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      Scientists have determined there are seven species of life.

      
        	Single-celled micro-organisms

        	Plants

        	Insects

        	Fish

        	Birds

        	Reptiles

        	Mammals, including humans.

      

      Until the Rexxt Corporation created an eighth species…
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      “You’re almost finished peeling,” F8 remarked. Leaning over in her seat, she reached out. “Got this one leeedle bit still clinging on. Mind if I go for it?”

      “Knock yourself out.” G8 looked over at her as she picked a shred of skin from between his shoulder blades and slowly pulled it away. He closed his eyes to enjoy the slight tickling sensation he felt whenever someone helped him slough off his old self. He never quite understood why he never felt the same pleasure when he did it himself.

      “When’s your appointment?” K8 asked, holding out the carafe of coffee in mute inquiry.

      G8 answered by handing her his mug for a refill. “Ten o’clock. But Sheriff Biggs warned me that if they were called out to handle an emergency, to hang around and wait for him.”

      “What if he’s not able to get back to the office?” T8 queried.

      G8 shrugged. “Guess we’ll have to reschedule.”

      Their attention went to the doorway as N8 entered the dining hall from the back office area where the only telephone was located.

      “Well?” P8 asked, beating everyone to the punch.

      He grinned at them. It was an honest one, full of relief. “She’s doing better than the doctors expected.”

      “Any idea when she’ll be released?” F8 asked.

      The grin fell, but they could tell he remained positive. “Not yet. It’s too soon.” The man sniffed. “Is that bacon?”

      T8 gestured toward the table. “Yep! Delivered fresh this morning. We divvied it up. Three slices each.”

      “You’d better claim your share before we draw straws to see who gets it,” G8 warned with a mock growl.

      “In that case…” N8 slid into his chair. As he accepted the platter handed to him, K8 came around his side with a skillet and slid two eggs onto his plate. He thanked her before chomping down on a piece of bacon. “Oh, gosh, that’s good. Nice and crisp, the way I like it.”

      “Thanks.” K8 tossed him a smile. “I think I’m getting the hang of this cooking thing.”

      “Maybe you’d be better off applying for a job at the diner instead of the newspaper office,” he suggested.

      She snorted. “I might as well apply there, too.” The woman gave them all a serious eye. “I know we’ve had this discussion before. But now that we’ve sort of settled in, we need to get employed as soon as possible. It doesn’t have to be a glamourous job. We don’t have to impress anybody. Just as long as we start bringing in an income.”

      “I agree,” P8 concurred, glancing around the table. “We can’t keep expecting the town to donate whatever they can. Hell, a lot of them are barely scraping by themselves.”

      F8 raised her good hand. “Our biggest problem is transportation. If we all get jobs, we’re too far from town to walk.”

      “Except for me,” T8 corrected her. “I hiked it down the road to the lumber yard. Only took me about forty minutes.”

      “That may work for now, but what are you going to do when the weather starts turning?” F8 pressed.

      “The weather?”

      The petite woman pointed upward. “Yeah. The weather. Something we’ve never had to deal with before.”

      K8 sat back down in her chair as she continued. “You guys haven’t thought about it, have you?”

      “About the weather?” T8 clarified.

      N8 broke in. “No, we haven’t, and we all know why. Up until now we’ve lived in a controlled environment. A constant seventy-two degrees Fahrenheit. When Cydney broke us out of that hell hole, she told me it was late summer, early Fall. I really didn’t pay much attention to it until yesterday when I went to see her, and she commented that we needed to look into getting some warmer clothing.”

      G8 glanced down at himself. He was presently dressed in just a pair of jeans. No shoes, no shirt, no briefs. Wearing anything when he was molting was a nuisance. Not only was it irritating as hell, and itched like all get-out, but he believed it also prevented him from shedding his old skin as quickly as when he was practically naked.

      F8 saw him checking himself over. “On top of that, most of us only have a couple of changes of clothes. We haven’t paid much attention to getting more to wear because we’ve had to concentrate on feeding ourselves and making sure this place is livable.”

      K8 picked up the thread. “It’s going to be a slow process, adjusting to living in the real world. For the time being, let’s just worry about what we need next. Talk to people. Find out from them what we should expect and go from there.”

      G8 caught a movement from the corner of his eye. It was F8 staring at her bum arm. Reaching over to her, he laid a hand on her good shoulder. “I know what you’re thinking,” he gently told her.

      She shook her head. “All of you can go out and get jobs.”

      “That’s because we weren’t shot,” T8 declared. “You need to get well enough first.”

      N8 took a sip of coffee. “To be honest, I’m glad you’re staying behind.”

      “Why?” F8 questioned.

      “We’re having people coming here almost daily. Somebody needs to keep an eye on them. And someone needs to be here when the repairmen show up in case they have questions or need to leave instructions.”

      “He’s got a point,” G8 agreed. “With your enhanced abilities, you’ll be able to tell if someone shows up to cause us trouble. If they do, you can place a quick call to the sheriff’s office.”

      “So you think all of this isn’t over?” K8 softly asked, her worry and rising fear evident.

      G8 shook his head. “As long as that place we escaped from still exists and is still in business, I don’t think we’ll ever be left alone. That’s the biggest reason why I’m hoping Biggs will take me on.”

      “Your biggest?” T8 snickered. “What’s your smallest reason?”

      Grinning, G8 straightened in his chair and threw out his chest. “I think I’d look damn good in one of those uniforms.”

      That got a laugh out of everyone. It also released the tension that had been slowly building during breakfast. If there was one thing he detested, it was all the worry they were experiencing now. The fear that never quite went away. The dreaded anticipation of something occurring they had no idea how to handle or prepare for.

      Pushing himself away from the table, he got to his feet. “I need to finish getting ready. Deputy Pridgett said he’d be here around nine to pick me up and take me to my interview.”

      “Guess that’s my cue, too,” T8 stated before draining his mug.

      G8 took one final look around at the group as it hit him. This could be the last time they’d be able to all be together at the table, sharing a meal, swapping bad jokes, teasing each other. Family. Familiar. Stable. Like they’ve done for years.

      Now there’d be times some of them might be leaving for work early. Or staying late. Everyone’s schedule would be different.

      Oh, yes, there would still be times when they’d manage to make it, but those would be few and far between.

      Their old lives were over. The coming days and years would be both exciting and terrifying.

      All they could hope for was to finally be able to live as normal a life as possible, like everyone else.

      Although he had his doubts, G8 refused to let the negative aspects get to him. We gotta move forward, he told himself as he turned to leave the main hall. There’s no going back now, even if we wanted to.
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      The sound of a car honk let G8 know the deputy sheriff had arrived to take him to the station. Giving his appearance one last check, he exited his cabin and hurried over to the patrol car. He noticed Pridgett staring at him squinty-eyed as he approached and reached for the door handle on the passenger side.

      “Thanks again for the ride,” he told the man as he slid inside.

      The deputy continued to give him a quizzical look, and G8 knew why.

      “Every twenty-eight days I shed my skin. The same way a lizard or snake does. But it’s more like a chrysalis. You know, like a butterfly. Only I don’t have any idea what I’ll look like once it’s all over.”

      The man grunted and turned to his steering wheel. “I was wondering if you were the same person.” He gave G8 another glance from the corner of his eye. “You look nothing like you did the other day. That’s some mighty strange metamorphosis you go through.”

      G8 snickered. “You have no idea.”

      “Have you ever changed into a, uhh, woman?”

      “My appearance changes, not my gender.” G8 smiled to himself. He could understand why the guy had asked. “My physique also remains constant. So does my eye color. Everything else is up for grabs.” He chuckled, his gaze remaining on the road as they headed into town. “The others used to have a pool when it came time for me to change.”

      “A pool? Like a lottery?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Bet that was a hoot.”

      G8 shook his head. “You have no idea.”

      After a handful of seconds of silence, Pridgett spoke again. “You know… I mean, have you considered going incognito? Undercover?”

      G8 thought back on the spy movies he and the others had watched growing up. “You’re not the only one who suggested it. I guess you could say I was born for the job.”

      Pridgett gave him a smile. “I bet you’d be damn good at it.”

      “Thanks.”

      When they arrived at the sheriff’s office, G8 was glad to see Biggs’ vehicle was parked in front. Giving the deputy another thanks for the ride, he got out and went inside.

      Alice Milton was working the front desk. G8 studied her for a second before she acknowledged him. Seeing her reminded him of when the sheriff had informed him and the others of her betrayal—of them and the sheriff and his men—by telling the people who’d been searching for G8 and his friends of their location. But he’d also explained why she’d done it. About her boozing, abusing husband and their financial troubles because of him. Yet, rather than fire her, he’d helped get her counseling. For punishment, he’d also taken away her badge and busted her to desk duty on two weeks half pay.

      She finally turned away from the dispatch radio to address him. “Yes? How can we help you?”

      “I’m G8 Children, Miss Milton. I’m here to see Sheriff Biggs.”

      Her eyes widened. “You’re G8?” By her tone, he knew she didn’t quite believe him.

      He grinned. “Yep. Just finished molting. This is the new me. The me I’ll be for the next twenty-eight days.”

      “If I hadn’t personally seen you people demonstrating your abilities, I’d claim you were mentally unstable,” a voice called behind him. Biggs was taking in his new form when G8 pivoted around to face him. The man stuck out a hand. “Thanks for coming.”

      G8 shook the hand. “Thanks for letting me apply.”

      Biggs waved for him to follow. “Let’s go inside my office. Would you like some coffee?”

      G8 involuntarily took a deep sniff and caught the aroma of a freshly brewing pot. “Yes, sir. I’d love a cup.”

      The sheriff looked to Milton. “Bring us two cups of coffee, would you, please, Alicia?”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll go fetch them now. G8, how do you take yours?”

      “Two packets of sugar, if that’s okay.”

      She smiled with a nod and left for the lounge.

      G8 waited until they were inside the sheriff’s office and he shut the door before asking, “How is she doing?”

      “As well as can be expected,” the man confessed. “She’s a damn fine deputy. It’s a shame she did what she did, but she’s honestly remorseful. She filed for divorce from that son of a bitch and moved back in with her folks, who are also watching her two kids.”

      “Have you thought about putting her back on active duty?”

      “That’s still a ways off,” Biggs said, giving him a leery eye. “Why are you so concerned about her welfare? Remember, if it wasn’t for her, we wouldn’t’ve had that mess go down at the lodge, and N8’s girlfriend and your own little one…”

      “F8. Her name’s F8, and she may be petite, but she’s fiery,” G8 admitted. “Okay. Okay. I get what you’re saying. If it wasn’t for Milton, they wouldn’t have gotten shot, but we don’t know that for certain. Those guys might have accosted us later one. They’d already done so before we arrived here.”

      “They did?” The sheriff was surprised to learn that fact. He sat in his chair behind his desk, and G8 dropped into the one on the other side.

      A knock on the door signaled Milton bringing their coffees. She sat both mugs on the desk before dropping a few packets of sugar and a stirring straw. “You didn’t mention creamer. Do I need to get it?”

      G8 chuckled. “No. Just sugar. Thanks.”

      Biggs waited for the woman to depart, shutting the door behind her, then addressed G8 directly. “We need to get to the point of you being here before some emergency calls me away. First off, there’s a little matter of your application.” He reached inside a desk drawer and pulled out a manila folder. Opening it, he extracted the single sheet of paper inside, tapping it with the tip of his finger. “Suffice it to say, there isn’t a whole lot on your resume.”

      “Is that going to be a problem?”

      “It could be,” Biggs acknowledged. “I don’t have to explain how unique your circumstances are. The fact that you have no history might prevent you from entering the police academy in Yaegerton. Even if they accepted you⁠—”

      “I’ve already promised I’d come back here to work,” G8 hastily reassured him.

      The man nodded. “I know that, but that’s not the issue. Don’t forget you have a transportation problem, as well. Have you thought about how you’re going to get over there and back? Yaegerton’s a good hundred plus miles from here. The academy has facilities to house some recruits, but those spots go fast. On top of that⁠—”

      G8 waved him off, not caring if the guy saw the disappointment on his face. “I get what you’re trying to tell me, Sheriff. I might as well forget about it.” He sighed loudly. “Thanks for considering me, though.”

      Biggs continued. “On top of that, there’s the tuition fee.”

      G8 frowned. “Tuition fee?”

      “Attending the academy isn’t free, G8. And we both know you don’t have the funds.”

      “What if I got a loan and paid it back?”

      “With your non history?” The sheriff shook his head. “I seriously doubt it.”

      “Well, it was worth a try.” G8 started to get to his feet when Biggs stopped him.

      “Sit down. I might have an answer.”

      Too surprised to argue, G8 parked his butt back in the seat as the man closed the folder.

      “What you and your friends can do is nothing short of… Hell, it’s almost like you have superpowers.”

      “Superpowers?” That made G8 snort. “We’re no Superman.”

      “No, but no one else has the abilities you have. You’re not only unique, you’re one of a kind.” Biggs waved a hand at him. “Look at yourself. You’re a big hulking black guy when just a few days ago you were a big hulking Hispanic-looking man. I take it you’ve also been Caucasian?”

      “I’ve been just about every color spectrum in the book.”

      “Does that also go for the shape of your face? Your nose? Eyes? Cheeks and chin?”

      G8 ran a hand over his bald head. “My eye color doesn’t change, but everything else does. Hell, I don’t even know what color my hair’s going to be until it grows out.”

      Leaning back in his chair, Sheriff Biggs ran a finger in the cleft between his lower lip and chin. “Here’s what I propose. How do you feel about on-the-job training?”
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      “Ingrid! Can you come here a minute?”

      Hearing her father calling for her, she put down the tiny shirt she’d been folding from the pile she’d removed from the dryer and went looking for him. “Coming! Where are you?”

      “In the kitchen!” her mother responded.

      Her mother and father in the kitchen requesting her presence? She immediately knew this wasn’t going to end well. Never, in all her years growing up in this house, had a “family meeting in the kitchen” been beneficial to her cause. On the other hand, she was due for a change of luck. And right now, she would bet her life’s savings on what the topic of discussion might be about.

      She paused at the closed door to her bedroom. Carefully opening it, she glanced inside at the two little bundles lying on the pallet on the floor next to her bed. Satisfied that the infants were still asleep, she shut the door and continued down the hall.

      Her parents were sitting in their usual seats at the table, waiting for her, their cups of coffee in front of them. The expressions on their faces confirmed her trepidation. Regardless, she pulled a smile over her lips.

      “Hey, guys. What’s up?”

      “Would you care for some coffee?” her mother first offered.

      “No, thanks. I’m good.” Ingrid turned to her father. “Well?”

      “It’s about the babies.” The man got right to the point. “We’re going to be straight with you, honey. As much as we applaud your courage in saving those children, and as much as we adore those two little boys…” He shook his head. “They don’t belong here. They’re not ours, and we can’t keep continuing to provide for them. And you certainly can’t take them permanently under your wing. You know that.”

      “You need to go to the authorities,” her mother remarked. “You need to turn those babies over to someone who can properly take care of them.”

      Sighing, Ingrid sat in her chair. “I know that. You’re right. These little boys have special abilities that I’m not prepared to handle once they start to manifest, whenever that’ll be.”

      “Plus the neighbors are getting suspicious,” her mother added.

      “I’m worried they’ll end up back with the people who created them,” Ingrid emphasized. “Where’s someplace safe enough? You tell me. How can I know I can trust the people I give them to?”

      “I have a suggestion,” her father stated, making her smile. She knew he wouldn’t have called this gathering unless he believed he had a doable plan of action. “You take ‘em to Heathfield.”

      Ingrid racked her brain. The name sounded familiar, but… “Where’s Heathfield?”

      “It’s a small town about a hundred or so miles south of Yaegerton.”

      “What’s in Heathfield?”

      “We think some of those people who were kept as prisoners at that company you used to work for, where you took the babies from, we think that’s where those people went,” her mother explained.

      Ingrid stared at her. “What people? Who?” Then it hit her.

      Her father loudly cleared his throat as he adjusted himself in his chair. For good measure, he took a sip of his drink. “Ray Lipscomb. Remember him?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. You two went to high school together. He comes here on occasion to visit his daughter, right?”

      “That’s him. You’re right. We keep in contact every now and then. Anyway, he runs the bowling alley in that town. He was telling me six strangers recently arrived in town. Apparently, they claim they’d escaped from that facility you were working at.”

      “Pendlebrooke Mental Institute?”

      “No, the other one. The labs.”

      “Docenti Labs?’

      “That’s the one.”

      “What else did he say?”

      “It’s a pretty inventive story,” her father admitted. “Those people claim they’d been bred there and kept there their entire lives. They’d been used for experiments.”

      Her mother leaned over the table. “They said they’d been told the world had been destroyed, and they were among the last survivors of a nuclear fallout. It wasn’t until one of the workers there let it slip that the world hadn’t been destroyed that they decided to escape. They made it all the way to Heathfield before they went to the authorities to ask for help.”

      “Do you know anything about those people?” her father asked.

      She took a deep breath to calm herself. “I know of them, yes, but I’ve never met them directly. They were always referred to as ‘the children.’”

      Her dad grunted and took another noisy sip of coffee. “Obviously they’re not children anymore. Ray says they’re grown adults in their twenties.”

      “What else can you tell us about them? What else do you know about them?” her mother gently pressed.

      “Not a whole lot. My job was in the breeding area. The company was trying to create more children like them.”

      Her father gave her a dark look. “What do you mean, they were trying to create more like them?”

      Ingrid didn’t flinch when she returned his gaze. “It was known that those children had special abilities. And before you ask, no. I don’t know what those abilities are. But the company was attempting to breed more children with those special genes.” She gestured behind her. “Those little boys I brought with me are the only two surviving babies…out of hundreds.”

      Her mother covered her mouth with a hand as she gasped in shock. “Hundreds?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if the number was more in the thousands,” Ingrid confessed. “That’s if you count all the test tube trials that didn’t pan out and were incinerated.”

      “Holy shit.” That bit of news upset her father more than she’d anticipated. “And these two little boys…”

      “Are the positive results of all those experiments and trials,” Ingrid concluded. “The only viable results, as the scientists referred to them.” That’s when it hit her what her parents intended. “You want me to take the babies to those other ones like them?”

      “Don’t you think that would be in their best interest?” her mother argued. “Those people would have a better idea how to take care of them, don’t you think?”

      In more ways than she could admit, Ingrid agreed and nodded. “Yes, I do.”

      Her father pointed to her. “You told us your biggest fear was that the people who created these babies would come to take them away from you.”

      “They’ll try. They have too much at stake with creating these children.”

      “But you said they left those babies to die in the fire,” her mother reminded her.

      “They did. But when they discover that the babies were saved and are still alive, and I know they eventually will…” Ingrid bowed her head. She didn’t need to explain further.

      “Well, come morning I suggest you drive those babies over to Heathfield and go see the sheriff. Tell him who you are and the whole story behind how you got those boys.”

      “Ingrid?” Her mother reached across the table for her hand, which Ingrid surrendered to her. “You know it’s for the better, don’t you? If those people find out you have those boys, there’s no telling what they might do to you for taking them.”

      “I know
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