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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!”


     


     


    3


    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.
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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
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