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  We Go On

 

 

Our journey has been long.

We’ve lost so many...

It’s hard to bring up their faces,

But I know we loved them all.

 

Sacrifices are a part of life.

The pain reminds us we’re not gone yet,

That we haven’t been forgotten,

That time hasn’t passed us by.

 

We go on in their memories.

We go on in love of life,

And hope for a better tomorrow,

Where peace resides and sleep is sweet.

 

We yearn for happiness,

And cling to our ghosts.

We’re lost and aching,

Pretending we’re whole,

Because it’s expected.

It’s what we do.

We go on.





  
    Part One


     


    “The older I get, the more I see there are these crevices in life where things fall in and you just can’t reach them to pull them back out. So you can sit next to them and weep or you can get up and move forward. You have to stop worrying about who’s not here and start worrying about who is.”


    ― Alex Witchel, The Spare Wife


    


  


  
    ​Chapter One


    America


    December 3rd


     


     


     


    1


    “This is Ciemus, calling Safe Haven. Come in Safe Haven!”


    Everyone in the mayor’s office waited for a reply, but after a full week, none of the trio expected it.


    “Come in Safe Haven, this is Ciemus.”


    “They’re probably out of range.” Brandon refused to believe the worst so soon without proof that something bad had happened.


    “I agree with Brandon.” Standing near the door, Donna didn’t look at either man in her office. “It’s too soon to know anything.”


    “Come in Safe Haven!” William slammed his hand on the desk, rattling the radio. “Answer me!”


    Brandon wasn’t sure what he could say to make William feel better. He was worried too, but not to the same extent.


    Donna frowned at her angry mate. “Did you see something?”


    William’s silence was an answer. He shifted to the window to stare at their peaceful town and high walls. The sounds of a normal day echoed outside, but in here, there was no tepid breeze or happy chatting. The musty office stank of fish rot and rage.


    Donna shook her head at Brandon when he would have gone over to offer William comfort. It was a bad idea to get close to a byzan when they were upset. William’s instability had grown since Safe Haven, since Angela, left America. Donna frowned. “William, what did you see?”


    “A funeral service. A lot of people were on the deck.” William turned back to the radio. “They need help.”


    Donna and Brandon exchanged a short look, careful not to let it linger. They were spending time together on defensive and offense improvements for the town. They didn’t want William to imagine it was more than that.


    “We don’t have a way to reach them. We can’t abandon our town.” Donna wasn’t leaving her home, but she suspected that time was coming soon for William. Her heart continued to break.


    “We should have gone with them. They needed us and we refused to go!”


    Donna shrugged at William’s accusation. “We have a life here. We chose to make it work. We didn’t abandon our country.”


    William growled.


    The sound echoed through the office and out into the hall, where people paused to listen.


    William tried to control his rage, but it was hard. It wasn’t an infection from the rage children, and it wasn’t his mental cracks, though he was certain Donna and Brandon thought it was a combination of both. His connection to Angela had severed overnight. Even though he couldn’t contact her on the radio, he should still be able to reach her mentally.


    “Maybe she blocked you.” Brandon ignored Donna’s quick gesture to leave it alone. “You were a little pushy, you know?”


    William snorted. “This isn’t about that. She’s in trouble. They all are.”


    “Safe Haven chose to leave. They’re on their own.” Donna waited for another growl, braced to run. When William had returned from escorting Safe Haven to the shore, a new man had come home in his place–one she didn’t like.


    William keyed the radio again. “Come in Safe Haven! Answer your damn radio!”


    Donna edged closer to the door, able to feel his rage rising.


    Brandon was also reading how upset William was, but he chose to keep going. “Are you sure it wasn’t just a nightmare? Even though we’re descendants, we do have dreams that don’t mean anything.”


    William sagged in the chair. “I can’t feel her anymore.”


    Donna scowled, hand coming to her hip. “You have to let her go. You have a life here!”


    William shoved the radio off the desk, shattering it against the cabinet.


    Donna slid into the corridor so she had a clear path to run.


    Brandon moved in front of William, hoping they were both wrong about the violence in his heart. William’s wrinkled, stained clothing and unwashed hair were just a couple of the signs they’d been watching. He and Donna were clean and neat, as were the rest of the townspeople. William was the outsider now and it had happened fast.


    William stared between them, rage twisting his handsome face. “Don’t you understand?! If Safe Haven dies, so do we!”


    Donna waved at their town. “We’ve survived on our own. We didn’t have Safe Haven’s help before and we don’t need it now. We’ll be fine right here.”


    “You don’t know that. You don’t know anything because you refuse to unlock your gifts and help us search for a solution.” He pointed. “You’re a coward!”


    Donna’s face iced over, eyes narrowing, lips tightening. “You want her. You don’t care about Safe Haven. You don’t care about this town, about me or about the future. You should have gone with them.”


    “Yes! I should have!” William spun around and began punching the window.


    Brandon didn’t want to interfere, but it wasn’t good for the townspeople to see their leader so upset. It also wasn’t safe. If the window shattered, people below could be hit by glass, as well as William being hurt by punching through it. Brandon placed a hand on William’s shoulder.


    “Don’t!” Donna knew what was about to happen, but it was too late.


    William punched Brandon.


    Trained as an Eagle, Brandon automatically returned fire.


    “Stop it!”


    William dove into Brandon, ignoring Donna’s shout. The two men rolled across the desk and hit the floor, both swinging wild punches. Contents of Donna’s desk went flying as it collapsed beneath the weight of the brawling men. Her stash of cigarettes was crushed.


    Donna’s frustration filled the room, making the men sweat, but it didn’t stop their fight. Nasty punches landed, sending grunts of pain and anger through the office.


    “Stop it! Right now!”


    Neither man listened.


    Donna’s thumb started to slip off the lock she had put on her mental gifts. She struggled to keep the cage from opening.


    William put extra heat into his hits, trying to make Brandon bleed. William didn’t know any other way to release his worry.


    “I said stop!” Donna was angry and about to be humiliated by this display. Townspeople were coming toward the office now. In a few seconds, they would be able see the fight. Damn you, William... Donna let go of the mental lock. She lifted her hand.


    Power flew out in a gigantic wave that filled the room.


    Both men were blasted backward, knocking them against the wall.


    Brandon caught the edge of a nearby cabinet and managed to stay on his feet.


    William collapsed to the floor at the unexpected blow from his mate. He stared up at her in shock. “For him?!”


    Donna didn’t move when William rose and stomped toward her. She’d never been this mad. If he wanted a battle, he would get one.


    William realized he’d gone too far, but he couldn’t help the jealous anger spewing in his mind. “You unlocked your gifts to spare him a beating. Not for me, but for him!”


    Donna brought up a shield around herself. She’d watched him do it for years. “You scare me now. You’ve changed.”


    William kicked a drawer out of the way, making her flinch. “They told me Mitchels were trouble. I should have listened.”


    Brandon wiped blood from his lip, sorry he’d fought with William. Donna’s office was trashed.


    Donna turned and began walking down the corridor. “I did it for our people. If you can’t see that, it’s time you left–again.”


    Brandon stayed where he was, waiting for William’s reaction. The man loved Donna, but Brandon doubted it was enough to keep William here now that she had told him to go.


    William stared at the empty doorway for a few seconds, then straightened. He pulled his anger into a thick shield none of them could get through as he stormed from the office.


    Brandon followed to make sure William wasn’t going to hurt Donna or anyone else. He was sad things had gone this way, but since William returned, his anger was always in control. Donna was right. William needed to leave.


    Security and townspeople retreated to let William stomp by. Like Donna and Brandon, they sensed something different about him and feared it.


    William ignored Donna, who was standing outside her office, and strode toward the gate. He didn’t speak to anyone.


    Donna made a motion for the guards to let him out.


    Worried townspeople stopped to stare at William’s angry exit.


    William hated it here now. These people were nothing like Safe Haven, nothing like Angela. They were all weak, especially his mate. She’d fallen for a Mitchel.


    Brandon stopped next to Donna. “Do you want me to try to talk to him?”


    Donna put a hand on his wrist to keep him from doing that. “Stay.”


    William glanced back in time to see the physical contact. His rage surged to a new level. He stalked through the gate and disappeared into the woods around the wall.


    “I’m sorry it came to this.”


    Donna didn’t answer Brandon. She waited for more trouble. Since Safe Haven reached their area, trouble was all Ciemus had experienced. It’s like their curse rubbed off.


    When nothing more came, Donna walked away. There was no affair between her and Brandon, but William had been accusing them of it with his sly glances. He was out of control. Unless he regained control of his mind, he was too dangerous to live here. Donna motioned the gate to be shut, holding in tears. “He’s not coming back.”


    Brandon wanted to give her hope, but he couldn’t. She was almost certainly right. “Heaven help anyone he runs into right now.”


     


     


    2


    “Come in Safe Haven! Answer your damn radio!”


    The anger coming through her radio caused Nancy to glance over. William was furious that Safe Haven still wasn’t responding.


    Nancy resealed the bag of powdered milk and stirred her cup, trying not to clink. She had returned to the apartments, but she regretted that decision now. Another storm had rolled in, preventing travel for her, but not for other people. This area had more activity than she was comfortable with, but she wasn’t fully prepped for a winter journey yet.


    “Safe Haven isn’t coming back!”


    “Safe Haven deserted us!”


    “Has anyone seen the boat?”


    “We need help! We’re out of food.”


    Nancy turned off the radio. The calls from desperate refugees were also more frequent. It was awful to hear, but there was no way she could help them. She was barely able to help herself.


    Nancy drank the milk, grimacing at the taste. She hated powdered, but her body needed it. Once the milk was gone, she wiped out the cup with a towel and put it in the rack. While in the kitchen, she peered through all the windows.


    “I didn’t think I would feel this way.” She sighed at the sound of her voice rolling through the empty apartment. “But I’ll get over it.”


    Engines echoed, filling the tense silence.


    Nancy went to the stairs. She didn’t have lights on or appliances running, including the small generator. She’d been waiting for the weather to break. This morning, the ice on the awning had almost been gone. She’d turned everything off while packing. There was nothing here to draw attention from the small line of cars now moving by the apartment. She was the only one in this complex, but it was just a matter of time before...


    The engines slowed, drawing Nancy’s hand to the gun on her hip. Thanks to Safe Haven, she knew how to use it, but the noise would attract other predators. Nancy moved upstairs to be near her small stash of supplies. All her weapons, except the two guns she was wearing, were stashed there.


    Nancy paused at the upper hall window. She hadn’t boarded the glass up here. The first-floor windows were hidden behind shutters covered in dead vines. It was so pathetic it implied there was nothing to loot or scavenge in these apartments. That was an illusion, of course. This complex still held treasures, like toilet paper on bathroom holders and loose aspirin in forgotten purses.


    She was dismayed to see the small convoy stop just three apartments down from hers. The men and women in the group didn’t appear to be a threat, but it was impossible to tell for sure. The apocalypse had replaced civility with desperation. Even the nicest people from before the war had become bloodthirsty. She and her child would survive alone until Safe Haven’s return. If they never came back, that was fine too.


    Until the birth.


    The voice in her mind was ruthless.


    Nancy forced herself to be reasonable. The strangers didn’t appear to be trouble. The women were healthy, unbruised, unbound. The men were smiling, chatting, helping kids from the vehicles. She might trade with them, but only after a few days to determine possible outcomes. She knew better than to rely on first impressions, but that voice was right. She would need help with the birth.


    Nancy stayed to the side of the window, not letting her breath move the dusty curtain. She had observed Eagle training for a long time. She’d known for a while that she didn’t want to go with Safe Haven, that she would be alone at some point. Learning those survival techniques would keep her and her child alive while almost everyone else in this country was dying. Nancy was confident in her abilities, but she also recognized the pitfalls of being by herself.


    Nancy rubbed her flat belly through the blue jean jumper and long sleeve plaid shirt, where the amazing beginnings of life were taking place. She hadn’t had contact with the child yet, but she could feel it growing and it was going to be powerful.


    The small convoy of 20 people returned to their idling vehicles, leaving crunchy tracks in the icy slush. The three-inch layer of packed snow under it all wasn’t going to melt yet. The reddening cheeks of the strangers implied the temperature was still rough despite the top layer of sun-thawed slush. The wind was the worst of it. Her fast trip outside to do her business this morning had brought tears and stolen her breath. It was more than cold out there.


    Nancy had been taking readings twice a day for the last two weeks. Winter was just getting started. She wasn’t looking forward to huddling in a closet or shed as each storm blew through, but that was exactly what she planned to do. A small space, a lot of blankets, a tiny LED light and an entertaining book was all she needed to make it through any 12 hours of darkness, no matter where she was. She had chosen to read Little Women this month. It was one of the classics she’d never found time for. Now, time was all she had.


    Nancy moved away from the window as the convoy rolled out, relieved she didn’t have to flee her den this very minute. She went to her space in the closet, aware of the sun starting to sink. She needed to get things ready for tonight. Once it got dark, she didn’t go out.


    “We did a good job, baby.” Nancy rubbed her belly again. Everything she needed was either in her closet or in the small bag fastened around her hips. The pack was rotated around the rear. She wasn’t taking chances on being slapped in the stomach while running. “It can slap my ass all it wants.”


    Nancy snickered at her joke, scanning the contents of her stash. Unless she was in the middle of cooking, cleaning, or washing, everything would now stay ready to go in a large backpack. It wouldn’t be easy, but she had gotten stronger since the war. Before society collapsed, Nancy had been in good shape. That would also help.


    “Still need more water, but I guess as long as it keeps snowing, I’m covered there.” She shrugged. “That’ll make it easier to carry the pack.”


    Nancy closed the closet and did a round on the second floor. There were three bedrooms and a bathroom up here, along with three closets and ten windows. There was also a fire escape that led to the rear yard. Nancy had placed small bags of supplies, covered by debris, on several of the fire escapes. Even if she had to go through a window, one of those bags would be within a few feet of her.


    She also had transportation hidden throughout the complex, but she had been scared of making too much noise to start any of the trucks. There was some uncertainty as to whether any of them would fire up when she needed it. She’d done the recommended Eagle repair list, but there was no way to know for sure. She had also replaced the batteries. For some reason, car batteries were easy to find in this area. Few other things were. Stores were either empty or damaged beyond easy entry. If she didn’t mind making noise, Nancy was positive some of the building collapses held a myriad of surprises that would help her survive. She had been forced to pass all those on her scavenging trips. There was only so much one person could do during an apocalypse and she was already doing it.


    “Because we have company in the area, I’ll doublecheck the windows.” Nancy eased down the three creaky stairs, then jogged to the bottom floor. She was trying to stay in shape as much as she could, assuming that would also make the birth easier. She already knew it would make an escape easier.


    Nancy checked the windows, then the house for anything else that might give her away. Even a small glint of metal through the window could draw attention as someone drove by. It was incredibly dark at night, highlighting anything bright.


    Nancy decided the radio sitting openly on the table was a risk and cursed herself for not seeing it sooner. “I put myself in danger with that one.”


    She scooped up the radio and put it on the floor next to the small generator. Prewar people had commonly died in the winter from not using generators correctly. It made her nervous, but if she used it outside and someone drove by, there wouldn’t be time to hide it. Putting the appliance against the wall, below the window, was the best she could do. With the window open and the shutters cracked, it vented, but she’d still stayed alert.


    Nancy carefully stood, trying not to bump the ledge or the table. This apartment was full of furniture. She didn’t know how many people had lived here before the war, but she assumed it had been at least eight. There were that many beds, all of which she avoided. It bothered her to sleep in a bed of any kind now. She wasn’t sure why, but she hadn’t insisted on conquering that issue. If a bed phobia is my only side effect of the war, I got off lucky.


    The sound of engines finally faded into silence.


    Nancy stared at the radio. “William is a byzan. He’s like Angela. If he’s that upset, something is wrong.”


    Nancy had mixed feelings about it. She didn’t want anything to do with Safe Haven, but she was fond of a few people there and actually liked a couple more. It was painful to know they were in trouble, but she couldn’t help them like she had during the shore escape.


    At the same time, it was impossible not to feel smug. She had been against Safe Haven leaving, seeing it as cowardly. The thought resulted in guilt that Nancy pushed away. She didn’t have time for it. “None of us do. The clock has almost stopped.”


    



     

  


  
    ​Chapter Two


    The Desolate


     


     


     


    1


    “Leave the clock.”


    Patricia paused on the porch, grandfather clock in her arms. “It belonged to my mother.”


    David shrugged in the late afternoon light. “No room.” He had insisted the family bundle up in winter gear for packing, then suffered complaints about sweating. He’d wrapped their thin boots with tape, then listened to them snipe that it was too bulky. It was a wonder they’d survived so long on their own. It usually meant the people were adaptable. This family was just stubborn and lucky.


    David scowled when Patricia stared back resentfully. “I mean it. There’s no room.”


    The woods around the cabin were covered in thick snow. Another storm had come through overnight, recovering the property. It was a relief. Until they were ready to go, no one would notice them living here. The animals knew, though. They didn’t like it. The herds were going north and passing through this area to get there. It made for easy hunting and surprise encounters. David was an excellent hunter. The family was decent at it, so they had plenty of food and snow melted water. What they lacked was a defendable position and ammunition. David hoped to scavenge their needs while they traveled west.


    “I can hold it on my lap.”


    David scowled. “Can you also carry it in and out of every campsite? I’m not helping. Neither is your family.”


    “That’s mean!” Patricia sat the antique down, not wanting to admit how heavy it was. “This clock is all I have left of her.”


    “You bring it, you carry it. If we need firewood, that’ll be the first thing I recommend.” David didn’t like being so firm with a female, but there wasn’t a choice.


    Patricia glowered, but David refused to budge. “Bring a picture. It’ll last longer.”


    Not sure if he was poking fun at her, Patricia brought her hand up, preparing to fight.


    The two young boys packing homeschool books into a crate paused, staring at the adults in trepidation.


    Lance stepped between them, frowning. “Can’t we compromise?”


     “No.”


    “No.”


    Lance shrugged tiredly and left the line of fire. “Okay.” He went back to the armored car they were packing. He and David had used a semi to pull the vehicle from a muddy ditch. It had taken them weeks to get it ready for the trip north.


    Patricia tapped her foot, arms crossing over her chest. “We don’t need you. Stop bossing me around.”


    David was dirty, cold, and tired. “Is that what you want? Because I can make it happen, lady.”


    Patricia didn’t want to surrender, but she was certain her mate couldn’t handle things alone and neither could she. “No.”


    David gestured at the full load they’d already stuffed into the armored car. “No room. We can only take important things.”


    Patricia gave a curt nod and struggled to lift the clock.


    David didn’t want her to be unhappy, despite her combative attitude. He pointed at the roll of trash bags they were using. “If you wrap it up, I’ll put it in the cellar. Chances are no one will find it.”


    Patricia’s face relaxed, smile coming to her lips. “Thank you.”


    David turned away from her gratitude. He’d wanted to be gone yesterday, but the family kept finding reasons to delay. This morning, it had been hunting through their stuffed attic for treasures. He was almost ready to leave them behind. If not for his dreams, he would have. The voice insisted this family was important, that they needed to be taken to safety. The problem was, he didn’t know where safety was. He’d stewed on it for a week before deciding to take them northwest.


    Between man and the animals, humans were still the bigger threat, but they were all going south to avoid the cold. North meant less firewood for warmth, but more food since that’s where the animals were gathering. He’d made the choice based on history. Humans had been hunter-gatherers in the beginning. That type of existence was necessary now. If they wanted to live, they had to follow the food, not avoid the weather.


    David scanned the armored car, then the mostly empty cellar below it. They weren’t sleeping in the cabin. Too much traffic had come through here, searching for supplies that Safe Haven might have left. Rumors swore there were stashes in the collapsed mountain. David had avoided that area, but the scavengers there were branching out now. He needed to get this family out of here.


    “Engines! Under cover!” Lance ran to his mate.


    David scooped up the two thin boys and slid them into the cellar. It was a narrow entrance, but roomy inside. The old tornado shelter was perfect for life after war.


    Lance dragged Patricia down the porch steps and shoved her to her knees so she could slide under the car.


    Lance dove in.


    David yanked the white tarp over the car, anchoring it with a fallen limb on the side that was out of sight. He grabbed the branches he’d cut for this purpose and began sweeping away tracks.


    Mentally grumbling about doing all the dirty work, David finished, then yanked on the chain he’d hung. He slid into the hole as snowy debris plunged over the car.


    The darkness was smothering while they waited, listening to the convoy pass near the driveway. Thick trees helped hide them, as did the debris now over the car, but David didn’t relax even after the sound of engines faded. It was only a matter of time before someone turned down that driveway and found this homestead. “Take a short nap. Let’s make sure they aren’t circling around.”


    The worn adults were grateful for his order. Their Safe Haven guide had been pushing them harder than they were used to.


    The cellar was one small room with a few bags of supplies. It had a wooden floor and four support beams for the roof. The earthen walls were hard and cold, muffling sound and denying light even a crack. Unless someone uncovered the armored car, then moved it, this shelter was undetectable. It was okay to sleep.


    David crashed first. He’d been doing most of the work.


     


    David’s dream solidified until he was standing on top of a government compound. He knew there was a bunker under his feet, though there wasn’t evidence of it. The Hawaiian island was deserted. It looked like people had never come here.


    That’s wrong. He stared at the ground. It feels like the world doesn’t exist at all. It’s just me, and whatever lies below this soil.


    “You must stay with them.”


    David didn’t turn to scan for the owner of the voice. Alexa wasn’t behind him. She was in his mind. “Why do they matter so much?”


    “The boys are special.”


    “More descendants.” David wasn’t sure how he felt about that.


    “Their genes are pure. They can help repopulate the earth. Others will be born, but they will be female. The male children must be protected.”


    “Even at the cost of my life?”


    “Yes. You are a defender of the future. Such a sacrifice is noble.”


    David couldn’t argue that. “I don’t want to die for them... I want to die for you.”


    “And maybe you shall. Until we meet, stay with the family as long as they’ll have you. Teach them to survive. Do it for me.”


    “I will. My word on it.”


    The female voice whispered once more. “Safe Haven’s light is fading. Beware the remnants of society, for they are not mine and never will be.”


    David took that to heart. “I won’t trust another living soul until we meet. No one will catch me off guard using kind words to hide evil. I will remove them before I sacrifice my life to a cause that isn’t worthy of it.”


     


    David snapped awake, words ringing in his ears. The price for trust was too high. He couldn’t afford to pay it.


    “Are you okay?”


    David smiled at the young boy through the darkness. “I’m fine. You?”


    David heard a shrug against the earthen wall.


    “A bit cold.”


    “I’m sweating. Come over and share my heat.”


    David swallowed a groan when the boy climbed into his lap, stepping on his thigh. “Easy.”


    He wrapped his arms around the shivering boy. Alvin was more than a little cold. David rubbed the child’s arms for a minute, then unsnapped his jacket to pull it around the boy.


    Alvin snuggled against his heat. “Thank you.”


    “It’s my honor.” David resumed dozing, holding the child.


    Alvin stayed awake, wishing the strange Safe Haven man would never leave. Alvin was always scared now. This was the first time he’d felt secure since the war. He never wanted it to end. “Please don’t leave us.”


    The pitiful whisper was lost beneath the snores, but David seemed to feel it. He held the child tighter and drifted deeper.


     


     


    2


    “You want me?! Come and get me!” William sent a fiery blast over the road, clearing a struggling truck and the rest of the debris in his way. He flew by on his motorcycle, laughing manically as people burned.


    The few survivors cowered from his blasts. They’d spotted a lone man on a bike and thought he was an easy target. A few hits of magic had convinced them otherwise.


    “Get on the radio!” One of the refugees pointed at the truck.


    William kept going despite the urge to swing around and slaughter them all. His mood was darker than it had ever been. He was barely in control.


    William sped up, taking the bike to its limit on the cracked pavement. If he hit one of those, he would go flying through the air, but that knowledge didn’t slow him.


    Maybe I want to die. William tried to go faster, but the bike couldn’t. The shoreline both beckoned and mocked his efforts.


    Refugees lingering on the beach rose at the sound of his furious engine, reaching for guns without ammunition. Many of them took off running.


    William sped around the final turn and bounced over the walkway. He slowed as he hit the beach. Sand flew in all directions.


    “Get him!”


    “We can use that bike to leave!”


    William fired flames as the refugees surged his way.


    People screamed as they caught fire, no longer interested in the bike.


    William brought up a powerful shield, not afraid of four dozen people knowing he was a magic user. In fact, he wanted them to attack. It was a good excuse to release more of his rage.


    Radios began echoing as the remaining refugees scattered.


    William ignored them. If a large group came here to confront him, all the better. In his mood, none of them would live. If they left him alone, he might return the favor.


    William leapt from the bike, leaving it to crash into the sand as he stormed toward the water.


    The ocean roared as the tide came in, reminding him they were all really powerless. Without a boat, and a deal with the water, they were trapped on land.


    Waves rushed to the shore, carrying treasures in the debris that lured refugees to their deaths.


    The ocean is fishing for humans. William’s mind blanked for a minute, forced into submission. It was too much, even for him. The bloodstained sand felt the same, but it wasn’t. Safe Haven had smothered the gritty surface in light and humanity. Now, the beach was just another earthen sponge soaking up the blood of its conquerors.


    “What is he doing?!” Dina gaped.


    “Dying if he goes into the water, like us.” Her husband watched the descendant too, but he also paid attention to the terrified and angry refugees around them.


    “Is he from Safe Haven?” Dina thought he had been.


    Albert shrugged. “I don’t think so or he would have been with them when they left.”


    “He was here. He had female fighters as an escort.”


    A small group of refugees who hadn’t run or grabbed their radios observed from the far edge of shore. They were hoping Safe Haven would come home.


    “Maybe they forgot him…” Dina motioned at her man. “Go talk to him. Offer him our last bottle.”


    Albert frowned, but he retrieved the precious liquid as ordered. He trusted his wife’s instincts. It had kept them alive this long. He wasn’t going to quibble over it.


    Dina put her arm around her daughter’s thin shoulders, feeling the wind increase. The temperature was dropping. If they were caught out in the open during a storm, her family would fall ill. They were too weak to fight it off.


    Dina watched the descendant plop down in the sand, wondering why he was alone. According to rumors, descendants needed normals to give them hope. “And we need the same from them…” She motioned Albert to hurry. A group of refugees were slowly returning. She wanted to make friends before another fight started. When the sun set, that was all these people did. She and her family had been left alone because they still had ammunition, but that was low now. “We need a friend. Go make one.” She gave her daughter a gentle nudge.


    Lorna took her father’s rough hand without complaint. Since the war, the eight-year-old had learned to do what she was told, the instant she was told.


    William heard them coming. He gathered flames to fire… William lowered his arm when he saw the father and daughter. Their slow steps and cautious smiles implied they weren’t searching for trouble.


    “Can we join you for a minute?” Albert was ready to shield his daughter with his body, but he agreed with his wife. They needed a protector. A descendant was at the top of that list.


    William grunted, turning toward the ocean.


    Albert took that as a yes. He settled a few feet away, nudging the little girl forward. Lorna was good at drawing sympathy from strangers who had a heart left. The problem was, most people didn’t.


    Lorna dropped right next to William. His shield touched her arm, drawing a zap and a low moan.


    “Damn it!” William scooted over so she wouldn’t be hurt.


    Albert nodded to the girl again.


    Lorna tried to tap William on the arm. This zap was loud and brought a small cry.


    “Stop touching me!” William watched tears form and sighed. “I can’t lower my shield or people will try to kill me.”


    The girl ignored the warning, moving closer again.


    Forced, William included the child in his shield so she wouldn’t be hurt.


    Lorna smiled at him through missing teeth and adorable dimples. She rested her cheek against his arm, sighing in pleasure.


    “Ah, that’s not fair. I don’t want the job!”


    The child shut her eyes, enjoying the feeling of safety.


    Albert couldn’t help feeling useless, though he’d helped keep the child alive. Being normal wasn’t ideal anymore. Everyone needed magic in this new world.


    William’s anger rose. “I don’t want the job. Protect yourselves.”


    “…just her, then?” Albert knew what his wife wanted. If their daughter survived, they could die at peace. Since Safe Haven left, dying was all anyone talked about.


    “No.” William stared at the tide coming in, mind hunting for Safe Haven. Where are you?!


    “They aren’t coming back.”


    William glanced down at the thin child, hating the sallow skin beneath a sunburn. She was starving. “I know.”


    “Why didn’t you go too?”


    “I’m not stable. I would have caused problems.”


    The child peered up at him. “Me too. I’m sick.”


    William frowned, turning his scan to the girl. “With what?”


    “We don’t know.” Albert let out a sound of misery. “She gets fevers and sweats, then she’s fine for a while. Just started after the war, so we don’t know.”


    William scanned deeper. “Malaria maybe. You need Chloroquine.”


    “We thought of that, but we can’t find any.”


    “A hospital out in the country might still have it.” William didn’t resist the urge to heal the girl. He placed a hand on her wrist. He also pushed in extra energy. She needed it more than he did.


    “Thank you.” Albert motioned to his wife, who was coming toward them. “We can only pay with my body or hers.”


    William scowled at the man. “I’m no rapist!”


    “It’s not rape. It’s a fair trade.” Dina hated the way life worked now. “We don’t have anything else to give.”


    “Can you give me peace and quiet for a few hours?”


    Dina chuckled as she sat by her husband. “No, not really. If Lorna doesn’t start chattering, the other refugees will make noise. The beach is loud at night.”


    “Why are you all still here?”


    Dina’s sad gaze turned to the water. “We know they aren’t coming home for a long time, but…”


    William grunted. “Yeah.” He gestured at a nearby shack. “If I set that on fire, will the others go there for heat?”


    “Probably.” Albert didn’t understand. “They’ll just come back when it burns down. They sit on this beach all day or sleep, then drink and fight all night. If you want quiet, you’ll have to...insist.”


    William lifted a hand and blasted the remains of the shack. Screams and smoke filled the air.


    Once the others realized he wasn’t attacking, they meandered toward the heat, keeping an eye on him.


    Radios blared, giving new life to the hunt for magic users, but William didn’t stop them. He was tired of running, of hiding. Humans needed to learn to live with magic. If not, they would die.


    The sun sank over the water, bringing a new level of tension to the shore. Women and kids huddled around their small campsites, preparing for the evening’s trouble.


    The other starving refugees watched for signs that William had more food in the bag by his feet but none of them wanted to challenge him to find out. The bottle near his hands also appealed, but the refugees had found a stash of whiskey in the warehouse that hadn’t been loaded in time. Safe Haven had left them a final drink.


    William sent out a mental warning. I want peace, or else!


    Everyone stilled, faces filling with fear.


    William let out a calming breath. “That’s better.”


    Lorna tapped his arm. “Will you stay?”


    “No.”


    “Can we stay with you?”


    “No!”


    The little girl began to cry. “Please, mister? We won’t be no trouble for you.”


    William lowered his shield. “Get her away from me–now.”


    Albert scooped up the crying child and held her on his lap, but the family didn’t return to their campsite. They stayed with William as darkness settled over the land.


    William brought up his shield again, sensing danger. He automatically included the small family inside. He didn’t want responsibility for them, but he didn’t want them dead either.


    Cars flew onto the walkway and then the beach, throwing sand over people. Tires spun as other cars tried to follow. Sand was hard to navigate. It was thicker, meaner.


    William turned to face the oncoming vehicles, fury spilling over.


    The family cowered at his feet as he opened fire, blasting flames and madness in every throw.


     


    It only took William a few minutes to eliminate the threats. The peaceful refugees had fled the beach, leaving a dozen who were willing to risk their life to stay close to a magic user. He was the first authority figure they’d had since Safe Haven left. It was hard for them to abandon.


    William sank down, sweating and still furious.


    “More will come.” Albert helped Dina and Lorna wipe sand from their torn, dirty clothes.


    “Let them.” William didn’t speak again as darkness took over and the temperature continued to drop. Some things were too awful to voice. The fact that they were now without Safe Haven’s light was one of those.


     


    More refugees arrived at the beach after the sun sank, but burning, smoldering hulks and bodies made them pause. When they spotted William, protected by his shield, a few of them turned and left. They knew they couldn’t handle him.


    Others parked and walked to the beach, not as aggressive as those who’d come before them. That approach obviously hadn’t succeeded and there weren’t enough refugees to rush him. Safe Haven had taken a large toll.


    The family around William watched for trouble as a group of ten approached their location.


    William let out an ugly sound. “I will kill you all.”


    Half of them immediately went in the other direction, picking spots nearby to observe.


    The rest joined the family, not speaking. They didn’t know what to say, how to beg or threaten.


    William was still angry. “What do you want?!”


    A man in the front, a tall, thin redhead wearing three coats and hip boots, tossed a bag at William’s feet. “That’s all the supplies and money we have.”


    “Tell me what you want!”


    People cringed from his anger. Then they leaned closer for protection.


    William sighed, anger fading into deep depression. “I make no promise of safety. I can’t give you what you need.”


    “But Safe Haven can.”


    “Safe Haven is gone!”


    “They’ll return, in four years.” Lorna slid over to be close to William again. “You were thinking it.”


    William realized the little girl was catching his thoughts because they were already bonded. He didn’t know how it had happened, but it had. “Leave me alone. If I’m still here come dawn, maybe we’ll talk.” He frowned. “And feed her. The stomach growling is making me angrier.”


     


    The family remained with William as they cooked and ate, sharing their little food and his bottle. When those ran out, William resumed brooding. His dirty clothes and sweaty, gritty body now matched those around him. When the wind blew more sand over him, William let it collect. He didn’t have a ship to follow Safe Haven and there wasn’t time to find one. An ugly storm was coming, one that would blanket the entire country. William had searched for an end to it but hadn’t found one. America was about to get very, very cold.
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    “I’m cold.”


    Samantha pulled the blanket up to Amy’s thin shoulders. The child had knocked on the door a few hours after Neil’s bombshell. They’d brought her in without hesitating. Neil had risked his life for this, for them to be together as a family. “Better?”


    Amy nodded, lids shutting. “Thanks.”


    Samantha waited for more, but the little girl was out again. She’d been sleeping a lot and eating double her share since they set sail. It was good. The child needed to heal.


    Samantha glanced over to find Neil watching her. She smiled at him.


    Neil didn’t return the gesture. “We have to stay here for a while. It’s not safe topside.”


    Samantha frowned. “What’s going on?”


    “I don’t know, but my...voice says we have to stay here if we want to survive.”


    Samantha wasn’t sure what to do. They had supplies and a functioning bathroom, so staying wasn’t the problem. Letting everyone else fight while they hid, was. “Tell me what you saw.”


    “They’re sick.” Neil wiped sleep from his eyes, yawning, but he was already alert. His body would catch up shortly to the bad vibes.


    Samantha blanched. “An outbreak?”


    “I think so.”


    “We have to help!” Samantha moved toward the closet for her clothes.


    Neil sat up in the bed. “You can’t help them.” He pointed at her stomach. “You can lose the babies.” Neil glanced at Amy. “And her. If we stay here, we all live. When it’s over, we’ll help in any way we can.”


    Samantha’s hand rose to her hip. “You want me to hide here. I can’t do that.”


    “Then you’ll bury three kids...and maybe yourself.” Neil laid back down, putting his arms under his neck. “I won’t stop you, but I also won’t be able to save you. I don’t have those gifts. Those who do will use it on their loved ones, not mine.”


    Samantha was horrified. She was also suddenly grateful Neil spotted the problem in time for them to have this choice.


    “They want us out of sight for a while anyway. We’re doing what’s best for us, like everyone has to do at some point.”


    Samantha tugged her silky blue robe over her protruding stomach and curled her feet against the carpet, chilled. “It feels cowardly.”


    “It is.”


    “Then how can you make this choice?”


    Neil sighed. “The same as I have every other choice since I fell in love with you–survival of our family. It’s us or them this time, Sam. Please make your choice.”


    Samantha frowned. She hated being put on the spot when she didn’t have enough information. “I don’t know what to do. Maybe it would be okay if we help...” The sound of lapping water mocked her. The boat wasn’t moving, though Grant had received orders to get them underway at dawn. Samantha peered at the clock on the nightstand. It’s almost eight. Why aren’t we moving?


    The other morning noises she’d adjusted to–chatter, little feet, the murmur of guards and creaking elevators–were also absent. It sounded as if no one was up yet and that was wrong. The guards on their door weren’t here either. They’d staggered off hours ago, but Neil’s sleep spell hadn’t caused it. Samantha had assumed Neil just wasn’t being guarded anymore.


    Samantha felt someone coming toward their cabin.


    Neil locked eyes with her. “I’ll get us through this. We’ll be alive when it’s over.”


    She frowned at him. “Will our camp? Our friends?”


    Neil grunted. “That has not been revealed.”


    Samantha’s heart broke again.


    Tap-tap! “You guys okay in there? Need anything?”


    Neil waited for Samantha to answer Jonny, to make her choice. The guard had probably been sent to make sure she was still alive after a night with him. His honorable reputation was gone.


    “We’re fine.” Samantha cleared her throat. “Leave us alone for a while!”


    “Um, okay.” Jonny left, muttering about leaving her alone until she rotted.


    Neil wrapped his arms around Samantha as she joined him in the wide bed. “I’m sorry.”


    “There’s no other way?”


    “Not that I saw. This is the safest place you can be.”


    Samantha rested against his bare chest, worry settling into her heart. “When are we ever going to get a break?”


    Neil didn’t answer. He couldn’t. From what he’d seen while searching time, Safe Haven wasn’t going to get one. The road to recovery was full of sinkholes and black ice. They were slipping toward final doom, with nothing coming to stop it.
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    “Help me.” Missy dragged the blanket of supplies toward the stairs. It clanked and thumped, making a lot of noise. “Lift the side.”


    Leeann, thrilled that Missy had woken her for anything, took the other end. It was the first time Missy had spoken to her in days. “Where are we going?”


    Missy helped Leeann tie a corner of the blanket pouch so their supplies didn’t fall out. There hadn’t been time when they fled the kids’ area. “We have to hide for a while.”


    Leeann tightened the knot while Missy pulled on her coat. “I don’t feel anything.”


    Missy zipped up. “You’ve been sad. Give it a few minutes.”


    “Okay.” Leeann lifted the heavy pouch in both hands. “But we better move faster. It’s almost shift change.”


    Missy turned on her flashlight to lead the way. “We have to pick up a few people.”


    Leeann assumed she meant other kids, but she was distracted. The bad feeling was hitting her now. She just wasn’t sure if it meant something bad would happen to them if they stayed here or something bad would happen because they were sneaking out.


    “Wait here.” Missy opened the employee door. She waved.


    Four shadows broke away from the wall and came forward, each carrying a bag.


    “This isn’t right. We should stay and help.” Cody shifted his pack onto his shoulders, then took the blanket pouch from Leeann.


    Kimmie came around the corner. “We left notes. The alpha will agree.” Kimmie took the blanket pouch from Cody, then slung it over her shoulder.


    “She’s also going to be upset about this.” Kyle came from the employee entrance near them. He kissed Autumn on the cheek and handed her to Molly, who was by his side. “Not to mention how pissed my wife will be.”


    The dim, deserted corridor added to the bad vibes. There should have been guards all through this deck, but Kyle hadn’t spotted any. He didn’t even hear passengers talking or the echo of equipment from the gymnasium under his feet. It’s too quiet.


    “We’ll take good care of her.” Molly motioned with her free hand. “Let’s go. Courtney is bringing Mike and Mia. That’s all of us.” The kid’s area was in chaos with children throwing up, running fevers. None of the panicking adults there had noticed them leaving. Kyle had been on duty over the kids. So had Molly, though she wasn’t sure how these panicking children had gotten her agreement so fast.


    “Wait.” Kyle scowled, counting. “You said all the kids. We’re missing...a lot!”


    The ship swayed gently beneath their feet, anchored in calm seas. Kyle frowned as he realized they weren’t moving. Something happened topside. I need to find Jennifer.


    Molly gestured at Cody. “Tell him. He needs to let Angela know.” She’d had a few minutes to get details while helping the little boy find his shoes.


    Cody put a hand on Kyle’s arm. “They’re sick. A lot of people are.”


    “That can’t be. We would see signs...” Kyle scanned the intersection. “Where are the third shift guards?”


    Molly led the children down the hall as Kyle left to search for the three Eagles who should have been watching this hall. “Come on, kids. We’ll fix up our container like a playhouse. We’ll have s’mores, sing songs, and not do any chores. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine.”


    The scared kids were subdued, convincing Molly the moment the adults had feared was here. The kids were all wearing big coats and boots, with gloves stuffed in their pockets. The cargo areas were very drafty, so they didn’t stay as warm as the upper decks. Molly cursed herself for not grabbing her own warmer setup as they hurried down the hallway toward the stairs.


    “What about our families, our friends?” Cody was only going because of Missy. He didn’t want her to be alone. “What about the camp?”


    “Angela will cover them. She’ll be happy you kids are safe. You’re special. She knows that.” Pinned up hair and full tool belts around tiny waists would have made her smile any other day. Now, it gave Molly a chill she couldn’t hide.


    “Not Caleb.” Leeann frowned at him. “Neither is Roy.”


    “Special doesn’t always mean magic.” Molly didn’t explain further because she didn’t know either. She was just glad it wasn’t only descendant children who would be spared. Her wish was for all the kids to live. Missy had refused to answer that question, giving Molly more chills that still hadn’t gone away. She wanted to talk to Angela, but their leader was ill. So was Marc. The best thing she could do was protect their kids until things were back to normal.


    “What if they die?” Cody tried not to cry.


    Molly put an arm around his shoulders, walking them faster. “Your parents are strong. They’ll survive.”


    “I meant the other kids!”


    Molly paled but kept walking. “Think good thoughts, okay? It won’t help anyone if we panic.”
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    “Don’t panic. I’m sure it’s nothing.” Tonya finished brushing her teeth and spit into the sink. “Pregnant women throw up. It’s part of the process.”


    Kenn, leaning against the wall nearby, frowned but didn’t answer. He’d been woken by the sound of vomiting. Their cabin now stank; she was pale, shaky. He didn’t like the process, but that wasn’t the problem.


    “You have duty soon.” Tonya gave him a weak smile in the mirror. “I’m fine. Go to work.”


    Kenn stayed where he was, mind spinning. He was picking up unsettling thoughts from people across the ship. To make matters worse, none of them were receiving responses from the boss.


    Tonya scowled as she caught his concern. “Then go check on her!”


    Kenn kept the exit blocked with his big body. “I’m listening first.”


    Tonya came from the bathroom, toothbrush still in hand. “What’s going on?”


    “I don’t know yet. Until I do, we’re staying here.”


    Tonya tried to connect to anyone on their deck. Her guts immediately began to churn.


    “I’ve got it. Shut that down until you’re feeling better.” Kenn strapped on his gun belt, hoping he didn’t need to use it. Angela had scared them all with the mental image of a ship full of holes. Most of them were now afraid to fire a weapon onboard.


    Tonya listened for normal noises, but she didn’t hear them. “Where is everyone? We’ve usually been woken three times already.”


    “Yeah. No kids, no security.” Kenn could feel the nausea hitting her in thick waves, but he didn’t tell her to stop again. He needed anything she might pick up.


    Tonya shut the mental doors. “I caught something.”


    Kenn grunted. Some of the thoughts were terrifying. It made them stronger, louder than the others.


    “Why are the kids afraid?” Tonya stepped toward him. “Kenn?”


    “Someone’s sick.”


    “Sick?” Tonya stiffened. “Our kids!”


    “Not just our adopted orphans. All the kids are either upset or not transmitting.”


    “I don’t understand”


    “Whatever it is, their mental connections have been shut or muted. I can’t get any of them.”


    “Where’s Angela?”


    Kenn’s silence sent terror into Tonya’s heart. “The boss is sick?”


    Kenn slowly nodded. “I can’t get Marc or Ivan either.”


    “Have we been attacked?” Tonya dropped her toothbrush and went to the closet to get clothes. “Is Grant on the bridge?” Tonya paused at the lack of answers, heart thumping. “Kenn?”


    Silence.


    Tonya turned to see Kenn grimacing in concentration. “You don’t have him...do you?”


    Kenn let go, using too much power for all the searches. “No. Whatever it is, the captain has it too.”


    “Are you getting anyone in leadership? What about Jennifer? Or Samantha?”


    “Samantha has a shield around their cabin. Nothing from the rest of the council, except Kyle.”


    “You have Kyle? That’s great.” She studied him, frown growing. “Isn’t it?”


    “He’s in panic mode, baby. He just staggered into the infirmary, carrying a body.”


    “Is he sick too?”


    “I think so. He feels...odd.”


    “So, you’re in charge.”


    Kenn hadn’t considered that. “Oh, shit.”


    “Exactly. You can’t stay here. You have to go save everyone.”


    “Me?”


    “There’s no one else who can run the camp, right?”


    Kenn felt like he was going to be sick now. “No.” Baby items and medical books covered the available spaces and part of the bed. Kenn didn’t mind. Tonya was happy. That made it worth having to clear off his pillow each night when he crawled into bed. She’d already been asleep, sitting up with a book in her lap, when he arrived last night. When he’d fallen asleep holding her, taking over leadership had been the last thing on his mind.


    Tonya dug out her kit and gun from under her other gear, worry growing. She hadn’t planned on using a weapon while pregnant. I have a man for that. “You’ll be a hero again.” She went into the bathroom to get changed. “You can lock me in the lab, then go save the world.” She shut the door.


    “A hero...” Kenn frowned. “Wait. Did you say something about going to the lab?”
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    “Get that to the lab.” Kyle dropped into the chair, head falling against the wall. His body went slack as he stole rest. He’d seen descendants exhaust themselves to help someone, but he hadn’t realized how much it hurt to give everything. When he’d found Jennifer in the stairwell, bleeding, he’d done just that. He had nothing left to give her until he recharged, but at least she was stable.


    Morgan grabbed the blood sample Kyle had done on Jennifer, under oral supervision, and put it with the others. Morgan and the other medics were too busy to deliver samples or even to handle Jennifer’s blood tests themselves. Ten other people were here ahead of her. When Kyle had come in, carrying Jennifer, all they could do was point to an empty bed.


    “Help!” Ray staggered under Grant’s weight as they entered the infirmary.


    “Any bed.” Morgan finished drawing blood from Ben, then labeled it with shaky hands.


    Ray stared. People were moaning, puking, crying, or not moving at all. The four medics were overwhelmed. “Where’s the boss?!”


    Morgan didn’t waste time. “Go find her.”


    Red skin peeled from Grant’s arm as they got him on the cot. Harry jumped back, groaning. “This is my nightmare.”


    “Mine too.” Morgan grabbed the crusty skin and took it to the waste disposal bag. There was already a small pile of skin and hair in the bottom. “I’ve never dealt with a situation like this.”


    “None of us have.” Tim, a medic on Neil’s team, wanted to offer encouragement, but he didn’t have time for it. The infirmary echoed with groans and whimpering. Vomiting and tears provided a complete symphony. The noises were staggering, as were the smells.


    Ray didn’t know how the medics could function in here. He had never witnessed an outbreak of any kind, and here were half a dozen bodies lying in piss, vomit, blood. It was enough to test his courage. We need the boss.


    Ray left the infirmary, not seeing anyone in the passages. “Where are the guards?”


    Ray took the elevator to the leadership floor, heart pounding in anticipation of what horror he might find there.


    The doors opened.


    “Oh, my God.”


    The guards on this deck were sprawled across the floor, surrounded by vomit puddles tinged in blood. Many were in their doorways, where they’d collapsed while trying to get help.


    While trying to reach the boss, Ray corrected, seeing they were all pointed toward Angela’s cabin.


    Ray ran to her door, keying his radio. “We have an emergency at the boss’s cabin. All able security to the leadership deck!”


    No one responded.


    The awful odors thickened as he approached Angela’s cabin. Ray braced, stepping over Ivan’s limp hand. The guard had collapsed in front of the door.


    Ray’s panic rose, threatening his ability to think. The door creaked ominously as it opened.


    Angela lifted a weak hand. “Quarantine...”


    A radio lay beside the bed, as if knocked there when she tried to call for help or give a warning. Whatever had happened had hit everyone hard and fast.


    Ray backed away, scanning Marc’s bloody body and her open medical bag.


    “Quarantine...entire ship. Now.”


    Ray shut the door at her weak order and ran, fumbling for his radio. “We have an outbreak. Lock us down now!”


    The radio crackled, then faded to silence. Someone had copied the order, but he didn’t know who.


    Ray shut himself in the elevator and hit the stop button, breathing harsh. “Think, damn it! Think!”


    The radio crackled. Kenn’s voice came, strong and confident. “We are under quarantine, folks. Stay where you are right now. Don’t go try to find your loved one. You might infect them. I know you don’t want that.” There was a pause where those listening heard an elevator ding. “I’m taking Tonya to the lab. We’ll get started figuring out what this is. People will be by to deliver supplies and collect garbage. Try to hang on–we’re here and we’re working on the problem.”


    Ray drew in a deep breath, incredibly relieved to hear a calm voice giving easy to follow instructions. He keyed his mike. “Where do you want me?”


    “Ray?” Kenn’s voice was relieved. “Good. I need a full account of manpower and status of the ship.”


    Ray hit his mike, glad to be able to deliver some good news. “We’re anchored. Grant set the autopilot to get us rolling as soon as we push a couple of buttons. The towline is ready to roll out.”


    “Excellent. Get that manpower list and meet me at the lab.”


    “Copy.” Ray took another minute to calm himself, then hit the elevator button for the bottom deck. He would work his way up and try not to miss any areas. If Kenn needed to know where everyone was, Ray could do that. He just hoped to find people, not bodies, like on the leadership floor. Whatever was hitting them was worse on that deck. At least those in the infirmary had the strength to puke into a bucket or pan. Angela and Marc, along with their guards and hallmates, were covered in vomit and blood.


    “That means the others might get that way too.” Grant was having bladder issues. Kendle was currently cleaning up a mess in the bridge. The cot had been ruined. It was now bagged for a trip to the incinerator.


    “The incinerator! We’ll burn it all!” Ray hurried from the elevator, notepad in hand. Now that he knew he wasn’t alone, he could almost think again. If only my stomach would stop rocking and my skin would stop itching!
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    “I don’t think we should stay here.” Gus leaned over the mess counter to whisper. “We should go to the cabin area.”


    Brittani didn’t stop kneading the large pile of bread dough. “I can’t leave. Breakfast starts in an hour.”


    “We’re locked down.” Gus leaned closer. “Guards might even block the doors. Then we’ll be trapped in here.”


    His tone got through. Brittani scanned the mess. Half a dozen mildly alarmed camp people were still here, along with the camp’s newest drunk. Most people had left after Kenn’s announcement. Cathy, at a corner booth with Timmy, hadn’t even glanced up. “Are we in danger?” Brittani concentrated on the boss.


    Gus frowned. “We need to go to ground for a while, like we did after the war.”


    Brittani thumped the dough onto the floured counter. “Is it that bad?”


    “Aren’t you getting the vibes?” Gus was surprised he was having to point it out. Brittani was usually alert to things like this.


    Brittani stifled a yawn. “I was up late. I’m tired.”


    “Try.”


    She concentrated and got worried thoughts from all corners of the ship. She scowled. “How did I miss that?”


    “Panic hasn’t spread yet, but it will soon because people know there’s a problem now.” Gus put a hand on her wrist, aware of Trinity glowering at him from their table. “I’ll escort you.”


    Brittani pulled away, floury hands coming up. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”


    People glanced over, drawn by her tone, but not Cathy or Timmy.


    Gus glared. “It’s not safe here.”


    Brittani kept working the dough ball. “We’re locked down. If there is a problem, we’ll be safe in here.”


    “What if someone in here is sick?”


    Brittani let out a sound of annoyance. “Then they’ll still need to eat, Gus. Who’s going to feed everyone if I hide?”


    He shrugged. “Not our problem.”


    “Yes, it is. If you were a real Eagle, you’d be on guard, not asking me to hide from my duty.” Brittani pointed. “Return to your skank. Hide with her. I’ll be right here, cooking and praying for everyone to recover.”


    “Me too.” Jayda stepped to Brittani’s side. She’d been following the conversation. “And we’ll be sure to tell everyone who did their jobs while the camp was sick.”


    Now Cathy peered over, trying to decide if she should interfere. “Can you guys pipe down? The kid and I are getting to know each other.”


    “You just mind your bassinet!” Jayda didn’t take shit from anyone, let alone a cradle robber like Cathy.


    Cathy busted out laughing. “Okay, I will.” She smiled at Timmy. “Let’s go sit in a different booth so we’re out of the crossfire when their fight starts.”


    Timmy stood and offered her his arm.


    Cathy melted. It was sweet–something many of the older men had forgotten how to be, or now refused to do for fear of being called sexist. “Very nice.”


    Timmy blushed, eyes sparkling. “So are you.”


    Jayda faked a gag. “Table in the rear for mommy and her little boy?”


    Cathy stopped, mood dropping a level. She scanned Jayda from braids to boots. “That’s two. Hit me with number three and I’ll fire back.” Cathy pointed when Jayda opened her mouth. “Your biscuits are burning. Mind your job first, and your bitterness second.”


    Jayda flipped around. Smoke was coming from the oven. “Damn it!” She hurried to open the oven door and turn on the fan.


    Across the kitchen, Gus leaned over the counter to get Brittani’s attention again.  “You always told me we have to go to ground when there’s an illness. I
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