feeling the old fear of being naked near a male. She trusted these men and she trusted her team leader.
David handed Alexa items as she needed them, keeping his eyes averted out of respect.
Alexa wiped the girl down with her dirty clothes and then retrieved the gear she’d taken from the storage area.
Ria helped them get her dressed, shivering as Lera’s blood ran through her veins and lit up nerve endings. Her strength came back slowly, allowing her to stand on her own.
Jacob pulled the shirt over Ria’s head. “You did well for your first run, rookie.”
Ria chuckled tiredly as she pushed her sore arms through. The wounds were already closing. “Did you add anything to that soup?!”
Jacob laughed. “Nope. I can follow orders too.”
“This is next.” Alexa held out a dusty gun belt.
Ria strapped it on with shaking hands. She didn’t know what Lera had done with her weapons or her cloak.
Daniel handed David the boots he’d taken from the storage stash.
David knelt at Ria’s feet, holding the boots open.
Ria felt better with each piece of gear her team put on her thin body. The blood fueled better vision. The love of her team fueled her broken heart.
Daniel used his comb to clean the dirt and blood out of Ria’s short spikes. He tucked the comb into her pocket, giving her a nod of approval.
David laced her boots, heart settling back into a normal rhythm. He was too attached to the girl and that would have to be dealt with, but for now, he could breathe again. She was alive and she’d proved herself capable of staying on this team. It was enough.
Billy held out two of his favorite knives. “Just loans until you get yours back or pick new ones.”
Ria tucked them both into the sheaths Alexa was attaching to her new belt. The sheaths had come directly from Alexa’s gear. They hung perfectly next to Ria’s hands. “You’re hurt.”
Billy barely felt the bites. “All part of the job.”
Ria used the energy from the meal to heal Billy’s wounds in one fast blast.
Alexa was glad the bites weren’t venomous. That had always been a failure when the government tried to create hybrids. As far as she knew, there had never been a successful cross that had produced someone with venom like a real snake.
“Why didn’t the charms work?” Daniel was happy about it, but he’d thought Lera was stronger than Ria.
“She forgot who my father was.” Ria wiped Lera’s blood from her mouth, relishing the taste and feel. “He often charmed me during sessions and punishments. I built up a strong tolerance over the years.”
“She could have given you the potion she told me about, the one that always works to charm someone.”
Ria frowned at him. “There is no potion that always works.”
Daniel realized Lera had been lying. I still wouldn’t have gotten what I want. He was proud of himself for refusing, but the sadness didn’t fade.
“What about the potion that can heal deformities?” Jacob had been mourning the loss of that chance to fix his leg.
Ria shook her head. “Not that I know of.”
Mark had to ask. “Is it possible that you just haven’t heard of those potions?”
“It’s possible, but unlikely. If those potions had existed, my father would have made me brew them for his use.” Ria looked at Alexa. “You’d know. Do they exist?”
“No.”
Alexa’s men stared at her in surprise.
Alexa shrugged. “Crushing your hopes and dreams is not in my job description.”
Edward laughed, but he didn’t ask about the potion that could bring a dead womb back to life for a single birth. He was in enough pain over that. There was no need to add to his misery about something he would never get.
Alexa took a box from her cloak. “I wanted this to be the first thing I gave you.”
Ria opened the box while Alexa held it.
A shiny Colt gleamed in welcome.
Ria lifted it, almost crying now. “Thank you, all of you, for everything.”
“It’s our honor.” Alexa motioned. “XO has ammo.”
Ria walked proudly to Edward, legs holding her steady now. The fast regeneration from a blood meal was amazing.
Edward handed her enough bullets to load the new gun and then another handful for her pocket. “We’ll fill mags and clips later.”
Ria saw his eyes go to the bloody, discarded hoodie lying in the corner. “I’ll wash it and get it back to you.”
Edward nodded. “First, we still have another level of this bunker to clear. Are you up for it?”
Ria smiled. “As long as I have my team, I’m up for anything.”
Edward gestured to the place next to him. “Guard duty until we roll.”
Ria took the spot with her chin up and another hole in her heart healing. She would never be alone now. She finally had a family she could count on.
Alexa and the others looted Lera’s den while listening to the storm beating on the bunker. They were about to get wet.
Jacob glanced at Edward. “Your file said you’re a magnet. Draw them to us so we don’t have to hunt them through the rain.”
Edward stared at the man thoughtfully. “Great idea. How?”
Mark thought about Rosetta and the way she’d controlled the zombies at the compound. “Rosetta threw her arms open and sent out a command spell that snared everything around her, living and dead. They had no choice but to obey.” Mark brought up a shield so he wasn’t snared. “Give it a go.”
Edward felt a little silly as he opened his arms, but the magic burst out easily, running through the room and flying through the hall.
Half of the team took steps toward him before pulling out of it.
Encouraged, Edward did it again, trying to direct the magic upward. “Come to me!”
Other than thunder and lightning, there wasn’t a response.
Edward was disappointed.
Alexa finished looting and joined him. She wasn’t surprised that it hadn’t worked. “Magnet power is supposed to be used for light, not for death and darkness.”
Edward accepted that answer. “And a team of vampires are supposed to hunt, no matter the weather or location. It’s who we are, what we do.”
Alexa motioned them into place, eager to be done. “Yes. Safe Haven won’t like that. We’ll control ourselves tightly while we’re there. For now, let this be our last wild moment to help hold us through those boring days and nights.”
Her team advanced behind Edward, all a bit sad that they would have to play those roles. It was easier to just be themselves.
Ria fell into the center, where a rookie belonged, and strode with them toward the opposite end of the hallway, where the steps had to be. It was the only place they hadn’t explored yet.
 
Behind the team, Lera’s decapitated, bleeding body lit up bright blue. Old, powerful magic tried to put her back together, but without a head, it couldn’t work. The magic faded and then broke. The last remnants of her escape from the government vanished, leaving the body of a cold, vicious woman who’d finally pushed her luck too far.
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“It’s coming up the steps.” Jacob couldn’t view the ground floor at all for the debris-filled water that was knocking things around as it rose.
Noises came to them from above, but the storm was too loud to determine if the sounds were coming from people or nature.
Edward scanned for the steps to the roof. He knew they had to be here. He assumed they were painted, but he didn’t see them.
Alexa scanned the ceiling and found a hole covered in a grate. There was a stiff breeze coming through, but no water. It didn’t lead straight to the roof or rain would be dripping through. “There might be another floor.”
The team saw the grate and braced themselves for another session of destroying dangerous, demented denizens.
Edward went forward with his hands out, now feeling for the steps. He reached the wall by the flooding stairs and turned back. A slightly darker wall caught his attention.
Edward took them to it, marveling at how the tunnel blended in so well that he’d gone right by it.
The others echoed his impressed thoughts. Those who’d created this bunker had given their staff a lot of ways to fool infiltrators. After discovering how many ships and survivors had been trapped here, it was clear that being out in the middle of nowhere still wasn’t enough to provide true isolation.
The narrow tunnel led them to a door.
“On two.” Edward motioned at the rookie, holding up fingers for the count. One…two!
Ria jerked the door open and held it while sliding to the side so her team could enter and handle whatever was waiting.




Chapter Twenty-Two
Take the Shot
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Alexa couldn’t hear anything but the storm. The rain beat mercilessly on the roof right above them, distorting her hearing. Lightning flashed, incredibly bright through the few windows up here. None of them were covered with steel plates.
Alexa gestured.
The men on the crew retrieved their earplugs and stuck them in gratefully. Their hearing adjusted. Their eyes took over as the main sense.
Jacob and Daniel handed their extras to the women. Ria didn’t have a set yet and Alexa had lost hers in Port City when her cloak was damaged.
Ria put them in reluctantly. She hated how loud the storm was, but she depended on her hearing. As soon as the ear plugs were in, she felt helpless again.
Mark tapped her on the shoulder and pointed.
Ria followed his fingers to shadows on the concrete and brick walls. Snakes.
Her eyes caught more shadows crouched down, waiting for them to walk into the trap. We wouldn’t have heard them!
Alexa signaled.
A new appreciation for earplugs was felt and quickly replaced by adrenaline as the team drew their guns, spreading into the now wider V.
This top floor had wooden walls and a wooden ceiling that told the team this section had been added after the bunker was built. The area was empty except for a tall stack of crates that hid the next door. The Snakes were behind those crates, waiting for them.
Edward used his magnet gift again, shoving more energy into it this time.
Too close to resist like they had before, Snakes emerged from their hiding place with dazed expressions.
The team opened fire.
Hybrids went down under the bullets without resisting. The others who’d been snared kept coming, walking into the bullets.
Edward enjoyed a good fight. This was a slaughter of a defenseless group. Before he thought about it, he released them from the magnet spell.
Then he realized he’d forgotten to warn his team. “Incoming!”
The others had already registered the difference. They fired faster, eyes darting to the sides to find any shadows that didn’t belong to the team.
Ria reloaded during the pause and was ready in time to march forward with everyone else.
They reached the crates.
A Snake who hadn’t been affected by the magnet spell lunged from the floor. He bit into David’s arm and sent in venom.
David felt the danger in this bite even as he shot the man. He shoved the body to the floor and freed his arm, already stinging from the injury. He advanced with his team while transferring his gun to his other hand so he could keep fighting. Thanks to Alexa’s training, all of the men could now function with their passive hand. Only Daniel was really proficient at it, but David was certain he couldn’t depend on the injured arm that was already starting to throb.
Edward opened the door behind the crates and slid to the side.
The team entered a long room filled with an impressive greenhouse setup that included a filtration system, a plastic ceiling that let them see the dark sky, and hundreds of plants that were thriving in bags, buckets, and troughs. Other than the garden, it was empty.
Mark opened the next door, revealing the roof and the rain.
The team rushed out into the stormy night.
Shadows became harder to spot. The ear plugs barely muffled the noise. Rain beat against them, soaking the fighters in an instant. Wind pushed in thick bursts, trying to shove them toward the dark edges.
The roof was littered with bags and crates that formed a rough edge. The center was empty. The team headed there, searching hard for targets as the storm poured down on them.
Edward slung his dripping hair out of his face, now cursing himself for leaving it to grow.
Alexa ran her wet hands down her cloak with no effect. The rain was coming down faster than she could wipe it away.
Billy ignored Alexa’s order to keep his shield up so he didn’t get wet. He wasn’t going to leave his teammates to fight alone. Rain soaked him, quickly bringing a hated ache back to his weak lungs.
Edward used his magnet charm again, hoping it would draw the remaining Snakes out where they could see them.
Several shadows stumbled forward through the storm.
Edward sent out the charm again while his team shot the few who had been affected. Out here, where the storm was in charge, they didn’t hesitate to remove the non-fighters. Having mercy might get them all killed.
Edward’s charm bounced off a shield and struck him in the chest. He staggered, trying to absorb the unexpected blow.
Fredrick stepped out from behind a stack of crates near the end of the roof. He sent out a powerful command spell. “Kill them!”
He didn’t care that they’d slaughtered his son in the previous room, though he’d felt the boy die under David’s gun. All Fredrick cared about was revenge for Lera’s death.
Snakes hiding all over the roof stood, turning toward them. Then they took off running, faster than the ones below. Hissing streaks with hate in their slitted yellow eyes rushed the team from all sides.
We were wrong. Alexa cursed the oversight even as she lifted her guns. Fredrick had played a perfect role and no one, not even their powerful family enforcer, had known how dangerous he really was.
Fredrick watched in delight as his army performed exactly like he’d trained them to. These hybrids didn’t make any noise at all. They didn’t yell or grunt or even groan as they died. They attacked the team, only taking a few losses due to their speed. They bumped into the fighters, knocking them away from each other. Small groups attacked each man, leaving the females in the center vulnerable.
“Advance!”
The next wave of Snakes ran toward Alexa and Ria.
Edward punched a Snake, stabbed a Snake, kicked a Snake in the balls and still had two more to fight off. They were too close for his gun to be useful. He tried to switch to his knife.
His gun was ripped out of his hand. He struggled with a bulked-up Snake woman, trying to reach his knife while a real snake slithered toward him through the shallow water on the roof.
Rain came down harder.
Daniel hated the limitations of the weather. He blinked repeatedly, trying to clear the water from his eyes so he could see to shoot.
He fired twice and realized he was out of ammo. He swung around with his arm out, knocking two Snakes to the ground as he neatly holstered with the other hand.
A third Snake lunged, grabbing Daniel’s arm. He fought to reach his blade as the leering man held him in a bear hug.
Alexa and Ria fired, now standing back-to-back, but the darkness, the rain, and the wind conspired against them. They couldn’t keep firing or they might hit a teammate. Both women holstered and drew their knives as more real snakes joined the fray at their feet.
Billy went down under a pile of Snake hybrids.
Mark ran toward him while yelling at David. “Pick one!”
Mark took an ugly punch. His face immediately began to swell and bruise.
David saw the women being mobbed. He made the choice he’d been trained to. He plowed into the middle of the fight and lifted Ria out of the way as real snakes lunged for her. Rookies were always protected first.
David felt one of the snakes embed fangs in his leg. He tossed Ria onto a clear part of the roof, staggering. He tripped and fell.
Fredrick flew toward the fallen man.
Mark jumped, coming down on a crawling shadow that he assumed was a real snake. Guts squirted onto his boot.
A massive hybrid charged at him and Billy.
Alexa used her fire gift to light the Snakes up. Flames blazed across the center of the roof, killing half a dozen real reptiles and hybrids. The flames quickly went out under the onslaught of rain that poured from the sky.
Ria rolled to her feet, furious. Now far enough away to avoid a friendly-fire moment, she drew her new Colt and emptied the remaining bullets.
Four Snakes around Alexa fell to the rainy ground at almost the same time, hit by Ria’s fury.
Ria reloaded with loose ammo, only taking time to add three rounds. She flipped the chamber shut and lifted the gun that was now an extension of her anger.
She fired, hitting a Snake in the head before he could bite Edward. She rotated half a pace and fired at a Snake rushing her. The bullet went into his chest and dropped him.
Ria fired again at two more Snakes flying toward her. They were fast, but her bullet met them a few feet from her outstretched arm, hitting the first woman and plunging through her neck. It came out and hit the second Snake in the eye.
Ria reloaded more loose ammo while her team finished off the few attackers that were left. All of them admired Ria’s skill, though there wasn’t time to praise her for it.
Edward stabbed a Snake in the neck to finish his battle, then spun, taking stock to determine who needed help.
Daniel kicked a Snake off the roof and turned, checking on his team.
Mark and Billy hefted the huge Snake man off the roof together, grunting at the weight. They ducked another Snake, letting that one fly over their heads. They checked on their team to see who was in trouble. All of them felt the panic, they just didn’t know who it was coming from.
Billy and Jacob had been bitten again. Both men ignored the injuries, determined to keep rolling.
Blood dripped down Edward’s cloak from a gash over one brow. It faded under the persistence of the rain.
Alexa yanked a real snake from her arm, where it had bitten through the muscle.
Jacob stomped on a snake that was about to bite Ria’s ankle. It was unusual behavior for snakes who usually hid when rain came. Jacob was sure Fredrick was controlling both man and beast. We have to kill him and break the charm!
Ria fired a last time, hitting a Snake man who was trying to sneak up on Jacob.
Semi-silence fell as the fighting ended. Everyone scanned the scene.
And found David in death’s merciless hands.
Fredrick tightened his grip around David’s throat as Alexa and her team came toward them. He sank his fangs into David’s shoulder.
David screamed.
Fredrick pushed in venom, retreating toward the edge of the roof.
Alexa pointed her gun at him, but she didn’t have a clear shot.
None of them did.
Fredrick held up his other hand to show a small vial. “Antivenom. Kill me and he dies too!”
David’s mind was shutting down. He didn’t have the will or the strength to fight the madman dragging him toward his death. He focused on Alexa, praying she would be able to save him.
“Take the shot.”
All of the team wanted to obey Alexa’s angry order, but it was too dark, too rainy. They couldn’t be sure of only hitting Fredrick.
Fredrick shifted. He plunged his teeth into David’s other shoulder, drawing another weak scream.
Alexa motioned to the one man among them who might be able to hit Fredrick in these conditions. Then she ran forward with her gun up and the rest of her team on her heels.
“I’ll jump!” Fredrick held one foot off the edge of the slick roof.
Alexa stopped with her gun up as the coward ducked behind David’s body. She switched tactics, lowering the weapon. “What do you want?”
“Revenge!” Fredrick peered over David’s shoulder. “You killed the only friend I’ve ever had!”
“She was a monster.” Daniel stayed next to Alexa, itching for a chance to pull the trigger. He removed his earplugs like the rest of the team was doing so they could hear Fredrick clearly. “She was experimenting on survivors who found this place. The sewer was full of the hybrid monsters she created.”
Fredrick laughed scornfully. “She didn’t know about any of that. Those were my monsters!”
“How is that possible?” Daniel didn’t believe him. “This is a small place.”
“She was a snob.”
Fredrick nodded at Alexa’s words. “She never went down to the dock. That was beneath her. You killed her for no reason!”
“Oh, I had a reason.”
The team realized Alexa was distracting the man. They sent glares and sneers and head shakes meant to keep Fredrick’s attention on them and not the empty slot where one of them should have been standing.
Behind the team, Jacob stayed still, concentrating. Fredrick hadn’t noticed he was absent yet. Jacob didn’t wipe his hands or his face. He was focused on his target, not minding the weather. He felt right at home for the first time during a battle. That’s why she picked me for this.
“You broke the rules of hospitality!” Ria’s hair hung over her face, dripping cold water steadily inside her cloak. She glared. “You’re cursed!”
“I have been since the day I was born!” Fredrick watched them, eyes darting back and forth to keep track.
“Where did your power come from?” Alexa glared. “You were nothing the last time I saw you.”
Fredrick snorted, tightening his hold on David again. “Lera shared with me for helping her escape!”
Edward’s tone deepened into fresh anger. “That friendship tale was all a lie.”
Fredrick sneered at him. “It’s what you wanted to hear. The truth was always there. You just refused to accept it.”
The storm intensified, coming closer, dropping more rain.
“Why were you doing experiments?” Edward knew there had to be a reason.
Fredrick nodded toward all the bodies behind the team. “To create our army.”
“Not to figure out if you could have saved your sister?”
“Why would I have saved her? She had no will to live, no determination to succeed! I loved the lab. She broke easily and had to be tortured into obedience!”
“You’re the monster.” It was clear to Billy that Fredrick had no conscience at all.
“That’s what my handler said.” Fredrick mocked that dead woman. “Fredrick’s propensity to run experiments outside of government parameters makes him a liability. I suggest removal disguised as a transfer.”
Fredrick laughed wildly. “She wasn’t saying that when I ate her!”
The team was disgusted and worried. They’d faced death many times, but it was laughing in their faces now, while holding one of their team in its crazy grip.
Jacob heard it all vaguely as he sent out magic in short, hard bursts, draining himself.
“She said I drew too much attention from the public.” Fredrick licked David’s blood from his lip. “The media loved reporting on the body parts that were found all over the city. I believe they even blamed it on a cannibal serial killer!”
Alexa tensed as David staggered against his captor, almost pushing him off the edge.
Fredrick caught his balance. “We gave you hospitality. You have to let me go!”
“He’s nuts.”
Alexa agreed with Ria. “He wants to live, but he knows he’s going to die here. He still won’t surrender. He’s beyond repair.”
David wanted to resist, but the venom was burning through his body, hurting and draining his strength. He blinked away the darkness, thoughts of fighting fading under agony as his shoulders bled and the poison continued to spread.
“What have you been doing with the real snakes?” Alexa hadn’t been able to figure out a reason for them being here.
“I’m training them to serve me.” Fredrik smiled toward the reptiles on the ground. “They’re so much more loyal than humans.”
Snakes were all around them now, sliding silently through the water.
“I’ll make a deal for his life. You can go.”
Fredrick glowered at Alexa. “You took someone dear to me. There has to be a payment for that!”
Jacob shifted slightly to clear his line of sight. His hand hovered over his holster.
The storm broke open, drenching them all again.
“You’re not the only one determined to win!” Fredrick yanked David backward, putting them right on the very edge of the roof.
Alexa felt the moment of life and death arrive. She reached up with her free hand and pulled the string on her new cloak. It dropped to the roof. “Too much determination is called an obsession, Fredrick.” Alexa dropped to one knee.
Her team automatically followed her lead.
Lightning struck the roof near them, jarring everyone. The glare lit up the dark environment, providing enough light for one man to take a shot.
Fredrick finally saw Jacob and realized the gunfighter was reaching for his weapon. He lunged forward to bite through David’s neck.
Jacob’s draw was faster. His bullet hit Fredrick in the head, trimming David’s bloody shoulder.
Alexa ran forward.
Fredrick fell backward, pulling David along in his death grip.
Alexa reached out with both hands, catching the vial that fell. She used her legs to push off the slippery ground as she wrapped one arm around David. She lifted him and shoved with all of her strength, carrying them both over the edge and out into the stormy night.
Fredrick fell to the gravel below and splattered on the rocks.
Alexa and David dropped a few feet farther thanks to her lift and push. They hit the ocean and vanished under the angry waves.
“Shit!” Ria ran with the others, staring over the side.
Edward untied his cloak, calculating what might happen next.
The ocean waves rushed over Fredrick’s body and tugged him into the water. He slid under the surface.
Ria was horrified. “She did that on purpose!”
Edward caught Daniel’s eye. “Get ropes out the window on the first floor. We’ll meet you there!”
Before anyone could ask or guess what he was going to do, Edward ran toward the edge and leapt off like a bird.
Daniel hurried toward the door to the inside. He fired a mild sonic blast as he went, clearing a path through the confused snakes that no longer had a reason to be out in the rain. Many of them were returning to their little dens in the crates and cracks.
The others watched Edward make it past the gravel and plunge into the ocean.
“Clear the snakes!” Mark automatically took over leadership. He used his gifts to toss a blast of force.
A line of snakes was sent skidding off the drenched roof.
Most of the others joined him. They were eager to use magic, something they didn’t get to do very often, but it was more important to finish mopping up so they could go help Daniel with whatever chore Edward had given him. They all assumed it would help David and Alexa, though they had no idea how. Both teammates should be lost. Hope and faith in Alexa kept that possibility from sinking in. Alexa had braved the ocean to save two of her men to start this leg of their quest. She was finishing it the same way.
Mark slapped Jacob on the shoulder. “Nice shot.”
The storm roared in approval of all the violence and the energy Jacob had given.
Jacob tilted his face tiredly toward the sky. “You’re welcome. Now go the fuck away so I can find the energy to do this again some other time!”
The storm immediately began to fade.
“My life now is very peculiar.” Jacob followed his team toward the door to the inside, fighting a yawn. “Thank you for every second of it.”




Chapter Twenty-Three
Live and Learn
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There was no fighting the ocean.
Edward kept his shield around his body as the waves shoved him along. The water was a dark force without mercy. Swimming wasn’t an option. If not for guessing Alexa’s plan, Edward would be saying his mental goodbyes.
Water leaked through his barrier and quickly rose.
Edward concentrated, making it solid. There wasn’t much air. He took shallow breaths and tried to keep his stomach calm as the ocean spun him around like a child’s toy.
It grew darker. He slammed against something hard and bounced into the rougher waves. All he could do was concentrate on keeping his shield up. If he let it go, even for a second, he would be lost. I’m coming, Boss!
Edward didn’t feel her. He didn’t feel anyone. The sense of being alone was thick.
Debris in the water slammed into his shield, knocking him sideways.
Edward banged into that hardness again and then he was by it, spinning through the sewer tunnel inside his shield.
Edward tried to see around him, but it was too dark. He held on, hoping he came out in the right place, hoping Alexa and David had also made it into the sewer.
The waves in this darkness were stronger, shoving him along faster. He bumped into something hard again and went bouncing in another direction. Edward held his stomach as he flipped around. It was a rough ride.
He stopped suddenly, upside down. He sank to the bottom of his shield and knelt there in the foot of water, looking at the submarine through the murky waves.
It didn’t seem ancient anymore. The paint glowed bright green, providing enough light for him to see the ghosts of the sailors who’d died on it. They were resplendent in their uniforms, shining in relief and peace.
The other boats looked the same. They were being knocked into the dock and each other, sending loose items rolling through the waves that hit his barrier and tested his concentration. Edward hoped none of those ships broke free from their mooring lines. If he got hit by one of those, he was doomed.
The submarine slid forward, bumping into his shield.
Edward wasn’t sure if they were trying to crush him or move him. There was nothing he could do about it in either case.
One of the ghosts pointed.
Edward saw Alexa in the corner of the sewer with her shield up. David was in her grip, drinking from the vial of antivenom. Both of them were battered, but they were alive and that was all that mattered.
The submarine pushed him over to Alexa and then held him there so the waves couldn’t wash him out. We gave them justice somehow.
The captain of the sub saluted him.
Edward nodded, not letting go of his stomach or his concentration. They were still in trouble. The entire dock and sewer were flooded and they had limited air in their shields. He only had a few minutes to get them out of here or they would also become ghosts in this cursed place.
Alexa felt Edward, but she couldn’t spare the concentration to acknowledge him. She held David’s head up, forcing his mouth to stay on the vial. Drink it! That’s an order!
David swallowed, obeying her voice. He had no feeling in his body at all. He couldn’t see or hear. There was only the bitter brew and Alexa’s voice in his mind.
Edward expanded his shield over Alexa’s and slowly filtered out the water. It took a lot of energy. He could feel his strength running down as he brought her and David under his protection. Let go, Boss. I’ve got you covered.
Alexa lowered her shield in relief. She didn’t have much energy left. Holding a barrier over two people had drained her.
David’s body twitched.
Alexa tilted the vial. Drink it all!
David swallowed a last time. His heart skipped a beat.
Then it stopped.
No! Alexa shoved on his big chest in hard, rhythmic pushes. Breathe, damn you!
Edward strained to keep the shield over them as water rushed into the sewer faster. The storm was going by them now. The pull of the waves was immense. If not for the submarine holding them against the wall, they would have been washed away.
Alexa breathed into David’s mouth, counting to three. Then she resumed the chest compressions. David! I need you!
David’s big chest rose… He drew in a shallow breath.
Again!
Commanded by his team leader, David drew in another breath, and then another.
Alexa leaned back as he resumed breathing on his own. She shivered at the lack of oxygen. The little bit in the shield was being used up fast. We have to get out of here.
Edward tried to pinpoint their exact location. If they could make it to the ground floor’s main exit, Daniel would be there to pull them up.
It was hard to see through the water, but the green glow from the submarine helped. It allowed Edward to spot a darkened area where water was rushing upward instead of straight through. That’s it!
He looked around. Now I just have to figure out how to get us over there. It was obvious that David wasn’t going to be able to swim, and he and Alexa were both running out of energy.
He glanced at the ghosts on the submarine and found them gone. The empty ship dulled and turned old as he stared at it. The magic is fading. We have to go!
Edward stripped off his top shirt and reached for his knife. He came up emptyhanded.
Alexa gave him hers.
Edward cut the shirt in half. He’d used all of his blades during the fight on the roof.
Alexa took half of the shirt and bound David’s wrist to her own while Edward did the same with the other half. It would be hard to swim this way, but they would all be together. None of them had any rope left.
The pressure of the water increased.
Edward saw the submarine fade. He drew in a deep breath.
So did Alexa. She positioned David’s arm over her shoulder while Edward got under the barely breathing man’s other side.
Go! Edward dropped his shield.
The water immediately washed them away from the wall.
Alexa and Edward held onto David, kicking with their legs. The waves yanked them along, not letting them swim or steer.
Edward smacked into the wall where he’d spotted the dark place. He groped out with aching hands and found the gate.
Alexa helped Edward pull them onto the stairs. From there, it was a desperate struggle to lug all three of them up each step while the air in their lungs ran out. They used their vampire strength to haul David up the steps, fighting the water and the weight.
Edward tried to lift his shield as they reached the top, but he didn’t have the energy left. All of them needed air, especially David.
The water rushed through the first floor and dragged them down the hall.
Alexa was helpless under the crush of the water and the weight of both men. She was dragged along as her air ran out.
Edward hit something flexible and bounced. An instant later, a shield appeared over them.
Alexa held her last bit of air as the shield filtered the water out.
Mark grinned. “Daniel thought you’d need a hand.”
Edward coughed. They never would have been able to get the main door open. The waves were pushing debris against it. If he’d managed to take them in that direction, they would have been trapped and drowned.
David collapsed at the bottom of Mark’s shield.
Alexa rolled him over and gave him mouth-to-mouth again.
Mark kept his shield tightly around them all, using it to fill the hallway behind the steps. The water was pushing on them, but the shield was so tight against the wall and steps that it was keeping them from being pushed out into the rapids.
Alexa gasped in air, exhausted.
Edward took over caring for David, letting her get a full breath to use for herself.
David coughed up water.
Edward pulled the man over his shoulder.
“Let the current carry you up the steps. The door is open, so you may hit it and bounce, but you’ll be going the right way.” Mark lowered his shield.
The water swarmed them all and carried them away yet again.
I hate the water! Alexa was sick of this. If she had to go through it one more time, she might lose her mind. Her fury gave her the energy she needed to tolerate one last rush of waves carrying them up the steps and then it stopped with her a few rungs from the surface.
Strong hands hefted all of them onto the damp, hard floor of the second level.
Ria dropped down next to David in concern. “Is he breathing?”
“His heart stopped.” Alexa sucked in air and tried to find the energy to help him.
Ria sent a huge blast of healing power. It sank into David’s chest and lit him up in bright blue hues.
David gasped, body arching.
Jacob dropped his kit near Edward’s boots. “Spare clothes for both of you.” Jacob had looted the rooms around them while they waited.
Edward started changing.
Alexa watched David, grateful that Ria’s magic seemed to be working. As long as he keeps breathing, there’s hope. There was no way to know if the antivenom would work or if that’s even what it had been. Fredrick might have been lying about that too. She was running on pure faith now.
Mark put a wet hand on Alexa’s shoulder. “Sometimes faith is all we need, Boss.”
Alexa put her hand over his and kept observing David. She’d been furious with him numerous times on this quest and she’d considered removing him from the team more than once, but in a moment like this, she would tolerate it all again just to have him fully recovered. She felt that way about all of her crew. There wasn’t much they could do that would make her turn away from them or leave them behind.
Ria used the last of her energy on another healing blast. “Come on!”
David drew in another breath, groaning. It was the first sound he’d made.
Alexa smiled in relief. The snake venom had paralyzed his body. Groaning meant the antivenom was working.
Billy watched it all with a thoughtful expression, mind spinning through new possibilities.
Alexa felt his intense thoughts. “Spit it out.”
“I can wait.”
Alexa forced her aching body to start getting changed. “I need the distraction.”
Billy now wished he’d waited. “It won’t give you something better to think about.”
“I consider myself warned. Let’s hear it.”
Billy quoted her words while they were on the plane. “We’re soon to be over troubled waters; the compound adventure is quickly fading away. There are no more dangerous deals for us to make, no more enemies to defeat. It’s all down to survival now.”
Alexa shrugged. “The future changes with every choice we make. Crashing the plane wasn’t foreseen.”
That was what Billy had been hoping she would say. “That means what we’ve seen about our arrival may have changed based on the choices we’ve made during this side trip.”
“Yes.”
Billy’s hope died at her tone. “But you don’t think so.”
Alexa dropped her soaked, heavy shirt to the floor. “No. Some things cannot be changed. Those events are destined to happen.”
“But we have new information now.” Jacob handed Alexa a dry shirt that was too big for her. “Billy doesn’t have to kill the little weasel because he’s not the one hurting her.”
“He’s not the one hurting her now.” Billy had no intention of letting it go just because the guy had finally stopped being heavy-handed.
Jacob frowned at Billy. “Revenge?”
“Justice.”
Alexa glanced at Billy. “I order you to stay out of it and let your team handle it.”
“No.” Billy had never thought he would say that to her.
Alexa sighed. “Will you do it for the people who love you the most? Please?”
Billy had no resistance to that. He nodded curtly. “I’ll try my hardest not to commit a single act of violence while I’m on Pitcairn.”
Alexa smiled. “Hold onto that and you’ll keep your life and your honor.”
Billy turned away. All I have to do is get him off that island.
Alexa’s hope died.
David groaned again, rolling over. He coughed up more water.
Ria helped him sit up, supporting him so he could keep clearing his lungs without straining himself. “Thank you.”
He’d saved her life on the roof. He picked me over Alexa. She was still shocked.
David couldn’t talk yet. His mouth wasn’t working right. He held out a hand to shake, forcing his lips into a semblance of a smile that came out as half a sneer.
Ria understood he didn’t have control of his body. She gently wrapped her arms around him and hugged a male willingly for the first time in her life.
David only had use of one hand, but he wouldn’t have hugged her back even if he’d been perfectly healthy. When a dog you loved finally sniffed your hand, you didn’t scratch their ears until they nuzzled your fingers.
Ria chuckled, letting go of his big body. “I’m not a dog.”
David was able to smile at her this time.
Ria pushed to her feet. “Get him dry and comfortable. I need to make a brew. It may counter the rest of the venom that’s causing him trouble.”
Ria hurried toward Lera’s gory quarters.
Mark and Jacob came over to assist David while Edward and Alexa finished changing.
Below them, ships bumped into the dock as the storm made a last push through the area. Water rose higher onto the steps to the second floor.
“Up one more level for the night, Boss?”
Alexa shook her head at Jacob. “We’ll use the cooking area as a den. It’s close to the steps to the roof and we haven’t covered it in blood yet.”
Jacob chuckled. “Fair.”
“Nice job calling the storm. We needed that distraction.” Edward slid on dry socks and skipped the soaked boots.
“Nice job going in after the boss.” Jacob was in awe of how far Edward would go to save any of them.
Edward shrugged. “All in a day’s work for the XO on this team.”
His joking arrogance brought laughter from most of them.
David just tried to recover. His mind was fuzzy and half of his body refused to work. I’m lucky to be alive.
Alexa waved it off when they got around to her. She didn’t need to hear their praise or their impressed tones about what she’d done. She loved them all. If they were going to die, it wouldn’t be alone and that included Billy.
If we have to die with him, so be it. We’ve done great things on this quest. We’ve righted wrongs and we’ve helped souls that needed it, both living and dead. If fate decides it’s time for us to die, then that’s what will happen, but it won’t be one of us or even half of us. We’ll go down together, fighting, like we’ve been doing all along.
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Daniel followed Ria into Lera’s reeking den. “I’ll carry stuff for you.”
Ria stepped around as much of the mess as she could, heading for the brewing station. She didn’t feel any guilt over the headless corpse. “Why didn’t you take Fredrick’s gifts or at least lock them?”
Daniel stared. “I can do that?”
“Well, yeah.” Ria tossed him a bag of Lera’s premixed bone dust. “We need to start training you as an enforcer.”
Daniel hadn’t even thought about it. Fredrick had been a hybrid. “I didn’t know it would work on him.”
He stored the heavy bag and easily caught the next one she tossed. “How do you have so much information about this stuff when you weren’t raised in a lab?”
Ria picked several bottles and put them into her cloak. “My father was very upset that Alexa was able to get me out of the tests and runs. Most of our family was grateful for her deals, but my father wanted his children to be strong enough to protect him against anyone he betrayed. He devised his own runs and tests. I stayed with Snakes for a week when I was 14.”
Daniel caught another bag. “That explains how you were able to hit them with every shot when the rest of us couldn’t.”
“You all did great. My first time sucked.” Ria shrugged, picking a last bottle of premade potion mix. “You live and learn, you know?”
“Yes.” Daniel was proud of the way she was pushing through those traumas. Two weeks ago, she couldn’t even talk about her father without getting emotional. Now she was chatting about it like it had happened to someone else.
“That’s how I’m getting over it.” Ria came toward him, letting him see that it was affecting her emotionally. “Mark told me to use anger and I will do that when I need to. Pretending it was someone else’s life is easier.”
Daniel had often used that method to control his own emotional baggage. He considered telling her it wouldn’t always work and then decided not to. “Live and learn.”
Ria went by him. “I’m always learning. Now I get to live.”
“Hang on a minute.” Daniel didn’t make a move toward her as she stopped, tensing. He didn’t want her to think he was a danger to her. “Can I talk to you about something?”
Ria understood what was coming and rolled her eyes. “Not you too!”
Daniel chuckled. “No. It’s about Billy.”
“Good. I don’t want to talk about my love life.”
Daniel raised a brow. “Do you even have a love life to talk about?”
Ria started to say no. She thought of how it had felt to watch David dying. She shrugged. “What about Billy?”
Daniel was encouraged by that answer, but he really didn’t want to talk to her about David. “Is there a potion you can brew that will protect Billy? We drank the one Abraham made, and the one Alexa made, but David almost died. They aren’t working on us for some reason.”
“Those potions are what allowed my magic to heal him. I’m not normally that strong.”
Daniel didn’t believe that was true.
Ria spat toward the body on the floor. “Dark magic.”
Daniel didn’t want anything to do with that. “There has to be something else.”
“Not that I know of, but let me run it through my brain for a while. Maybe I can think of something that will at least buy him some time.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Daniel followed her to the cooking area, where the others were bringing David and their gear. The blacksmith was walking now, though he had help on each side and staggering was a more accurate description of his movements.
Ria went to the stove and activated the largest electric burner. “I need a pot, water of any kind, and some of his hair.”
Jacob dug out his pots and pans set.
Billy held out his canteen.
Mark ripped out some of David’s hair.
David flinched, hand coming up. “That hurt!”
Cheers went up from all of them.




Chapter Twenty-Four
Bringing Trouble
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“What are we doing about the rest of the snakes?” David gulped the warm brew Ria had made, holding his breath so he didn’t have to taste it. He was feeling a lot better, though his bowels were loose. They were using Lera’s chambers for bathroom trips until the water receded. David found it satisfying to shit on her corpse.
“We could drop them into the ocean. Some of them may survive.” Ria stirred the leftover food and then checked the bowls to see if anyone was ready for a refill. She’d made dinner and the restorative brew at the same time. Both had turned out well.
Edward sat his empty bowl on the floor next to his leg. The caulked and tiled floors and walls in here were a relief. The snakes wouldn’t get in unless they came through the main entrance. “They might be infected with something. We shouldn’t let them loose.”
The kitchen was 10 feet long and six feet wide. With two tall freezers, a stove, and a sink, one corner was filled with appliances. The rest of it was filled with sprawling fighters on bedrolls who were now recovering from their adventure.
The stove was also full. It held a large pot that Ria had used for their food. The two rear burners held pots that had been used for her brewing. The remaining burner had been used to roast things that had been dropped into the pots. Edward had watched her closely for a while to make sure she didn’t mix up the batches, but he’d tired of it after seeing her continuously double-check herself.
Mark held out his bowl for a refill. “We could smoke them for food, but they probably aren’t safe to eat.”
Billy rubbed his arm where a snake bite had been. Ghost pain was speaking up now that they were talking about it. Ria had healed all of their remaining injuries while she cooked. She’d gotten her first blood meal. It was fueling her energy, but Billy was still impressed with her stamina. Must be because she’s young.
Alexa looked over, frowning.
Billy chuckled. Don’t hate her because she was born later.
Alexa laughed, waving off a refill. The venison stew was making her sleepy. One of the freezers in here still held a variety of meat, though this was the last of the deer. With no one here to watch over the solar and water powered setup, it would break down and the power would shut off, or there would be a fire and it would all burn. Before they left, they would prep as much of the food as they could carry. All of Lera’s potions had already been destroyed. That second freezer was empty now.
“Why do we have to do anything with the snakes? They aren’t venomous and they’re not going to jump off the roof like a human would.” Daniel grinned at Alexa.
“Funny.” Alexa shrugged. “We’ll clear them because someone else might find this place and get hurt.”
“Fair enough.” When she put it like that, Daniel agreed. Everyone did.
Alexa leaned against the wall, content with how things had gone. They had their sleeping bags, great food, each other, and the satisfying feel of another run being complete. She refused to consider the next leg of their quest, where this feeling may never come again. She enjoyed the moment and allowed herself to drift toward sleep.
“We’ll use some doctored bait. I’m sure Ria can whip up something special.” Jacob held out his bowl for a refill even though he wasn’t still hungry. He’d decided if he wanted to be like his mentors on this team, he needed to bulk up. More food and physical activity would give him that and then only his leg would be a detriment, not his physical condition.
All of them were considering the things Lera had tempted them with, though they weren’t talking about it. Some of them, like Jacob, were deciding on solutions they could live with. The others were convincing themselves that they didn’t need those things at all.
Daniel leaned against the door frame. He’d placed his bedroll here so he would be able to watch the hall in case the water continued to rise. The storm was over. The rain was gone. That didn’t mean they were safe. The snakes on the roof might find their way down. Having a guard on duty was a good idea and he was too hyper to sleep yet. “It was smart of Fredrick not to train venomous snakes. He’d have died before he could make any progress.”
Given an explanation for why most of the bites hadn’t hurt them, Alexa leaned against Edward’s big shoulder and dozed.
Edward kissed her head and then picked up the bowl Ria had refilled.
The bunker was quiet for a minute, but not really peaceful. There were still ghosts here.
One of those flew down the hall toward Lera’s quarters and took up a permanent residence there.
Tension filled the kitchen.
Alexa jerked awake, hand sliding to her gun.
“Easy, Boss.” Edward hated it that she couldn’t rest without nightmares and flashbacks. He was certain that facing the Snakes had sent her back to the lab run she’d told them about.
Alexa yawned, recovering quickly, but she didn’t let herself doze off again.
“You know, this place wouldn’t be a bad den for us.” Jacob shrugged at the dubious faces some of his teammates made. “We could scrub it out and keep it, for later.”
Alexa had considered that. “Maybe.”
“We should pack up the greenhouse before we leave, like the seeds and stuff.” Ria sat near the warm stove with her second bowl. Her sore body reminded her that she’d spent two days chained to a wall.
They all had new scars from wounds that had mostly healed on their own before she’d used her magic. Ria had watched that in amazement, finally understanding why Alexa had been upset with her on the raft. Vampires healed fast. It was the aches and pains that lingered.
Along with the smells. Ria hadn’t realized how much she stank until they’d piled in here together, but she wasn’t the only one. They all smelled like dried aquarium water and blood.
Jacob took a bottle of Advil from his cloak. “Who wants a couple?”
Everyone lifted a finger.
Jacob passed out two pills to each of them and then stored the bottle. Painkillers were something he looted wherever they went. He skipped the prescription kind when he found them, but over-the-counter meds were needed on a quest like this. He also had pouches of Motrin, aspirin, and Tylenol. The almost constant pain in his ankle had made it a necessity.
Ria swallowed the painkillers and then resumed eating. Her mind drifted, replaying parts of this trip and parts of the past. She’d felt differently after the runs her father had designed, like she would never be strong enough or good enough. Those feelings were absent now. Knowing she wasn’t going through it alone made all the difference.
“It also wasn’t just to toughen you up. This pain served a purpose.” Alexa knew how important that was. She’d always been deflated when the government runs ended. She never felt that way now.
Ria nodded. “They were both evil. The world is better off without them.”
Everyone agreed, though Alexa still felt a pang of loss. Knowing they were responsible for killing Lera wasn’t going to sit well with her for a long time.
“He’ll understand when we show him the truth.” Edward was still looking forward to meeting Alexa’s father. “He might even thank you for the justice.”
“Perhaps.” Alexa put it out of her mind. “Tell us more about what you saw in Safe Haven.”
Mark was eager to talk about that legendary camp. “Do you want security or personal observations?”
Billy stayed quiet, now dwelling on what his future held.
Alexa yawned. “Why does it have to be one or the other?”
“Awesome!” Mark launched into a recital of the things he’d noticed during the dream walk.
The team settled in to listen and recover. The mood was good, their stomachs were full, and all of them were still alive. A story about Safe Haven was all most of them wanted right now.
Billy shut his eyes, eager to return to Leeann.
Alexa kicked his boot. “No.”
Billy jerked, eyes flying open.
Alexa glared at him. “Stay away from her now.”
“Boss…”
“No. You’ve spent enough time living in your mind. Stay with your team and help us figure out a way to stop the death that you won’t quit planning for yourself.”
Billy blinked.
Alexa saw the slight shudder and understood he had evolved to a new level. “It’s dangerous to stay in your mind, Billy. It’s also dangerous to plan murder, even if the person deserves it. We were not put here to be executioners.”
Billy snorted. “That’s all we’ve been on this quest!”
“No. We’ve handed out justice. We’ve upheld our honor, even when it was almost impossible. Your target may not deserve death anymore, but you’re still planning it. That’s why you’re marked.”
Billy’s hand clenched into a fist. “He deserves it! He hurt her!”
“People change.” Alexa indicated all of them. “If you don’t believe in second chances, you can’t go to Safe Haven. Second chances are why that camp exists.”
Billy tried to find a way to reason with her, but the rage was hard to fight. “Some things can’t be atoned for! Hurting the innocent is on that list.”
Edward winced, thinking of his past.
Most of the team considered their lives before the war and right after it.
Billy felt their pain. “I don’t mean us!”
“But why do we get a free pass when no one else does?” David tried to reach the sullen man. “If there are no second chances, then what are we doing here?”
Billy slapped the floor. “If it was someone you loved, you’d feel differently!”
David shook his head and winced at the pain. His face was swollen and purple on one side from being corrected. “I’d still hate them, but if they had changed, if they weren’t the same, I’d recognize it.”
“It’s not that easy!”
“It’s never easy to do the right thing.” David thought about Ria’s father and decided to use that even though those memories might be painful for her. “If Roger Mitchel was in Safe Haven and the people there had decided he deserved another chance, I wouldn’t kill him. I wouldn’t be able to stay there because of it, but we’re not staying in Safe Haven anyway. Make the choice to walk away with your honor.”
Ria couldn’t stay out of it. “I would still want him dead.”
David smiled at Ria. “And you would have that right because you were the one he hurt, but I wouldn’t.”
“I get that.” Ria smiled back at David, glad that he was improving. His speech wasn’t slurring now and he was able to fully use both arms, though his fingers were still giving him trouble. They didn’t want to curl or grip anything. It had only been a few hours since he was bitten. Ria was still hoping for a complete recovery.
Billy threw himself back against the wall. “You guys don’t understand!”
“No, we don’t.” Jacob pushed. “Tell us what’s weighing you down so you can finally be free of it.”
Billy didn’t want to. He was ashamed and horrified and it wouldn’t ever go away. His mouth opened… “I left her there to protect her from me. I could have been with her this whole time! I would have loved her! It wouldn’t have happened. None of this would have happened!”
“You wouldn’t have been abused.” Alexa understood now. Killing Leeann’s abuser was a way for Billy to remove more of his own pain. “It won’t work. You know that.”
Billy’s eyes filled with tears. “I just want it to go away, Boss. Make it go away!” He broke down in sobs.
Ria reached him first. She held him close, rocking him while he cried. She’d gone through this exact moment, this exact misery, but she’d done it alone. “We’re here for you. It’ll be okay. We’ll help you get through this.”
Billy held onto the girl, accepting her comfort, but he didn’t believe her words.
“Things really do happen for a reason.”
“Don’t give me that shit!”
“It’s true, though.” Ria used her shirt to wipe his face. “You’ve saved lives on this quest.”
“She would have found someone else to take my slot!”
Edward started to remind Billy that he’d saved them with his tank in their first meeting.
Alexa shook her head.
Edward stayed quiet, letting their rookie handle it.
Ria snorted softly at the tormented man. “Do you really believe that?”
Billy fought more tears. “No. This team needed me.”
“Yes.”
“But why did it have to happen at all? And why to me?”
Ria sighed. It was like looking into a painful mirror. “Because there are broken people who spread their brokenness to others. If it hadn’t been you, it would have been some other beautiful soul. Would you wish it on them so you could escape this pain?”
“Never!”
“Me either. Maybe it happened to us so it would spare someone else. We’re strong enough to recover from it. The other people wouldn’t have.”
Billy could almost accept that. He rested his cheek on her shoulder. “Thank you.”
“She’s good for us, Boss.”
Alexa nodded at Daniel’s comment. “She’s the piece we didn’t know we were missing.”
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“They’re going to cause trouble when they arrive.”
Angela scanned the sleeping crew in the bunker kitchen tolerantly. “Everyone who comes to Safe Haven causes problems. Why would they be different?”
Jennifer stared at the crashed team, frowning deeply. “You know what I mean.”
Angela sighed. She did know. Despite all the warnings she’d given and all the training she was doing with their Eagles, most people in Safe Haven had forgotten there was another battle coming. The arrival of Alexa and her crew would be a brutal reminder that the apocalypse wasn’t over and survival was still in question.
Jennifer had used her tracking skills to locate the fighters. When she woke, she planned to add the location of this bunker to the council maps. “They’re not like us.”
“Yes, that’s clear.” Angela wasn’t feeling the danger right now, but she knew that wouldn’t be the case when they met face to face. Even with everything she’d gone through, Alexa’s crew would be frightening when angered.
“Frightening is an understatement.” Jennifer had come heavily armed. Angela hadn’t. Jennifer took that seriously. If there was a problem, it was her job to protect the alpha. And I will!
Angela felt safer with Jennifer along, but she didn’t think it was needed right now. She’d only come because Jennifer was afraid of these fighters and anyone who scared Jennifer needed to be checked out. She’d also wanted to know how close they were. Finding them less than 200 miles from arriving was a bit disconcerting.
Not that disconcerting is new to me. It was odd to have dream walked over the ocean while Jennifer tracked Alexa, but it didn’t even crack the top 10 list of strange things she’d done during her time as Safe Haven’s leader. She accepted it and let it go so it didn’t drive her crazy. Just like everything else about my life since the war.
Jennifer gestured. “They’re too dangerous to be in our camp.”
Angela snorted this time. “The same can be said of you and I.”
Jennifer crossed her arms over her chest. “Don’t blow me off. I only like it when my husband does that.”
Angela chuckled. “If we can change the ugliness of their arrival, they’ll help us convince the camp that we have to go back, that we have to reclaim our country. It will push our people into a place where they’re no longer sitting. They’ll stand again.”
“And then many of them will run.”
Angela didn’t deny it. “No matter how a society is formed or functions, cowards will always exist in it.”
“And you’d just as soon know who those people are.”
“I already know who they are. I need a way to get them out of our camp without killing them.” Angela let out another tired sigh. “I’m so sick of killing, Jenny. There has to be another way.”
Jennifer studied the fighters again. She hated for Angela to be disappointed or depressed. “You think they can help, but I don’t see it. They’re killers on a quest. What do they know about peace?”
Angela scanned their injuries and scars, their bonds and their traumas. “I’m not sure yet. We’re missing pieces to the puzzle. We’ve been searching for those answers for years. What if these gritty fighters have the information we need?”
Jennifer doubted it, but after countless sessions of searching, she was willing to try something new. “How do you want to handle it?”
“I want to save them.”
“You always want to save survivors.”
“Yes.” Angela withdrew from the bunker that she hadn’t known existed. “They don’t feel evil, and we need more bodies for that final battle, cold or warm. If we can save them, at least we’ll have that. It’s worth trying.”
Jennifer followed her boss. “We could lock up all the guns for that week. If the guards don’t have guns, there can’t be a shootout.”
“Knives would be used, or fists. The weapons aren’t the problem.” Angela walked back toward their island, once again ignoring the foggy ocean under her boots. “We have to figure out what triggers that slaughter.”
“I put a new guard on Leeann. He’ll find out if someone is hurting her again. And we’ll lock Mike up on some minor charge so he can’t trigger it either. I’m not sure what else we can do.”
Angela paused. “I didn’t consider that.”
“Consider what? Locking Mike up?”
“Locking up the new arrivals.”
Jennifer nodded right away. “We arrest them, take their weapons, put them in the brig! No fight, no war, no one dies! Brilliant.”
Angela frowned. “I was thinking we’d just quarantine them, Jenny.”
Jennifer didn’t care which one they did as long as it changed that outcome.
A new voice echoed through the darkness. “That’s not going to work.”
Jennifer and Angela spun around to find Alexa standing behind them.
Ocean winds whipped her cloak around, knocking her long braids into each other. Her ruthless blue eyes studied them both while her hands rested lightly on the butts of her worn Colts.
Angela stared at the strong, scarred, dangerous woman. “Alexa Mitchel.”
Alexa nodded respectfully in return. “Alpha.”
Jennifer stayed ready to react. Fights between dream-walking descendants were always deadly.
Alexa approved of the bodyguard Angela had brought. The girl was powerful, muscled, and eager to brawl if it was needed. Ah, the energy of youth.
Angela smiled wryly. Agreed.
Alexa was a little intimidated by Angela. She stood weaponless, casually, in jeans and a t-shirt that showed a body with more scars than Alexa had seen on one person. Even her men didn’t carry that many battle wounds. Her long, black hair was loose and floating in the wind. Alexa found her beautiful in every way. Even the age lines around her mouth and crooked nose added to her appeal. The stories of her father falling for this woman now made sense.
Angela held still and allowed Alexa to finish her observations. When they met in the awake world, there might not be time for a first impression.
Alexa sensed endless compassion and a ruthlessness that dwarfed her own. Crossing her would be even worse than crossing a Mitchel.
Angela was glad Alexa recognized that. “It’s not safe for me to linger.”
Alexa didn’t like hearing that. It meant Safe Haven wasn’t really safe. “Even if I leave Billy here, that fight will still happen. I’ve viewed it from dozens of different angles and situations. Nothing we do stops it.”
“Same.” Angela liked the strength of Adrian’s daughter, but she hated the sense of wrongness when she studied Alexa’s mind.
Alexa stared back, finding the same impressive traits and the same weaknesses. It’s almost like we were carved from the same piece of exotic wood.
“Except my branch doesn’t drink the blood of others.”
Alexa refused to be ashamed of what she’d become. “Strength comes in many forms. It doesn’t make us evil.”
Angela didn’t want to get into that discussion during a dream walk. She wanted to be sitting with the woman when they discussed the future of hybrids, staring into her eyes, listening to the sound of her breathing. “I’ll do everything I can to save you and your team.”
“I’ll do everything I can to save you and your camp.”
Angela inclined her head. “Together, we’ll find a way to stop what’s coming.”
“And after?”
Angela’s voice grew cold. Her eyes turned to icy chips. “I’ll protect the normals, like I’ve been doing all along.”
That was what Alexa had feared would be the biggest block. “The normals are not in danger from us.”
“From you? Maybe not. From others like you? Of course they are. Even now, Yani has betrayed your deal and is changing or consuming every normal he encounters. Hybrids and humans do not belong together. You are an exception, not the rule.” Angela turned away before the woman could try to negotiate. “We’ll talk about it. That’s all I’m willing to promise.”
Alexa wasn’t satisfied, but it was better than being told all hybrids were going to be killed. There was still hope. Alexa couldn’t resist a parting shot, however. She needed the alpha to understand how important this was. “No matter your choice, I will continue to fight for the right of hybrids to exist. Be careful with your choice on this. You could lose the support of thousands who will end up fighting on behalf of your enemy.”
Jennifer turned to shout at Alexa for that threat.
Alexa was gone.
Angela kept walking. A grin graced her lips.
“What’s amusing?” Jennifer was offended.
“She said it directly to me. I admire the courage that took.”
Jennifer huffed, but she did too. “Trouble, Boss. They’re bringing trouble to our peaceful camp.”
“Peaceful?” Angela laughed aloud this time. “Safe Haven is a lot of things, but peaceful has never been one of them.”
“Will it ever be?”
Angela refused to answer.
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Manifest Destiny
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“When do you want to leave, Boss?” Edward was eager to be out of this stinking place, but he wasn’t looking forward to picking a ship that would get them to Safe Haven. Besides the ghosts, the bits of bodies, and the awful smells, he doubted any of the ships were in shape to make a trip of 200 miles. They would need to do repairs in that dungeon graveyard before they could go.
Alexa looked at Billy.
Billy frowned. “I’m good. We can leave right this minute if you want to.”
Alexa started to get up.
Billy’s face fell.
Alexa chuckled, settling back onto her bedroll. “Tomorrow will be soon enough.”
They’d finished looting these top levels upon rising. After that, they’d disposed of the roof reptiles with the poisoned bait Ria made. Then they’d eaten well. Alexa now wanted to spend some time thinking about her first meeting with Safe Haven’s leader. I need leverage that won’t anger or threaten her and I don’t have it. Even offering to be her security isn’t going to be enough because she’s right. Vampires are dangerous to everyone around them.
David had fully recovered from being bitten, though he now had an aversion to snakes. He watched Ria clean the stove, trying to find the right words for what he needed to say to her.
Ria glanced over, checking on him.
David looked away.
Ria frowned.
Daniel grinned. Then he gave the reluctant couple a push. “David needs another walk to make sure his limbs aren’t stiffening up. The rookie can take this turn.”
David scowled. “I’m fine. We don’t need to keep doing that.”
Billy pointed. “I had to tolerate being mothered. Suck it up.”
“Fine!” David shoved himself off the floor like he was angry, but he was grateful that his team understood he needed a few minutes with Ria.
David went out into the hallway.
Alexa motioned. “Guard duty. Lots of deep breaths. Keep filling those lungs.”
Billy scowled. “I guess I’m still tolerating it.”
But he went willingly. Alexa wanted to be sure he hadn’t suffered lasting damage.
Ria sensed it was to work her nerves. She would be alone with two of the men she hadn’t really gotten to know yet.
Alexa rolled over, searching for a comfortable spot in the bedroll that was worn and thinner now. “It’s a double tap.”
Ria snickered as she walked out of the kitchen. She liked it that Alexa had more than one reason for the things she did.
Billy gestured at Jacob. “Come along and brag some more about making that shot in the rain.”
Ria nodded. “I’m teaching you to cook. You can teach me to shoot that way. It was amazing.”
Jacob hurried after them. “It was the darndest thing. Hey! Did you know I can call storms?”
Daniel laughed as he rose, following his teammates to give Edward and Alexa some alone time. “Yeah, we did notice that.”
Edward waited for Alexa to speak. He knew something important was on her mind. He didn’t want to interrupt her concentration if she was still thinking about it.
“I am, and everyone can help me with it, but later. I want to hear David and Ria’s conversation.”
Edward grinned. So did he.
 
“That figures.” David turned to Ria. “I need your ear for a minute.”
Ria stopped in the hall and waited. She didn’t look toward Lera’s quarters. That door was closed to help keep the odors in.
“I’m sorry.” David tried to get it over with quickly, embarrassed to have so many witnesses. The rest of the team was hanging out nearby and not even pretending that they weren’t listening. “I assumed a lot because of things that were said while we were in South America. I’m not a danger to you. I’ll keep my distance.”
David saw Ria’s slight frown, but he wasn’t sure what it meant.
“Something Alexa said to me factored into my reaction. She wasn’t sure if you would come back for me, so I automatically decided not to give you a chance.” Ria resumed walking the hall to make sure he got the exercise he needed. “Not that I’m interested, you understand. It just tipped things against it even more.”
David hadn’t known she’d talked to Alexa about him. “I do understand. We’re teammates and nothing more.”
Ria frowned deeper.
David considered asking why that displeased her and decided not to. If she wanted to talk about it, it had to be her idea.
“It’s not that I don’t think you’re nice and all, ‘cause you are. I’m just…” Ria sighed. “I’m broken, David. I could never love you. You’d be disappointed and end up leaving the team and I can’t be responsible for that.”
David had to ask. “Why can’t you love someone?”
“Fear.” Ria held out her arm, where a variety of scars crisscrossed her hands and fingers. “I’ve been mistreated so much that I can’t really love or trust anyone. Alexa is taking a big risk having me on your team.”
“She sees a lot of potential in you.” David kept walking, forcing the girl to keep up. “So do I. So does everyone else. As long as you don’t give up on yourself, we won’t give up on you either.”
“I know. And I’m going to try harder than I ever have in my life, but it still might not be enough. A relationship would only complicate things even more.” Ria stopped suddenly. “I’ve been wanting to thank you for protecting my little brothers. I don’t know if it was a deal or something, but I appreciate it.”
“Alexa sent me to care for them until she was ready to start this quest.” David didn’t want to take credit for that. He still felt bad for leaving them.
Ria wondered if Alexa had known back then that she would be joining this team. She shrugged.  All that mattered was that she was here now.
David kept going, refusing to be dishonest with her in any way. “Also, we’re trained to protect the rookies first. I know Mark was trying to prove that I’d pick you over the boss. I don’t want there to be any misunderstandings between us.”
Ria had figured that out. “I’d rather that you picked her over me. She should be protected.” Ria was proud of herself for meaning that. She was also certain that it hadn’t been the only reason David had saved her. He’d taken a beating for her from their XO. She chose not to push that issue.
“So we’re good?”
She nodded. “We’re teammates. That’s enough for both of us.”
David shook his head. “No, it’s enough for you. I’m agreeing because I understand you aren’t ready for what I have in mind.”
Ria couldn’t help being curious. She turned toward him.
David put a fast stop to that. “Teammates only, remember? You don’t get a view into my heart until we’re at least friends.” He walked away, proud of himself for being able to.
Ria stared after him, not sure why she was upset. But I am. Did I want him to fight for me?
Mark glanced over from his guard spot near the steps. “Why are women like that?”
Ria wanted to be offended, but she was too confused to find the outrage. “I don’t know.”
“Sure you do. Come on. Fess up.”
Ria sighed. “It goes back to ancient history, when men literally fought for their women. It proved you guys were capable of doing anything to protect us, even killing.” Ria shook her head. “But I don’t want that from him. I don’t need that from any man. I’m evolved. I’m independent. I’m…”
“Lonely.”
She nodded at Mark’s comment. “I have been all my life.”
Mark was sympathetic. “Well, you have time to get to know him, to get over your fear, to get him over his fear, and then to complete this quest before you have to make any choices.”
Ria stared at Mark. “He’s afraid of something?”
Mark knew David wouldn’t be happy about his secrets being revealed. “We’re all afraid of something, Ria. I told you that when we were on the rafts.”
“Yeah, but I thought you meant like heights or water.”
“How do you know I’m not talking about that now?”
“Because you’re shrinking my brain again. This is about emotions.” Ria frowned. “Tell me.”
Mark shook his head. “Watch him and figure it out.”
Ria assumed this was part of her recovery or maybe even another level of training that she needed. “Okay, I will.”
“Good. Now, I’m going to give you a warning.”
She expected him to tell her not to hurt David or she would end up being removed from the team
“The women in Safe Haven are going to recognize David for what he is now–an amazing man who will love them forever. They’ll be all over him. You’re going to feel jealous. Don’t let that determine your choice or it will make both of you miserable later. Be sure or leave him alone and let the Safe Haven women have him.”
Ria pushed away the need to kill someone, scowling. “I know what you’re trying to do.”
Mark grinned. “Is it working?”
“No!” Ria spun around. Her eyes went to David’s big shoulders as he neared the kitchen. She scowled deeper. “Yes, damn you!”
Mark laughed. “Good.”
“Why is that good?! I’m too broken for him or anyone else!”
“He’ll help you heal yourself, Ria. You two are perfect for each other. You just need a little more time to accept it.”
“People can’t heal themselves…” Ria thought about watching Mark’s woman do exactly that. It wasn’t supposed to be possible for descendants to use magic on themselves. But it happened. I saw it.
Hope, faint and painful, bloomed in her heart.
Mark smiled at the girl.
Ria hugged him.
David turned around in time to see it.
Deep jealousy filled his mind and heart.
Mark looked at David over Ria’s shoulder, still helping things along. He leered.
David opened his mouth to shout. Then he spun away, controlling his reaction.
Jacob and Billy burst out laughing.
Mark chuckled. “I love my life now so much.” He moved away from Ria’s embrace. “In time, you’ll be able to say that too and mean it.”
Ria fought her hardest not to cry and barely won that battle.
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“I’m still a bit surprised that you added someone so nice to our group, Boss.”
Alexa didn’t open her eyes. “Appearances can be deceiving.”
“Yes, but not in this case. She can be cruel if she has to, but inside, she’s nice. We’re not.”
Alexa waited, letting Edward figure it out for himself. He’d gotten good at that and she was still following the thread in her mind about Safe Haven’s leader.
Edward shifted against the cool tile wall, wanting another painkiller but refusing to take one because the soreness wasn’t severe. He didn’t want to build up a tolerance or a dependance. “Each interaction with her softens us a bit more. It’s for us, for our future.”
“Very good.”
Edward straightened in prideful pleasure at her praise. “Is it for the people we’ll come into contact with while trying to convince the world to allow hybrids or is it for our families, so we can love them after this quest is over?”
Team members paused outside the kitchen to keep from interrupting. They wanted that answer.
Alexa stretched on her bedroll “Very few choices have to be for a single reason. Softening our sharp edges will help in many ways.”
“But not in time to enlist Safe Haven’s support.”
“No. Leadership has already seen us for what we are. Their XO is completely against hybrids. Their leader has compassion, but her priority is the normals. She knows we’re dangerous to her herd, to all herds.”
“I assume you’re working on a plan.”
“Actually, I’m trying to find a solution for a hole I dug with my big mouth.”
Edward didn’t know what she was talking about.
None of them did.
Alexa filled them in. “Their leader and XO came here last night to check us out. Instead of letting them observe and leave, I made contact.”
“Why is that a bad thing?” Edward hated it that he hadn’t known.
Alexa rolled over and stared at the ceiling. “I may have threatened her.”
Edward stared in surprise. “That wasn’t the plan we came up with.”
“I know.”
“What was the threat?”
“I told her we’ll fight for her enemy if she doesn’t approve hybrids.”
Instead of the condemnation Alexa had been expecting, her men laughed. She stared in surprise as they all came back into the kitchen.
Billy touched her hand as he settled onto his bedroll. “That’s why we love you, Boss.”
Jacob grinned at her. “You go straight for the throat.”
Daniel dropped onto his bedroll. “We can always count on you to be exactly who you are.”
“It’s why you’ll make a great President.” Edward waited for her to make the connection, just like she always did with him.
Alexa wished it was that simple. “I have already considered that.”
“Why didn’t you mention it to their leader last night?”
Alexa went with brutal honesty once again. “I was alone. She could have ruled against me right then and attacked.”
Ria’s voice echoed from the hallway. “We would have fried those bitches, Boss.”
Her team burst out laughing.
Even Alexa smiled. “She’s a little more like us than she seems.”
Ria entered the kitchen angrily. She wasn’t amused. “Don’t dream walk alone anymore.”
Laughter faded. A wary tension took its place. All of the men had wanted to say that. They just hadn’t been sure how it would go.
Ria resumed cleaning the stove, not caring about the sudden tension. “Agreed?”
Alexa frowned deeply. And then nodded. “Yes.”
The men approved of Ria’s courage and Alexa’s agreement. Some of them wondered if it was a sisterhood thing.
Edward set them straight. “It was balls. Any of us could have done it, but we were afraid of being kicked in the sack.”
Ria let out a sound of relief. “So was I!”
More laughter echoed through the room and down the hall to Mark, who had stayed near the steps on guard duty. It wasn’t really needed now, but he always felt better having someone on watch.
“Why didn’t you go with the plan we made, about being their security?” Billy thought that would be enough to convince Safe Haven that hybrids were useful.
Alexa skipped over feeling offended and lashing out. She wasn’t proud of that. “Their leader didn’t want to talk at all. I felt it best to get the worst of it out of the way. I’ll use the other stuff when we sit down to negotiate.”
“If that happens.” Jacob wanted to know what they were going to do about their arrival. “We haven’t found a way to change Billy’s fate.”
Alexa leaned against the hard, cool wall. “We’ve accounted for everyone involved, from Billy to the girl. Safe Haven plans to lock up the boy, so even if Billy wanted to attack him upon arrival, he can’t. And we’re still missing something.”
“It’s almost like it doesn’t have anything to do with Billy or Leeann.” Mark was working hard on this one. He spoke loud enough for them to hear him from the hall even though their vampire hearing was enough. It was a habit. “What if something else triggers that fight and we’re overlooking it because we think it’s a revenge issue?”
Alexa was willing to consider that possibility. “Maybe, but what else could it be?”
Ria scrubbed harder on the stove while she listened, jarring one of the empty pots too much. It slid off the side.
Not in the mood to hear the clang, Daniel used his vampire speed to fly over and catch it before it hit the floor.
Everyone stared at him.
Daniel frowned. “What?”
“That’s it.”
Alexa nodded at Edward. “They don’t believe in creatures. We arrive and they’ll see they’ve been wrong. They get scared and someone fires. We defend ourselves, but we’re trained killers. We don’t miss.”
Mark was thrilled to finally have an answer that made sense. “Yes, that’s it! That has to be how it happens!”
Relief began spreading through the team, but not Alexa.
Edward caught her bad vibes and frowned. “We’re still missing something.”
Alexa grunted. “We have a bigger problem now. I was hoping we could convince them we aren’t a threat, but something triggers that first moment. It could be as simple as one of us catching something too fast. It might be as complicated as one of their guards seeing how we react to the smell of so many normals. This is harder than it being because of Billy. This is something we can’t control.”
“What if we don’t go?” Jacob ignored the immediate protests from some of their team. “At least not all the way. We could anchor out a few miles and do all the talks there. Adrian could come visit. Safe Haven’s leader could come out there. We don’t really have to set foot on their island for that meeting.”
Alexa nodded at Jacob. “We might be able to make that work.”
Ria glanced at David. “Does that change anything?”
David was already searching the future to find out.
Everyone waited in tense, silent hope as their Seer looked ahead.
David slowed the time stream as the island came into view. “There’s a storm… We lose the ship. We swim to shore…” He let go of it as the gunfire started.
“And the slaughter commences.” Alexa wasn’t surprised. The fight between them and Safe Haven was one of those events that was destined to happen. “We need to figure out why. Not why it happens; we have that covered now, I think. We need the why it can’t be changed. What comes out of that?”
“I don’t understand.” Ria hadn’t spent much time contemplating manifest destiny.
Alexa shifted restlessly. “Something happens because of that fight, something that can’t be duplicated and it affects enough of the future that fate refuses to change it, or it can’t be changed because it’s too important. What would happen after a fight like that? Hit me with a list.”
Her men immediately began firing.
“A lot of deaths, which might create a shift in power or a leadership change.”
“Medical advancements, maybe. That’s how most of our past achievements were made, along with better weapons being developed.”
“New defenses, new offenses.”
“New alliances.”
“New grudges!” David thought about all the friends they’d made along this quest. “They wouldn’t be able to hide our deaths. Our friends and family would try to avenge us, like Marshal and the twin girls we saved from Yani.”
Edward scowled. “The Mitchels would come.”
Alexa nodded. “Family from all over the world would converge on Safe Haven. A radio address wouldn’t stop that.”
David shrugged. “But it could change the location if Safe Haven went back to America to handle it all there.”
“It forces them to leave, to go home!” Alexa hated what that implied. “They’ve given up on that final battle. This may be the only way fate can get them off that island.”
Edward shook his head. “It’s going to backfire. All those Mitchels and supporters will switch sides. This is going to get Safe Haven wiped out.”
“And I think fate knows that.” Alexa let them in on something she’d begun to suspect. “Fate wants Safe Haven gone and it looks like she’s going to use us to accomplish it.”
“Now that we know, we’ll come up with something.” Ria kept scrubbing at a stubborn spot on the stove. “Just because there has to be a fight, that doesn’t mean there has to be deaths. This team excels at defense. We’ll use that and fate can go screw herself.”
David grinned. “Now that sounds like a plan we can get behind.”
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Ria woke to the sound of moaning and bodies shifting in the darkness. She recognized it right away. Fear entered her mind. Determination to help Alexa came right behind it.
Ria’s hand slid slowly toward her gun.
“She’s not in danger.” Daniel used a calming tone. “Neither are you.”
Ria found Daniel sitting by the kitchen exit instead of joining the five men who were using Alexa’s body. “We have to help her.”
Daniel shook his head. “Listen to her, rookie.”
Ria forced herself to obey, not sure if she was fast enough to beat Daniel to the draw if he attacked her.
“A little harder, my pet.” Alexa groaned as David’s hand tightened on her breast. “Again!”
David arched against her, kissing her neck.
Ria let go of her holster as she realized she’d misunderstood, but the confusion didn’t clear up. “How can she like that?”
Daniel watched them mate. “Sex is beautiful.”
“Rape is not beautiful!”
“That’s not rape, Ria. They’re all willing. They’re making sure everyone enjoys it. They’re protecting each other. She had to tell him harder because he’s being too careful.” Daniel grinned as David blew his top onto Alexa’s hip. “Sex is beautiful.”
Ria watched the orgy, not feeling anything physical from observing. She knew many people did enjoy that. She just wanted it to be over so she could verify that Alexa was okay.
“I’m fine! Shut up!”
Ria flushed.
Daniel chuckled. “She doesn’t like to be interrupted.”
Ria looked over. “Why didn’t you…?”
Daniel was still smiling. “She let me go first, then sent me to calm you when you woke.”
Ria made a face. Physical connections were hard for her. She didn’t plan on starting a relationship with anyone, but she knew it wasn’t always rape. Her history was coloring her view.
“It’s hard to escape the past. I know.”
“Yes.” Ria did want to be free of her father’s ghost. “What should I do?”
Daniel was always impressed with Alexa’s ability to predict the reactions of her crew. She’d told him Ria would try to heal herself even though she was scared. “Just listen and watch. You’re not ready for anything else.”
Ria reluctantly studied the writhing bodies in the darkness, grateful that she didn’t have to force herself to participate.
“The boss will never ask that of you.” Daniel dozed while keeping track of the mood and their surroundings. The bunker was completely dark, the way they all preferred it now. Last night, they’d shut off the power system and packed up most of the parts that they hoped might be useful at a later time, like the greenhouse and the water filtration system. It was 4am now. Come morning, they would take a ship out of here and finally finish their quest.
The last 200 miles would go by quickly, Daniel was sure. Even David’s warning that they would lose their ship to a storm and have to swim to Safe Haven’s shore couldn’t dampen his excitement. I’m about to be reunited with Angie!
He wondered if she had recognized him during her dream walking visit. He hoped not. He wanted it to be a surprise for her, so he could see the truth on her face for that one instant before it was hidden from her camp and her husband.
Ria listened to Edward’s breathy groan telling Alexa she was perfect. His orgasm was violent, but Alexa spread her legs further and enjoyed his pleasure. Ria felt nothing from it other than more certainty that she was broken. She decided talking to Daniel was better than observing something she would never understand. “How do you know she’s married?”
Daniel smiled again. “Billy isn’t the only one who dream walks.”
Ria was surprised. “You didn’t make contact or try to stop the wedding?”
“Of course not.” Daniel shrugged. “I also didn’t go back after that. It hurt too much.”
“You were very upset when we first arrived here. You’re calm now.”
“I am.” Daniel tried to find a way to explain it. “You know how sometimes your stomach gets so upset that you want to puke even though you hate it, just so you get relief?”
“Yes.”
“It’s like that. In 200 miles, I won’t be able to agonize over it anymore or make myself sick about it. I’ll be there and it will be over, one way or the other.”
“What happens then?” Ria refused to believe they would all die.
Daniel didn’t believe that would happen either. “I’ll settle down with Lorey, raise my son, and try to be happy. Second best really isn’t that bad.”
Ria hadn’t heard much about Daniel’s other love interest. “What’s she like?”
“Lorey? She’s from the other side of the tracks. She was protecting Marcella with her magic.”
“She’s one of the enemy?”
Daniel grinned at Ria’s surprise. “She switched sides in Gainesville.”
“That’s interesting.” Ria considered what she knew about the mates of her team. “Mark hooked up with a magic user. Jacob has Alice, a magic user. Billy loves Leeann, a magic user. You have your forbidden love or your turncoat, both magic users. Edward has Alexa, a major magic user.” She controlled her tone. “David wants me, a magic user. This entire team either has or wants descendant mates who will be changed into vampire hybrids at some point.”
Daniel lifted a brow. “So?”
Ria gestured. “So, we don’t represent the normals in any way. No wonder Safe Haven’s leader can’t trust us.”
“That’s a sharp observation.” Daniel shrugged. “We can’t do anything about that.”
“We could, though. David could only accept…personal moments with normals when we get there.”
Daniel met her eyes in the darkness. “The same for you?”
Ria nodded quickly. “Mine would be friendships. All of us could do that. If we win over the normals, their boss won’t see us as such a threat.”
“Don’t stop! Don’t stop!”
Ria blushed at Alexa’s hot demand to the ponytailed blond man now using his mouth on her.
Daniel chuckled.
Edward slid against the wall and fastened his clothes while the others finished her off. “Keep going with your conversation. She was talking to you.”
Daniel got things rolling again before Ria could fixate on how uncomfortable that was. “Maybe we can use the normals against themselves. They were curious about fantasy creatures before the war. Literature and movies were full of unlikely bonds.”
“But we can’t act like we’ll turn them. We need to convince them that we can’t do that.” Ria thought about their other abilities. “And we should downplay the regeneration and longer life, so they don’t get jealous.”
Edward joined in now that he’d caught his breath. “We can use our strength to help them. And our speed will let us knock out a lot of chores.”
“Do we really want to be that humble?” David was also recovering, though he was still lying next to the body pile. “There is such a thing as too much sucking up.”
“Maybe, maybe not. It’s all pointless anyway unless we can get by that first meeting.” Daniel wanted to be the one who found an answer for that, but he had nothing they hadn’t already covered. “If we tell them over the radio, they’ll assume we’re lying and still be surprised. Even if we only defend ourselves, we’ll still go down and it’s the same result.”
“We could ask for sanctuary.” David remembered how Safe Haven’s leader had tried hard to take in all the refugees in their mountain. “We go in openly, begging for protection. We only defend if there’s a fight.”
Edward nodded. “I like that. We force their leader to protect us against her people.”
Ria shrugged. “When David’s…recovered, maybe he can look ahead again.”
David snickered. He heard the jealousy in her tone. “I’ll do it right before we leave.”
Ria glanced over in time to see Alexa drive her fangs into Jacob’s neck. The preacher was naked, rocking between her legs while Mark did the same behind her and Billy finished in her hand. Ria found it impossible to look away.
Daniel shared Ria’s pain, her fear, her flashback. He didn’t interrupt it. She needed to work through those awful moments. He hated her father even more. They’d assumed it had only been him abusing her, but the flashback implied differently. After being hurt for almost a decade, Daniel wasn’t sure that Ria would ever recover enough to enjoy sex.
Ria caught that. She hated to fail at anything. She forced the past away and watched Alexa, hoping something would happen here that might help her.
Alexa groaned loudly as she climaxed. “Love you all!”
Her body clenched around her crew. They climaxed together, murmuring endearments between deep gasps and shudders of intense pleasure.
Ria felt a flicker of arousal.
It vanished.
Edward shook his head when Daniel would have mentioned it. “Time.”
Daniel understood. Pushing Ria wasn’t going to work. They had to give her time to heal.
The body pile slowly unraveled with low chuckles, soft kisses, and blood being wiped away.
Ria winced. Jacob’s injuries were already healing, but she didn’t understand why he’d been hurt at all. There was no reason for Alexa to bite him unless she was trying to defend herself.
Alexa licked the blood from her fangs. “I love the way you taste.”
Jacob kissed her lips, hugging her.
Ria felt their connection, their fading desire. For one instant, she wanted to know it for herself. Then fear pushed back in and took over her mind. “Are you okay, Boss?”
Alexa chuckled, lying naked, while deep chills rattled her limbs. “Better than okay. I’ll sleep well now and wake up ready to resume our travels.”
She rolled over and snuggled into their warm, smelly spot.
Jacob covered her with her cloak and took the place next to her. “Pain is an odd thing to enjoy. Not everyone does and you don’t ever have to try it. Just don’t mistake what we do for assault, because it isn’t that and it never will be.”
Jacob wrapped his warm body around Alexa. “Night, Boss.”
Alexa muttered something unintelligible as she drifted off.
Jacob joined her.
Billy yawned happily, stretching. “Any of that grub left?”
Ria nodded, still frowning. “Enough for a snack now and breakfast.”
“Awesome.” Billy rose, fastening his pants. He went to his bedroll to get his canteen. He didn’t mind smelling and tasting like Alexa, but he knew it would gross out their rookie if he didn’t clean up before touching the food.
Ria couldn’t stop a slight flinch as Billy moved by her.
Billy hated how that felt. He knew exactly what she was thinking, how her heart was pounding, how her stomach was clenching.
Ria froze as he turned toward her. “I’m sorry!”
“So am I.” Billy studied her. “There are ways to get you over it faster, if you can’t stand feeling that way anymore.”
“No.” Ria had heard about his quicker choices.
Billy got his canteen and washed. “If you change your mind, talk to one of us about it. We’d never hurt you, Ria. We’d only love you.”
Ria bit her tongue to keep from saying something cruel. She’d just witnessed the difference between rape and sex. She knew he wasn’t lying. Her fear just wouldn’t ever allow her to reach out to one of them that way.
“Make sure Safe Haven knows we aren’t responsible for your abuse.” Edward didn’t want that added on to the other issues.
“I will.” Ria wondered if that was why they were even talking about it right now.
“No, we were just horny.” Daniel grinned as she blushed. “It’s another part of being on this team. You’ll get used to it.”
Ria chuckled. “I doubt that.”
“I don’t. You’re a Mitchel. You guys adapt quicker than anyone I’ve ever known.” Daniel leered. “I’m also sure that desire will eventually have its way and you’ll find out for yourself what it’s like to have an itch and scratch it.”
Ria flushed darker.
Daniel fought another yawn and barely won. “For now, let’s have that snack and take a nap. The final leg of our journey is almost upon us. We’ll need to be ready for it.”
Ria started to rise.
Billy stepped by her again to reach the stove. “Take a break.”
He scares me. Ria knew she was safe with all of these men, but she also knew Billy was the most violent among them. If he snapped, she didn’t stand a chance.
Billy scooped out a cup of the cooled soup and held it down to Ria. “When you don’t let your mind get in the way, you’re fearless.”
Ria took the cup.
Billy held onto it, forcing her to touch his hand and live his pain.
Ria stiffened at the ugly flashes of his captivity, the rapes, how he’d almost died. Sympathy filled her, with anger right behind it. “I want them all dead!”
Billy let go of the cup. “Much better.”
Ria understood he’d used his pain to help her get over some of her fear of her team. She blinked back tears. No one had ever cared about her enough to try to help her the way these men were. She wanted to love them like Alexa did. “Don’t stop!”
Daniel reached out and grabbed her wrist.
Ria held the cup of soup and cried at Daniel’s misery. The scarred, dangerous playboy in her mind vanished and the crippled, unwanted, hurting young man who had ridden his bike off a cliff to make the pain go away took a permanent place in her heart.
Edward motioned.
David reluctantly touched his foot to her ankle. He didn’t really want her to know who he was on the inside, but he did want to help her.
Ria couldn’t stop more surprised tears as she watched David fight with the government and then be denied a second chance. Safe Haven had refused him, crushing him emotionally until he wasn’t sure he would ever be good enough to be a part of a normal society. Alexa had started putting him back together, but the self-doubt David carried matched her own.
Mark and Edward clasped her arm and leg at the same time.
Tears flooded over Ria’s cheeks as she watched Edward’s good deed turn into an awful crime that cost hundreds of lives. Mark’s murder didn’t hurt her as much as his imprisonment, where he was only woken to be tortured until Alexa had come for him. Strong bonds wrapped around all of them, binding their hearts.
Alexa rubbed Jacob’s arm. “Your turn.”
Jacob sent his misery without touching the girl. The agony in his voice was raw. “Orphaned. Unwanted. Abused. Forgotten. Blamed. Hated.”
Ria’s shirt was soaked with her tears. The pain was too much. She didn’t think she could take any more.
Alexa finished the bonding moment with her own misery. “Mitchel. Lab for most of my life. Forgotten and betrayed by my father. Destined to die on this damn quest.”
Ria burst into sobs.
When Billy put an arm around her, Ria didn’t flinch. She held onto him, cursing fate for being so cruel to all of them. “I’ll save you! I’ll find a way to save all of you!”
Power lit up the dark kitchen with bright green threads of ancient magic that couldn’t be broken by anything but betrayal.
Alexa allowed sleep to claim her now that she’d accomplished the final goal of the evening. Helping Ria learn to love her team would help all of them in the end.
Jacob wrapped himself around Alexa the way she liked, but he stayed awake, pondering the future. Thanks to the work Alexa had just done on their team, they would now enter Safe Haven as one entity that would do anything for each other. Their bonds would be obvious from minute one. Something changed. I felt it.
Edward knew what it was. He kept it out of his mind, but he also began trying to find a way to stop it. Ria was part of their team. They’d just bonded with her; they loved her. He wasn’t going to let them all be crushed when she died.
Edward had figured out the real reason Alexa had brought Ria, a broken outcast, onto their team. Her plan was solid. Edward was certain it would work, but they weren’t going to find out. I love you, Boss, but I’m not going to let you sacrifice that girl for us. Either we all live or we all die. I won’t allow anything else.
 
Alexa dream-walked away from the kitchen, unhappy, but content that her plan was now in place. If she’d told them all that Ria’s only real purpose on their team was to die, these men would have balked and Ria would have run. This way, they all believed she was a part of the team and they would react accordingly.
Except for my XO.
Alexa loved it that Edward was so smart, but in this case, it would have been better if he had stayed dumb. He was going to interfere. In a short time, he’d already come to love Ria.
Alexa sighed. As do I, but I will shove her into the fire to save my men. Edward senses it coming. I’ll have to distract him so he doesn’t stop it.
Alexa understood she was allowing evil to corrupt her under the guise of protecting her crew, but there wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do to save them. When the time comes, she’ll die, they’ll live, and I’ll be damned. My team will abandon me, but they’ll have their lives and their futures, and in the end, their survival is all that really matters to me now anyway.
 
The End of Book 9
What would you like to do now?
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There was a medic with Billy when they returned. The short, plump man tensed but kept working. “Lera would like a blood sample from all of you.”
Alexa knew that had already happened when they’d first been brought in. If Lera wanted new samples, it wasn’t for medical reasons. Alexa chose to use it to their advantage. “Fine, but only if you give me information.” She bared her fangs a bit. “If you lie…”
The medic paled. He quickly put a Band-Aid over Billy’s arm. “I won’t.”
“Why did Lera allow her husband to end the world?”
The team all watched closely to see if the medic knew. If not, then those here had no idea what kind of monster they were working for.
“Her death drove him crazy. She knew it would happen. She planned it.”
“Has there been anything she’s foreseen that didn’t happen?”
“No.”
“Then tell me what she’s been wrong about.”
“She said you’d never fall in love.”
Alexa realized her relationship with Edward hadn’t been foreseen.
Edward also understood. Lera would never be able to accept him because he was proof that she wasn’t always right. He dug into the medic’s mind and pulled out their history.
Over the years, the runaways gathered a few people for defense and work, paying them from stashes that Angel had hid in places during her out time from the lab. Some of those people were charmed. Some of them knew who the runaways were and were loyal. Some of them just liked the job. None of them had any other friends or family. Angel and Fredrick had kept them busy and forced them to have social time to make sure they didn’t talk with anyone else. They were the people who now hunted, fished, farmed, tended, cleaned, sewed, and kept the bunker running.
“What do you really want our blood for?”
“To test for exposure to various issues. Blood reacts differently at different times.”
“And to experiment on?”
The medic froze.
Alexa’s lips thinned. “It won’t give you our gifts.”
“Good! The boss hates bloodsuckers. She’s only tolerating you because she needs you to carry out her plan!”
Alexa heard the warning in his tone. “My men are in danger.”
The medic didn’t answer because it was obvious.
 
 
Deleted Scene #2
 
“You should send them away, Lera.” Fredrick had woken abruptly and come here to reason with her. “My dreams are full of your death. Send them away and we’ll keep living like we’ve done for so many decades now.”
Lera snorted. “I didn’t hide here all this time to grow old and die with none of my dreams being brought to life. Leave if you must. I can forgive that, but I’m staying until the end.”
“She’s going to kill you!”
“Alexa will never lift a hand to me. I’ll always be the sweet woman who taught her bone dust charms and loyalty to her family.”
Fredrick stopped arguing, saddened. Lera wouldn’t listen and it was going to cost her life.
Fredrick slithered toward the exit. “When it happens, I’ll avenge you, for the friendship we’ve had.”
Lera resumed working on her dust mixes while keeping an eye on Ria’s chained form. “Vengeance means nothing to me.”
Fredrick went to the roof to prepare a fighting area. “I know, but it means everything to me. You’ve been my only friend. That deserves to be honored in blood.”
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“We should be there in the next 10 minutes.”
David’s call from the bridge brought immediate reactions from everyone onboard.
Edward sheathed the blade he’d been sharpening and stored the whetstone in his kit. He’d taken several weapons from the storage room in Lera’s bunker. All of them needed to be cared for before they were used or they wouldn’t be dependable.
Jacob closed the water-damaged Bible and put it into his inner cloak pocket. There was no way to repair it. He hoped to find a replacement before he came to a page that was too torn to read.
Daniel reeled in the lure and hook he’d been fishing with and broke it down to be stored. They had a week’s worth of food, all fish, but he was restless. Adding to their stock had seemed like a good idea, but he hadn’t caught anything in hours. There was too much garbage in the water.
Billy put the lid on the model glue and slid the tube into his cloak. The purple hummer was finished. As soon as it dried, he could blow it up. He wasn’t sure when that would happen. An explosion right now wasn’t a good idea.
Mark scooped up the cards he had just dealt. “We’ll finish our game later.” He was teaching their rookie to play like they did.
Ria handed him the pouch for the cards. “Don’t forget the three aces up your sleeve and the king in your sock.”
Mark laughed as he retrieved those cards. “Very good.”
Alexa finished draining the filtered water into her canteen. They had several filtration systems set up. They’d also taken full canteens from Lera’s bunker. They were good on water for a week unless something went crazy.
Then she pulled her cloak on.
When she began to check her guns, the mood changed, darkening. Her crew followed her lead with an unwanted feeling of battle falling over their nerves.
The sun dulled as they sailed faster, now being pulled along by a stronger current that implied there was a landmass nearby. Bits of debris in the water bumped into them, but it didn’t cause alarm. They’d been seeing water-logged garbage since restarting their quest, though they didn’t know where it was coming from.
Alexa assumed someone else had crash landed around here while also trying to reach Safe Haven. The parts didn’t look like they came from a plane, though. She was certain it had been a ship, or maybe even more than one. They’d gone through a couple of strong storms since leaving Lera’s bunker. There could have been boats around them that they hadn’t seen due to the weather.
The ship Edward had picked and repaired, with David’s help, hadn’t had any leaks or issues. The tug was surprisingly sturdy. Alexa hoped to keep it. The small boat would get them back home if they could find a little more fuel. As it was, they still had half a tank. It hadn’t used much of that precious liquid and it was very quiet.
Alexa ran a hand over the scarred railing and felt the engine kick into a smoother gear. The boat was a lot like her crew. I never thought I’d get used to being on the water, but I can see us taking vacations on the ocean, away from land and the people who can’t be trusted. As dangerous as it was, water now made more sense to her.
David studied the radar while Billy steered them into the current. The ship had an autopilot feature, but none of them wanted to use it. Sailing a ship was a new skill, but the technology was also old. They didn’t feel comfortable relying on it.
“I don’t see any protective devices or outposts.” David knew there were types of defenses that could be used that wouldn’t show up on radar, however. “Keep an eye out for anything that looks dangerous and we’ll go around.”
Billy nodded, but he doubted Safe Haven had bothered to put up defenses around their island. They had so much power gathered in one place that it wasn’t needed. If anyone made it to their shore and was turned away, they would leave or die. Billy kept a mental image of Leeann in his mind and refused to think about anything else as he steered their ship toward destiny.
Mark stiffened. A familiar female appeared near the ship, floating on the water.
“You have to go back! It’s not safe here for your kind!”
Mark shook his head. “We can’t do that, XO. Get ready for our arrival.”
Mark spotted a rope burn on Jennifer’s wrist. His eyes narrowed in on it. “Are you okay?”
“No!” Jennifer glared and vanished.
Mark frowned. “They’re in danger.”
Alexa had gotten that sense too.
“Did they lose the island?” Edward was shocked by that possibility.
“I don’t see how. They have more power than should ever be gathered in one place…” Ria scowled.
Daniel grunted. “Power corrupts.”
Alexa nodded. “Even the most honorable soul can be turned to the darkness. We have to be very careful now, my pets. Everything we’ve seen and planned for may be wrong. They’re not the enemy who attacks and kills us for no reason. They’re the victims.”
“There it is.”
Jacob’s call brought everyone to the railing of their ship.
Pitcairn Island grew closer as the ocean pulled them along.
Edward stepped over to Ria and stayed next to her.
Alexa kept her mind blank, already hating herself.
The tall cliff of the island loomed above them as they neared it. A guard tower at the top of that cliff was empty, allowing them to remain unseen. All of them hoped it stayed that way until Safe Haven’s leader could get her people under control.
“Should we call them?” David was ready on the bridge.
“When we reach the other side.” Alexa could feel something happening on the island, she just wasn’t sure how it might affect their arrival.
Billy also felt it. “They’re having a wedding. We’re too late!”
They were actually a month earlier than what Alexa had foreseen while they were in Gainesville. They were five weeks earlier than what she’d told Adrian. It didn’t matter. Fate had sensed them coming and pushed things into play.
“There’s a cove.” Daniel eyed the ships there and the guard stations. All of them were empty. He frowned. “I thought they’d be more alert.”
So had Alexa. “Something isn’t right.”
Mark didn’t see people anywhere yet even though the island had been happily hosting hundreds during his dream walk. His hand dropped to his holster. “This is hinky.”
Alexa sent out a mental call to announce their arrival.
She didn’t get an answer.
“I can’t believe we’re finally here.” Jacob stared in delight at the island as they sailed around the cove side. The ships docked there were interesting, as were the nets around that area presumably to keep sharks away from the shore, but Jacob only had eyes for the signs of society. Safe Haven was full of life even though he couldn’t see any of it yet. Hope radiated from the island like a halo. It was the most beautiful place Jacob had ever seen. “We made it, Boss.”
Alexa watched the front of the island as it slowly came into view. There were guard towers, paddocks, tents, and another long dock that held a huge cruise ship that had clearly seen a lot of years.
Guards on the ship stepped into view. They didn’t wave or smile. None of them were familiar.
“They have a tent up.” People were all over this side of the island. They turned toward the arriving ship in surprise, pointing, reaching for radios and weapons. Daniel scanned them all eagerly, looking for that one familiar face.
“We have an unidentified ship in the cove! All Eagles to their posts!”
Alexa motioned.
David picked up the radio on their bridge. “We are not a threat. This ship is carrying Adrian Mitchel’s daughter. Do not fire on us. We are not coming to your dock until given permission.”
Billy sailed them away from the cruise ship, heart thumping painfully as time picked up and death rushed toward them.
Alexa felt it too. “No sudden moves. Sheilds only if needed.”
A gunshot rang out.
Billy slumped over the wheel.
More gunfire exploded, hitting the rest of the team. Shields came up too late.
A fire started in the bridge. Heavy flames began to send up thick smoke.
 
David let go of the time stream, heart pounding. “That was clear.”
Alexa and the others contemplated the vision David had been able to share with all of them this time. They were only a day away from reaching the island and not only had things changed, but they’d gotten worse.
Edward scanned around their ship to make sure no one had snuck up on them while they were searching the time stream. “Something happens to them, something we interrupt upon arriving.”
Mark also scanned the calm ocean around them. “Yes, we were a direct target and it had nothing to do with Billy or hybrids. They took out the person sailing the ship so we couldn’t help.”
Jacob hated it that he had been so clueless in the vision. “It felt personal.”
Edward gestured. “Start running through the names of everyone we’ve encountered. Make a list. We’ll mark them off as we go through it.”
Ria got her notebook out while the men began listing off their wild encounters.
Alexa went to the bridge for a minute alone. I caught something. What was it?
“We killed two Livingstons while I was healing.” Daniel still didn’t know much about that family branch. “The old woman was supposed to be the last of her line.”
Billy thought about how he’d joined this team. “There have been soldiers all along, so many that we’ll never remember all their names.”
Mark was hung up on Safe Haven’s XO. “Jennifer said it was dangerous for our kind. Did she mean vampires or gunfighters?”
David shrugged. “I would assume she meant hybrids. And if it’s dangerous for hybrids, that would mean the enemy doesn’t like our kind. Who do we know that hates hybrids?”
Jacob scowled. “Yani and his tribe.”
Billy shook his head. “They’re still in America, as far as we know.”
“I can make a call and try to verify that.” David just needed to recover for a bit to regain his energy.
Alexa nodded distractedly, still working on a thread in her mind.
Edward kept things rolling. They didn’t have time to waste. “Who else hates hybrids?”
Billy’s eyes turned red. “The fanatics.”
Jacob nodded. “Marcella and her people didn’t like them either.”
Daniel frowned. “Neither did the BLM or any of the survivors we encountered.”
Billy sighed. “Well, that doesn’t help.”
Edward refused to get depressed or distracted. “Let’s narrow it down. Which of those groups would have been able to reach Safe Haven?”
Silence fell. Getting here had been hard. They didn’t think any of those groups would have been able to do it. They also didn’t think any of them were strong enough to be able to take over Safe Haven.
Mark replayed Jennifer’s desperate contact again. “We have to figure out how that happened. Safe Haven beat the government. They sailed away and settled their own island. How in the hell did some random group overwhelm them?”
“The easiest way to hurt us has always been to threaten our kids.” Alexa looked at them with dazed eyes that were still searching the vision. “Where were the kids?”
Everyone tried to recall if they’d seen any children.
They couldn’t.
Alexa dug deeper. “I saw something. Tell me what it was!”
 
The cruise ship flickered like a hologram in an old movie with bad graphics. It cleared for an instant, showing a group of terrified kids and their captors and then it was gone, showing only an empty ship deck.
 
Jacob was furious. “Their kids are in danger.”
Mark was relieved to have an answer that made sense. “That explains why they weren’t fighting back!”
Daniel nodded. “And how the enemy was able to take control.”
Edward had already moved on to the solution. “We have another problem. The enemy isn’t just a random group who wants control. They’re all normals. They want the magic users gone. Our arrival scares them. They attack us because even while doing nothing, it’s clear what we are.”
Ria was encouraged. “We have to find a way to rescue those kids and then the rest will fall in place. We’ll be welcomed.”
“Even if it means our deaths, my pets, we will rescue Safe Haven’s children.”
“But we can’t kill the normals.”
Alexa nodded at Ria. “Our greatest challenge was just set in front of us and we have less than one day to plan and prepare for it. By this time tomorrow, the fate of the world may be decided. That final battle might be about to happen, out here, between the only two groups who can inherit the earth.”
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