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This Novel is dedicated to the First Great Love of my life.

Peggy Lou Smith

1944 – 2009

A good Christian Woman, and the Strongest woman I have ever known.

Or as I was Privileged to call her....

“Mom”
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Dallas Texas

15 Years ago

Moana sat in the waiting room as if waiting for a doctor’s appointment. She glanced around, realizing that the family of the child she was about to steal was probably sitting nearby.

That didn’t help.

Still, she knew the target was in room 2536, according to the records. She hadn’t seen the father yet, but suspected she would soon. The baby should have been born within the last hour.

According to CAT, the child had been delivered via something called a Caesarean section. She had asked for clarification and learned it was a surgical procedure used to deliver a baby safely. The mother had been given general anaesthesia. She wouldn’t have seen the baby yet—not by the time the switch was made.

Moana kept her eyes on the door to room 2536.

It opened.

A man—presumably the father—stepped out and walked down the hallway toward the nurses’ station.

Moana’s pulse quickened. She wasn’t going to get a better opportunity.

She picked up the baby carrier CAT had provided—standard for this time, complete with hospital blankets—and walked to the room.

Inside, it was dim. The lights were off, the shades drawn. The mother was unconscious, just as CAT had said. Beside her lay the baby, swaddled and still.

Moana crossed the room silently. As she looked at the child, her heart sank. There was something wrong. His skin had a blue tint, and he moved barely at all, not like the other one.

That made sense, considering what was going to happen.

She set down the carrier and gently lifted the baby she had brought with her. Holding him close, she whispered, “This is for your own good. Can’t have you growing up as a soldier. But know this—I will be watching you.”

She placed the healthy child into the carrier and gently moved the hospital-born baby to the warming table.

As she turned to leave, her earpiece came alive.

CAT’s voice spoke softly in her ear:

“Say, ‘Nothing to worry about. I’m a nurse checking on the baby. Everything is fine. I’ll go get your husband now.”

They had practiced this—Moana mimicking CAT’s voice, learning the language well enough that no one would notice anything strange.

Moana repeated the words smoothly.

CAT responded, “She bought it. You need to move—now.”

Moana left the room quickly, entered the elevator, and descended to the ground floor. There, she made her way to the hospital’s indoor garden—a place she’d scouted earlier as a quiet spot.

“No alarm has sounded,” CAT said in her ear. “It seems the mission was successful.”

Moana exhaled. “Thank you, CAT. Give us some time—until it’s over.”

“Of course.”

She sat on a bench in the garden, lifted the baby from the carrier, and held him in her arms. Tears welled up in her eyes as the baby cooed softly and reached for her face, as if to comfort her.

Moana smiled through her grief.

“Thank you, young man. But I’m crying for you.”

She kissed his forehead.

“Because of you, I can accomplish my mission. And you— you were not going to survive. Not even with all the doctors in this place.”

She knew he couldn’t understand her, and no one nearby would either. But this moment wasn’t for them. It wouldn’t help him. It was simply... necessary.

She wept quietly.

“Just know that I honor you for your sacrifice. Because of it, you are truly a Spartan. And because of it, I will ensure your family is protected. As long as I live.”

She placed a clenched fist to her chest—a formal Spartan salute.

“And people millennia from now will owe you a debt, though they’ll never know your name. I will remember you. Always.”

Tears ran freely as she cradled the beautiful, doomed child.

Moana smiled faintly.

“You’ll be with Jawana soon. She’ll take care of you. Let her know I love her. Tell her to take extra care of you.”

She paused.

“She deserves a child as strong and fine as you. And you deserve her. No one will love you more.”

Oddly, she realized, Jawana wouldn’t be born for many years yet. Funny how mourning could twist time in your mind.

She looked down.

The baby lay still.

He wasn’t breathing.

His eyes were open, but lifeless.

Moana sobbed harder, clutching him to her chest.

“Sleep well, young prince. Your work here is done. In one hour, you did more for the world than most do in a lifetime.”
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Earth

Dallas Texas

Yesterday

Twyla Taylor looked at her kitchen table.

She had made dinner tonight. Charlie, Teddy, and Tamara were upstairs working on a school project, but it was about time they came down to eat.

When Darren—her husband—died in a car accident a year ago, Twyla had assumed the house would be quiet forever.

That hadn’t been the case.

Darren had always been the life of the party, even at family dinners. He told stories—always with morals—even while chewing.

She missed him terribly. But sometimes, she caught a glimpse of him again—just for a second—when Charlie said or did something in just the right way. Then he was there again, as if he’d never left.

Darren had been a wonderful father. As an accountant, he’d handled the family finances and taught Charlie how to manage money well. But he’d done so much more than that. He and Charlie would spend hours in their “shop”—otherwise known as the garage—tinkering and building. Whole Saturdays disappeared in there, and they always emerged with something to show for it.

Charlie had loved his dad deeply. And he missed him. Twyla could see that. But even in his grief, he’d turned his attention to her—trying to take his dad’s place as her protector. It was sweet, especially in the early days, how he’d made sure she ate, rested, and didn’t fall apart. He’d gotten her through the worst of it. Without him, she wasn’t sure she would have made it.

That time had reminded her of when she was pregnant with Charlie. It had been a difficult pregnancy, but Darren had taken care of her. And in the end, they’d been rewarded with a beautiful, smart, funny little boy.

Twyla worked as a real estate broker. The bills were paid—barely—but it was hard. Coming home to Charlie made it bearable.

She called up the stairs, “It’s time for the Brain Trust to eat dinner!”

A voice called back, “We’re almost done, Mrs. Taylor!”

Presumably Teddy—it was too low to be Tamara.

“It’s going to get cold!” Twyla replied.

Then she heard Charlie: “Okay, guys, we can take a break. Let’s review the whole thing after—we should be good.”

Moments later, there was life in the kitchen again—so much life.

Charlie, her son, the love of her life, came down first. A strong, good-looking young man with dark hair and his father’s eyes. He was the perfect mix of her and Darren.

Next came Teddy—blond hair, dark eyes. He’d had a rough time since his brother had overdosed at school late last year. From what Twyla had heard, Teddy’s parents hadn’t taken it well. They were keeping their distance now. Twyla did what she could to be there for him. It was the right thing to do.

Then Tamara came down. Long, luxurious blond hair. Beautiful, confident, smart. That girl was going places.

They all sat at the table. They knew the drill.

Twyla took her seat at the head. “Who would like to say grace this evening?”

Charlie, as usual, when friends were over, stepped up. “I will, Mom.”

Twyla suspected he didn’t want to put his friends on the spot.

Everyone bowed their heads.

Softly and reverently, Charlie prayed,

“Dear Lord, thank you for this food. Bless the hands that prepared it. Use it to nourish our bodies. And please help us do well with our presentation tomorrow. Amen.”

“Amen,” they said in unison. Twyla noticed Teddy making the sign of the cross. Good—nice to see he had his faith to lean on.

To get the conversation going, Twyla asked, “So, what’s this presentation about?”

Tamara answered first. “It’s about the 1920s, and their effect on the country and the world.”

Teddy pulled a face. “And how their music kind of sucked.”

Twyla laughed. “Yes, but it was the beginning of recorded and mass-produced music. If some of those artists hadn’t taken advantage of new technology, we wouldn’t have the music industry as we know it today. Or television. Or streaming.”

Charlie nodded. “Yeah, we put that in. It’s weird to think of a time without television—just radio to listen to.”

Teddy added, “We found a bunch of old radio shows. They used to tell stories on the radio. Very ‘old school.’”

Twyla smiled. “They actually kept doing that through the late ’70s. Some movies were even adapted into radio dramas. Not everyone could afford to go to the theatre.”

Teddy frowned. “Worst way to tell stories.”

Twyla tilted her head. “Oh, I don’t know. The right one can be very relaxing.”

Teddy grinned, lifting his fork. “Yeah—it’ll put you to sleep.”

Everyone laughed.

Twyla had a small fact she wanted to make sure they included. “Did you cover how the policies of the ’20s led to both the Great Depression and World War II?”

The table went quiet.

Tamara leaned forward. “We knew about the Great Depression. What about World War II?”

Twyla shook her head. “America took an isolationist position. It focused inward, ignoring the rest of the world. That allowed a political movement in Germany to rise without much pushback. Otherwise known as the Nazi Party.”

Three pairs of eyes widened.

Twyla gave a sly smile. “I guess you didn’t include that. Might have more work to do when you go back upstairs.”

Charlie looked stunned. “No... we were concentrating on societal stuff. Music, education, that sort of thing.”

Twyla nodded at her son. “When it comes to history, everything is connected. It all influences what comes next. Nothing happens in a vacuum.”

After dinner, all three offered to help with the dishes. Twyla waved them off.

“Go finish your project. I’ve got this.”

They returned upstairs, and the house was full again. Vibrant.

Twyla stood at the sink, scrubbing plates, smiling.

But the smile faded a little when her thoughts returned to her doctor’s appointment. It was the day after tomorrow.

The future, she told herself, would take care of itself.

For now, it was enough to enjoy the noise.
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Charlie got up the next morning feeling nervous.

They had their class presentation today, and he knew he’d be a wreck until it was over.

He showered, got dressed, and headed downstairs to find his mom already up—and in the middle of cooking breakfast.

“Mom,” he said, surprised, “you didn’t have to get up early to do that. I was going to cook breakfast for you.”

Twyla turned and gave him a warm smile. “You know there’s nothing I love more than cooking for my boys.”

Her smile faded just a little.

“I guess these days...it’s just my boy.”

As she cracked eggs into a pan, a shadow crossed her face. “I miss your dad. But I’m more than glad to cook for you, especially with the big day you’ve got ahead.” She turned the eggs and smiled again.

Charlie sat down at the counter. “Good—because that gives me the perfect chance to talk to you about something I’ve been worried about.”

Twyla gave him a playful look. “Really? I thought your father had that talk with you.”

Charlie blinked, then flushed slightly. “No, not that. Puberty is going fine, thank you.”

He cleared his throat, growing serious. That got her attention.

“I’ve noticed you’ve been looking tired lately,” he said. “I’m sorry to bring it up, but I’m worried about your health. Are you feeling okay?”

Twyla took a steadying breath. She had hoped this conversation wouldn’t come up—at least not yet.

“I have been a little tired,” she admitted. “But I’ve got a doctor’s appointment tomorrow. I think it’s just the late nights working on this new development project. Once that wraps up, I should be right as rain.”

Charlie hesitated. “It’s not about money, is it? Because I could get a part-time job to help, if we need it.”

He looked up at her with such hope in his eyes.

Twyla did her best to hide her worry.

“No, sweetheart. Your job right now is to do well enough in school to get a scholarship to a fabulous university—where you’ll meet an attorney-slash-supermodel-slash-future Supreme Court Justice. The two of you will be arm candy for each other while you go on to be President. Then you can take care of me forever.”

Charlie laughed. He’d heard this speech before.

“At least for the rest of your life,” he said, and she knew he meant every word.

Twyla raised an eyebrow in mock indignation. “What do you mean? I plan to live forever. Someone has to take care of the thirty grandkids you two will be too busy to raise.”

Charlie turned red, laughing and looking away. “Well, until then, what can I do to help you not look so tired?”

“You could cook dinner tonight,” Twyla said, grinning. “That would be lovely—and very sweet—depending on how good a job you do.”

Charlie got a mischievous look. “Oh, they do a really good job at the drive-thru. Best in town.”

Twyla laughed and threw a dish towel at him. “No! Home cooking. That’s how you build strong boys.”

Charlie stood and started rummaging through the cupboard, then the fridge.

“Well, we’ve got most of the stuff for spaghetti. Just need the sauce. I can pick that up on the way home.”

Twyla beamed. “Ah, a wonderful, home-cooked meal that I didn’t have to make. Sounds perfect. Plus—leftovers for tomorrow!”

Charlie shook his head. “Nope. Tamara and Teddy are coming over to study for the math test.”

“Oh, right,” Twyla said, realizing she had either forgotten or had not heard. Then her tone turned teasing. “That Tamara is here a lot. She could be a supermodel. I wonder how she’d look in black robes...”

She tapped her chin thoughtfully.

Charlie didn’t skip a beat. “I don’t know. I’ll ask her for a photo for her application. Oh, and by the way—silk or terrycloth?”

Twyla laughed. “Silk, definitely. Nothing but the best for the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court.”

But then Charlie went quiet for a moment. His gaze drifted. Twyla saw it—there was love there. She hoped it would grow into something.

She liked Tamara. The girl was smart, level-headed, and grounded.

When Charlie spoke again, he was focused on his breakfast.

“So, dinner should be served at what time?”

“I should be home by seven,” Twyla said. “So no funny business with your friends, mister. No parties, no raves, and—as I always say—don’t turn my house into a drug den.”

Charlie gave her a deadpan look. “Of course not. We use the garage for that. We have standards.”

They both burst out laughing.

Charlie finished his breakfast, grabbed his bag, and headed for school.

Twyla stood in the kitchen, smiling—and worried.

She had a feeling she’d miss mornings like this more than anything.
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Teddy was ready for the presentation today. They had worked until almost 10 p.m., and honestly, he didn’t mind—anything to spend time out of the house.

He woke up to his alarm, just as he did every day.

He hadn’t seen or heard from his parents last night—or this morning. That was probably for the best.

As he headed to the bathroom, he passed Kyle’s room. He didn’t look in. He’d learned the hard way. After he’d once vacuumed in there while cleaning, it had triggered a meltdown—yelling, screaming, his father on a two-day bender, his mom hiding in her room.

He wasn’t supposed to go in there. Or touch anything.

Teddy couldn’t wait to leave. If he made it to college, he’d go as far away as possible. If there were a university on the Moon, he’d already be packed.

Anything to get away from these people.

He was combing his hair when a knock hit the bathroom door.

“Kim, you in there? I gotta take a piss,” came his dad’s voice.

Teddy opened the door and stepped aside without a word.

“What the hell are you doing locking the damn door?” his dad barked as he pushed in.

Teddy kept walking. “Didn’t think you’d be up this early,” he muttered over his shoulder.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean, you worthless piece of—”

His father didn’t finish. Apparently, he really had to go. And he was still drunk—he wouldn’t remember this later anyway.

Teddy grabbed his backpack and left for school.

Usually, he walked with Charlie. But he always dreaded the part where Charlie might have to interact with his parents. They were an embarrassment—his dad was always drunk, his mom was either high or worse.

He locked the insanity inside the house as he shut the door behind him.

With any luck, it would stay there.

He met Charlie halfway between their houses.

“Morning!” Charlie called with his usual bright smile.

“Morning,” Teddy said, keeping his eyes low.

Charlie turned around, falling into step beside him. “You ready for today?”

Teddy nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be to explain how our great-great-grandparents lived.”

Charlie chuckled. “I still think one of us should’ve worn a flapper outfit.”

Teddy laughed. “Yeah, the logical choice would be Tamara—and we both know that wasn’t happening. Me or you in one? Not the same effect.”

Charlie grinned. “I don’t know... Get you in the right heels? I think you could pull it off.”

Teddy smirked. “Yeah, nope.”

Charlie shook his head. “See? There’s the limit of what you’ll do to get a good grade.”

Teddy’s smile faded a little. “Hard enough just getting to school in the morning without the added stigma.”

They turned a corner and passed the local coffee shop.

For the last two weeks, a woman had been there nearly every morning—young, wearing a leather jacket, jeans, and boots. A definite biker-chick vibe. Gorgeous.

“She’s there again,” Charlie noted.

Teddy glanced through the window. “Really? She must be stalking me.” He laughed.

They could see her sitting at her usual table, her lengthy hair shining, her boots propped up on the chair opposite her.

Teddy elbowed Charlie. “Maybe one of us should ask her to the homecoming.”

Charlie laughed. “Yeah, that’d go well. ‘Hi, you don’t know me, but wanna go to homecoming? Football game and all.’ If she doesn’t kill you on the spot, it might be true love.”

Teddy chuckled. “We wouldn’t survive the night. But still... worth it.”

They both laughed, smiling all the way to school.

As they turned the final corner, they heard the voices.

“Oh my God! Dave, the extra one showed up at school today!”

“The world would be better if he walked into traffic.”

The usual group of football players. Teddy braced himself.

These were Kyle’s old “friends”—the same guys who probably sold him the drugs he’d overdosed on.

One of them, Tim, came over and clamped a hand on Teddy’s shoulders.

“Did you hear what Dave said?” he sneered. “You should probably walk into traffic.”

Charlie opened his mouth to respond—but was interrupted by a familiar voice—music to his ears.

“Oh my God, how manly—six mostly grown man-babies picking on one teenager. It’s almost like you’re afraid of him.”

Tamara.

She wasn’t looking at Charlie—her focus was locked on the football players.

“Tim, Dave, underlings, cannon fodder,” she said, her tone light but cutting. “You guys do some version of this every day. Why?”

The group just stared at her.

Tamara leaned in slightly and dropped her voice.

“Is it impotence? Small penis syndrome? I heard about your... issue, Dave. You know, girls talk. You can tell us. We won’t judge.”

Then, louder, so the rest of the students could hear:

“Or maybe... You want Teddy for your team circle jerk? Trying to recruit him into your weekly suck-off sessions? Fingers crossed, right?” She smiled sweetly, her fingers clasped as if in prayer.

Tim’s face went red. “It’s none of your business,” he snapped, stepping toward her.

“Oh, please. Hit a girl. Be the latest woman-beater on the team. C’mon, Tim, I’ll give you the first shot.” She grinned. “Go ahead.”

Dave grabbed Tim’s arm. “Let’s go, man. Not worth it.”

And just like that, the daily gauntlet ended. The football players walked off, throwing one last glare in Teddy’s direction.

Tim muttered, “This isn’t over, Teddy.”

Once they were gone, Tamara turned to Teddy. “Are you okay?”

Teddy looked at the ground. “Yeah. Thanks for that. I doubt it’ll stop them. But thanks for trying.”

This had been going on since shortly after Kyle died.

Tamara’s voice was gentle. “Don’t let them get to you. They’ll burn themselves out eventually.”

Charlie perked up. “You know the story of the mule that fell into a hole?”

Teddy chuckled. “Oh no.”

Charlie grinned. “The owner didn’t want to shoot him—he loved that mule—but couldn’t get him out. So he started throwing dirt in to bury him. But the mule just shook it off and stepped up. They kept throwing dirt, and the mule kept stepping up. Eventually, he walked right out.”

Tamara laughed. “That’s a good one.”

“Lesson,” Charlie said, “when someone throws dirt on you—shake it off and step on it.”

They were still laughing when a sound like a freight train filled the parking lot.

A black 1977 Trans Am, flames painted on the sides, roared into the lot. Everyone turned.

Teddy grinned. “Whoa. ’77 Trans Am.”

The engine revved once more before going quiet.

Out stepped a man in a faded T-shirt, sweatpants, and sunglasses straight out of Top Gun.

Coach Travers. Every student in the parking lot recognized him. This was his daily entrance.

Tamara waited until he caught up. “Coach Travers! We had another run-in with the football team—mostly focused on Teddy. Could you talk to them?”

Coach removed his sunglasses and gave her a charming smile. “Morning, Tamara. Gentlemen.”

He grew serious. “Same as usual?”

Tamara nodded. “Same song, different verse.”

He sighed. “I think it’s part of their grieving process—after your brother’s loss.” He turned to Teddy. “You’re not provoking this, are you?”

Teddy kept his gaze low. “No, sir.”

Coach nodded. “Good. I’ll talk to them. Again. You three head to class.”

He turned to Tamara. “If it happens again, let me know.”

Teddy watched him leave, then turned to Tamara. “Why do you keep doing that? He’s never gotten it to stop.”

Tamara shrugged. “Because you’re supposed to report bullying. They’re supposed to take care of it.” She looked between the boys. “That’s how the system works.”

Teddy shook his head. “I just don’t think it’s going to help in this case.”

And with that, they headed to class.
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“Did you put pressure on him?” the Boss asked.

Dave stood stiffly in front of the desk. “He knows what we want—and what we’ll do to get it.”

The Boss considered for a moment, then gave a cold nod. “Turn it up. Pull him from class. Make sure he understands. I want confirmation he’ll bring it tomorrow. And be prepared to really hurt him if he doesn’t.”

Dave nodded. “Understood, sir.”



In History class, the presentation was going as well as they could’ve hoped.

As Paul Whiteman’s orchestra played softly in the background, Charlie took the lead.

“Not only did they have the coolest music—just ask your great-grandparents—they had something new.” He placed a photo on the chalkboard tray. “Radio. Every home got one, and in the evenings, people would listen to music like this. Or...”

Tamara tapped her cue, and the music switched on the phone to an old episode of The Shadow.

“...or actual shows,” Charlie continued. “With voice actors. Like watching TV—but with your ears.”

Tamara stepped in. “This set the stage for later advancements, like television.”

Then Teddy took over. “And this era overlapped with Prohibition—when alcohol was outlawed. Americans basically said, ‘If booze is for outlaws, then I’m an outlaw.’ Speakeasies sprang up everywhere—hidden bars, often requiring passwords to gain entry. Running alcohol became its own job.”

He paused, grinning. “Which later evolved into a sport we all know: NASCAR.”

Tamara chimed in again. “Even though Prohibition ended in 1933, the high-living, isolationist policies, and easy money of the ’20s helped lead to the Great Depression. And the lack of global awareness? That let extremist groups rise elsewhere. Like the Nazi Party in Germany—setting the stage for World War II.”

Charlie wrapped it up. “So while the 1920s had great music, wild parties, and glamorous fun... none of us would actually want to live there. Not knowing what came after.”

Ms. Hannah stood from her desk. “Thank you, Teddy, Tamara, and Charlie. That was informative—and entertaining.”

As they returned to their seats, Ms. Hannah called up the next group. “Tiana, Ivori, and Jacob—let’s hear about the 1930s.”

The students began setting up.

Then there was a knock at the door.

Ms. Hannah opened it to find Dave waiting. “Ms. Hannah, Coach Travers would like to see Teddy.”

Ms. Hannah looked over. “Teddy, the Coach wants to see you.”

Teddy glanced at Charlie and Tamara. His eyes widened. Charlie gave him a worried look; Tamara smiled encouragingly.

Teddy quietly gathered his things and left the room.

Charlie didn’t like it. Dave? Bringing a message from Coach? That didn’t feel right.

As Tiana’s group began their presentation—oddly skipping the stock market crash and blaming the Depression on “sad music”—Charlie leaned toward Tamara. Her raised eyebrow told him she felt it too.

Charlie raised his hand. “Ms. Hannah, may I use the restroom?”

She raised a brow. “Charles, much like the American people waiting for a new president, you’ll have to wait until the 1930s are over.”

Teddy gave him a helpless glance as he disappeared out the door.



As soon as the next group wrapped up, Charlie tried again.

“Can I go now?”

“Yes, Charlie,” Ms. Hannah replied. “But don’t take long—we’re moving on to World War II.”

Charlie slipped out and made his way toward the gym and Coach Travers’ office.

He passed the administrative office, eyes forward, avoiding contact. If he didn’t look at anyone, maybe no one would stop him.

As he neared the gym wing, he passed the outdoor courtyard.

It was supposed to be empty this early in the day.

Instead, he saw Teddy—on the ground—surrounded by Dave and his crew.

Coach wasn’t waiting for him. They were.

Charlie didn’t hesitate. He threw open the door to the courtyard.

“Hey, Teddy! What’s going on?”

Dave turned, his face tightening into a sneer. “Oh, hey, Charlie. You’re just in time. Your girlfriend Teddy fell down. Might wanna check on her.”

Charlie ignored him, helping Teddy sit up on the bench as the jocks filed out.

Dave looked over his shoulder. “Think about it, Teddy. Best for everyone.”

Then they were gone.

Charlie looked at his friend. “What the hell was that?”

Teddy was still catching his breath, groaning in pain. When he could talk, he muttered, “Just those jerks. Same crap.”

“No,” Charlie said, shaking his head. “This is more. You were pulled out of class. What did they want?”

“They said Coach wanted to see me,” Teddy said, wiping a bloody nose. “Dave came to get me, but all of them were waiting out here.”

Charlie stood up. “We need to go to the office. You need medical attention. And we need to tell the principal.”

Teddy looked panicked. “No. We can’t. That’ll just make things worse.”

“They beat the hell out of you, Teddy.”

Teddy nodded, looking around nervously. “They’ve got Coach behind them. Admin won’t do anything. Every time I report it, they call the boys in, Coach vouches for them. Says they were with him. Then I’m the one who looks like a liar.”
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