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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    State Route 17 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina
  
 
    Darien Flynt stumbled as he walked along the blazing hot road that ran northwest out of Charleston. He wiped the sweat from his brow and casually looked over his shoulder to see if any of his men had seen the misstep. His luck held—they were oblivious. They shuffled along with heads down, lanky hair wet with sweat, lulled by the heat and the constant buzz of insects.  
 
    The pair of new recruits still wore the orange jumpsuits given to them by the South Carolina Department of Corrections. The other three in his motley crew walked along Savannah Highway in silence. Each one looked ahead in a different direction. Darien frowned despite his good luck. If none of them watched him, it meant they weren’t paying attention to him, either. That was the kind of thing that might cause a change in leadership at some point. 
 
    He hunched his shoulders and continued walking forward. His feet slapped down one after the other in the mismatched work boots he'd liberated from a ransacked shop the previous day. He'd wanted to find himself some decent tennis shoes—something more comfortable to walk in—but then again, he hadn't planned on walking much before the tsunami. His first priority—as a car thief—had always been to find a car and steal it. 
 
    Darien sighed. His mood had grown more and more sour the longer he dwelled on his misfortune. He slapped the side of a cherry red Toyota 4 x 4 and continued to walk. Without a look, he knew the keys were still in the ignition. Most people had left their cars and ran when the second and third—and subsequent—waves had ravaged Charleston. Each wave pushed successively further inland, uprooted trees, washed away homes and businesses, tore apart families, and drowned everyone who stood in its path. It'd taken Darien almost three days to escape the wreckage of Charleston, just ahead of the incessant, remorseless seawater that lapped at his heels. 
 
    He swatted away a fly from his face. His escape from Charleston had been a near thing—he'd almost been swept away several times. Even worse, everywhere he looked, he found cars. Abandoned cars, wrecked cars, flooded cars. Cars tossed upside down and shoved through second-story windows, cars ripped in half, cars crumpled like accordions and stuffed inside the cabins of Mack trucks. Cars everywhere—the livelihood of his former criminal self—all ripe for the taking. Everything from jalopie's he wouldn't pay five bucks to rent, to a Rolls-Royce—a real Rolls—sat empty and ready for him to steal. 
 
    Only there was nowhere to take the cars he found. Gas wasn't even a problem—most of the cars he'd seen had at least a quarter tank or more. A few had to have been the property of survivalists, loaded down as they were with bags of groceries and boxes of canned goods. But all of them had been abandoned just the same.  
 
    And that meant every road as far as he could see, every side lane, every country dirt road—they were all clogged with abandoned cars. Closer to the coast, the roads had been choked with debris, fallen trees, and bits of houses or wreckage—he’d even seen a recliner in the middle of the road, as if someone had placed it there to watch the end of the world. 
 
    Jon Boy kicked a can of beans against the side of a Chrysler. The empty can hit with enough force to dent the finish on the driver’s door. "This sucks!" he growled, his voice an octave too high for the size of his body. 
 
    Here we go again. Darien sighed, stretched his shoulders, and stopped walking. “Jon Boy…language,” he warned. He arched his back and knuckled the tight muscles just above his waistband. "Let's take five, boys." 
 
    "About time—I need to find me some shade," said one of the convicts they picked up outside the Charleston wasteland. He hadn't yet figured out how the two idiots had managed to escape—he knew it wasn't because of their intelligence. Darien hadn’t had much time to puzzle out the convicts, though. They'd only been together as a group since that morning. The guys he escaped Charleston with had been in his crew for the past few years. But what they’d seen in the last three days… 
 
    Darien leaned against the hood of a sleek, low Porsche. He squinted up into the sky. Had it been three days? Or four? He looked down at the bare spot on his wrist, where the skin wasn't quite as dark as the rest of his arm. Somewhere along the way in the living nightmare he’d found himself in, he’d lost his watch.  
 
    "Anybody know what day it is?" he grumbled. 
 
    "Say what?" asked Jon Boy as he shuffled up to the Porsche and peered inside. “Oh man! Lookit, Mr. Darien! There’s a purse in there!" He looked around on the ground. "Somebody help me find a rock or something…” 
 
    “You big enough—just hit it with your fist!" called out one of the convicts from the shade along the side of the road. He and his partner fist-bumped in celebratory laughter. 
 
    Darien sighed. He took two steps, held the driver’s door handle and waited until Jon Boy looked at him. Darien arched an eyebrow, pulled gently, and the door opened. 
 
    "Dang," said the mountain of a man with the brain of a child. "Now why didn't I think of that?" 
 
    "I don't know, Jon Boy, I don't know," Darien muttered as he stepped aside so the behemoth could wedge his frame into the sweltering confines of the sports car. The vehicle dipped low on the driver’s side, and its shocks strained as Jon Boy stuffed his bulk into the driver’s seat. He muttered to himself the whole time about the treasure on the front seat. 
 
    Darien crossed his arms and watched a buzzard circle high up in the blistering, cloudless sky further west. As he watched, three more of the grizzly birds swooped in to join the slow spiral of death in the air. "Something died over there,” he muttered. 
 
    "Hey Dee," called Spanner, one of the three that came with him from Charleston. "I'm thirsty, man—what’re we gonna do?" 
 
    Darien shrugged while he watched the birds. "Look around you, brother. I bet most of these cars are unlocked, and it ain't like there's anybody here to stop us if they are locked. I bet some of these cars got something to drink or eat inside. If you're thirsty, just go look!" 
 
    Taking his own advice, he stepped across the lane to a massive black Ford F-350, wedged bumper-to-bumper with the cars in front and behind. He opened the passenger door with ease, put his mismatched boot on the step up, and hauled himself into the passenger seat. A wave of heat escaped the car and dried the sweat on his skin. He wrinkled his nose. "Just be careful—this heat’s making anything in these cars go bad really quick. Ugh—smells like something died in here!" 
 
    He ignored the banter between his crew as they argued over what smelled worse, feet or blue cheese. Darien searched the back bench, but found nothing of use except for an old, torn map, a screwdriver, and a few sticks of gooey, melted gum. He opened the wrappers and licked them clean, then sighed in gratification as the spearmint flooded his mouth. It didn't quench his thirst, but it was the next best thing. 
 
    Darien looked up from the empty glovebox through the crusty windshield. He spotted a billboard sign off in the distance that stuck out just behind the hedgerow of pine trees that lined the road. He couldn't tell what the sign advertised, but a yellow banner at the bottom mentioned an exit just half a mile up the road. Darien grinned and hopped down out of the useless vehicle. He didn’t bother to shut the door and whistled to his crew.  
 
    "Break’s over!" he announced, as he circled his hand over his head to round up the men who'd wandered off. “There’s an exit, half a mile up the road—that's our ticket outta this mess." 
 
    Jon Boy climbed from the Porsche, a brown leather purse clutched in his ridiculously large hands. He frowned at Darien, an expression likely to liquefy the bowels of most men who didn't know Jon Boy was little more than an overgrown 10-year-old. 
 
    "I see you looking at it, Mr. Darien. It's mine, you hear? I found it, it's mine." 
 
    "Get a load of that," one of the convicts said. He snorted as he shouldered past Jon Boy. His partner laughed and continued to peer into cars as they walked. 
 
    Darien stepped in front of the two escaped convicts and placed a hand square on the rude one’s chest. They both stopped in their tracks and looked down at Darien.  
 
    He’d never been tall and had grown used to people looking down at him—but now and then that simple look set him off. His anger was the reason he’d never been able to hold a steady job, why he’d lost his wife—and any prospect of a normal life—a long time ago. Conversely, that anger had kept him alive in more than one situation when he’d been outmatched by a bigger opponent. Darien jabbed the big convict in the chest with a stubby finger. What he lacked in size, Darien Flynt made up for in sheer strength. 
 
    "You best watch yourself around him, you hear? That boy’ll rip you in half with his bare hands. " 
 
    "Oh, yeah?" scoffed the second convict, who looked over his shoulder at the gentle giant. Jon Boy ignored him and happily dug through the woman's purse, completely oblivious to the rest of the world. "That a fact?"  
 
    Darien took a half step back and put his hands on his hips. "That's a fact." 
 
    "And why would he start something with me?" asked the rude one as he leaned close. 
 
    Darien’s stomach curdled at the smell of the man's sour breath. "He don't like rude people." 
 
    Jon Boy's head snapped up at the mention of ‘rude.’ He frowned. “He being mean, Mr. Darien?" 
 
    Darien held the convict’s eyes for a moment, then shook his head slightly. "No, Jon Boy, he's not—not yet, anyhow." 
 
    A shadow fell across them both, and the convict looked up to see Jon Boy tower over him, his shoulders at least half a foot wider than his own. "Good," the mountain said in a voice like thunder. "I don't like it when people aren’t nice." He looked from the convict to Darien, and his expression changed from barely repressed violence to a child's joy. “Mr. Darien! Wanna see what I found?" 
 
    Darien turned, took Jon Boy by the elbow and cast a glance over his shoulder at the two convicts. The hesitation in their step told him everything he needed to know—they'd mind their manners. For now. 
 
    "Sure thing, Jonny. What’d you find?" Darien asked, feigning enthusiasm as one might with a two-year-old. 
 
    "Lookit,” Jon Boy said as he held up a small silver canister with pride. "I think it's lipstick." 
 
    Darien immediately recognized the can of mace. "Jon Boy…” he said slowly, “…can I have that please? That's not lipstick—that's dangerous." 
 
    Jon Boy stared at the tiny canister in his hand. "It's not lipstick? I can't draw on windows?" 
 
    Darien licked his lips. With no prospect of something to drink, let alone water to wash his face off, he pressed on. “That's right, Jon Boy, it's not lipstick. That's what we call mace. Smells bad, and it’ll make you cry. Dangerous." 
 
    Jon Boy pouted, but dutifully handed over the offending canister. “Will you take it, Mr. Darien?" 
 
    "I surely will, Jonny, I surely will." He gently plucked the unarmed can of mace from Jon Boy's grasp and slipped it in his pocket. A glance over his shoulder proved that the two convicts hadn’t noticed. Spanner lagged far behind but followed the convicts as they laughed about something. He frowned at the echo of their voices in the distance. 
 
    "I sure do like that you're nice to me, Mr. Darien," Jon Boy rumbled. 
 
    Darien clapped the taller man on the shoulder, stretching his arm almost vertical to do so. "You're all right, Jon Boy, you know that? You and me…we’ll have some fun together." 
 
    "Oh good! I hope we get to play soon!” 
 
    Darien continued to walk forward. His feet thumped in their mismatched boots on the asphalt. The sign grew closer in the distance: Bee’s Landing. Stupid name. Some kind of residential development, another burgeoning cookie-cutter neighborhood, one of dozens that had sprouted like mushrooms outside North Charleston in recent years. Darien frowned. A commuter neighborhood. Likely there weren't any shops or restaurants nearby. 
 
    A new thought occurred to him, and a smile spread across his face. With as few people as they'd seen on the way out of Charleston, maybe nobody had made it home after the waves? 
 
    "Hey Jonny, should we go see if anybody wants to play in that neighborhood up there?" he asked, and pointed through the pine tree barrier. Just visible through the trees as they walked, the edge of Bee’s Landing appeared in the distance. 
 
    "Can we?" Jon Boy asked, fairly bouncing on his feet. For a man so big, Darien had no idea how the giant managed to maintain his energy on the handful of crackers and bottle of water he'd found thus far. 
 
    If it was a neighborhood full of commuters who didn't make it back after the tsunami…well, they might very well find more than crackers and water. He glanced up at the sun as it beat down relentlessly on his bald head. They might indeed find a lot more than crackers and water—he'd settle for a hat, but he had a feeling they’d acquire some shelter, too. 
 
    “Can we, Mr. Darien?” Jon Boy asked again. 
 
    "We surely can, Jon Boy,” Darien said with a grin. “We surely can…”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Lavelle Homestead 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami stood and stretched her lower back. The warm morning sun relaxed the tense muscles of her shoulders, and she groaned. She and the kids had spent the morning on the vegetable harvest, to prepare for the end of the season. Several wicker baskets sat nearby, and she smiled to see them overflow with zucchini and tomatoes. Spaghetti sauce for the winter—covered. 
 
    "Think you guys planted enough zucchini?” Mitch muttered. He stood from behind the tomato plants, holding two massive zucchinis, one in each hand. "Got enough to sink a good-sized battleship…” 
 
    "Well, it's versatile,” Cami said. She squinted up at the midmorning sun. "You can chop it up and put it in spaghetti, eat it raw, add it to salads—you can even make pasta out of it. And my personal favorite, fried zucchini. And that's just scratching the surface. Not to mention the plants themselves are almost indestructible and will produce half a metric ton of fruit each season." 
 
    "There's no way we can use all of this," Amber said. “Even if we made a thousand loaves of zucchini bread.” 
 
    "Oh, yes we can," Cami said, as she stepped over to deposit her own harvest into the correct baskets. "Remember, we’re eating some of this now—but we need to preserve most of it so we can have food for the winter." 
 
    "Maybe we can share some of this stuff? Maybe with Mia Stevens?" Amber persisted. 
 
    Cami put her hands on her hips and looked at her daughter. “You seem to be taking a surprising amount of interest in the plight of Mia Stevens…what's up?" 
 
    Amber sighed and stood up from her patch of the garden. She stepped over some leafy squash plants, careful to avoid the still-green pumpkins in the far corner. "I don't know," she said as she brought over an arm full of zucchini. "I just worry about her, you know? She's got those two kids…and honestly, after meeting her, I don't really have a lot of faith in her abilities to get through this mess. " 
 
    Cami looked at the ground for a moment. "I have to admit, I was kinda thinking that, too. She's just young and inexperienced, that's all." 
 
    "Yeah, but even I knew to open the windows when the power goes out," Amber said as she gently placed her harvest in the baskets. She stood and wiped a stray lock of hair from her forehead. “I don't know, something just feels…I don't know.” She wiped the dirt off her hands. “I’d feel better if we went over and checked on her, you know?” 
 
    "Well," Cami said, an eye on the sky. "I don't think we’re going to be in for any weather today…and there's plenty of daylight left.” 
 
    "I can go with her, Cami-san,” Mitch said. “You know, for protection and all,” he added quickly. 
 
    Cami hid a smile and nodded gratefully at Mitch. She took a moment to look him up and down and concluded that while he was skinny as a beanpole, he had a certain air of wiry strength about him. Weaklings didn't regularly hike the Appalachian Trail. She nodded. "Well, I suppose it's okay by me. Why don’t you pick some of everything,” she said with a gesture at the baskets, “and you two can put it all in backpacks." 
 
    "Why don't we just carry these over?" asked Amber as she pointed at the basket. "Seems like a lot of wasted effort to take them all out of the baskets that we just filled, then put them in backpacks, just to walk across the neighborhood…” 
 
    Cami grinned. "What were you saying about inexperienced?" She pointed down at the baskets. "These baskets scream “rob me, I have more supplies than I need.” That's not the kind of attention I want to draw on us, especially with you two out walking around and me home alone.” 
 
    "We’ve got guns, remember?" Amber said. She turned to proudly display the pistol strapped to her waist. 
 
    Cami frowned. "Carrying a firearm doesn't give you the right to be careless with your personal safety. It's not some kind of magical talisman that will ward off evil. You guys just scratched the surface on what it means to be responsible firearm owners.” 
 
    "Does that mean you want us to take them off before we leave?" asked Mitch. "I'm okay with that—I mean, it's cool and all to have it, but it is kinda heavy, and I'm not 100% comfortable with that yet.” 
 
    "It's not that I don't trust you,” Cami said carefully, “but you guys are just too inexperienced to turn loose on the neighborhood carrying weapons—after only a couple hours of practice." Cami looked past the yard out to the street. The neighborhood was quiet and had been so for the past two days, after the initial rush of people who packed up and fled. The second night after the tsunami there had been gunshots, but oddly enough, after that Bee’s Landing had been quiet. Cami was still on the fence about whether that was a good thing, but it was something. 
 
    "I suppose," she breathed, and yielded to the pleading looks on Mitch and Amber’s faces. "It'll be okay. Just…” Cami could hardly bring herself to tell her daughter to disarm before she walked across the neighborhood. "Just take off the guns and leave them with me,” she said. “It’ll be fine,” she said more to herself. “I’ll keep picking vegetables until lunch. When you guys get back, we should be able to wrap up this afternoon—assuming there's no rain." 
 
    "Sounds good," Mitch said. He unbuckled the holster at his waist, coiled the straps around the weapon, and handed it over to Cami. Amber did likewise, then the two of them disappeared inside the house to fetch backpacks. 
 
    A blue jay squawked at her from one of the pines that bordered the forest preserve. Cami looked up at it and frowned. "Oh, don't start. They'll be fine. They’re just going across the neighborhood to drop off some vegetables.” The jay screeched again. Cami frowned. “They’re coming right back. Look at them, they're practically adults, and Mitch is probably a lot stronger than I am.” The jay squawked at her again then flew off in a huff, continuing to call out as it disappeared deeper into the forest preserve. 
 
    Cami looked down at the two weapons in her hands and scoffed. "Get it together, Lavelle. Only four days into this—whatever it is—and you're already talking to birds. They'll be fine." 
 
    Moments later, Amber and Mitch erupted from the back of the house and bounded down the deck steps to the yard, laughing. Cami went over ground rules with them while they loaded bags with vegetables. "No stopping at anybody else's house—if somebody comes out to talk, make sure you stay on the road at the end of the driveway." 
 
    "Geez mom, don't forget stranger danger," Amber quipped. "I seriously doubt anybody in the neighborhood’s going to try to kidnap us. Most of the people here are your age or older.” 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" Cami demanded. "You don't think somebody my age," she said, making air quotes with her fingers, "can take down one of you whippersnappers?" 
 
    Mitch looked up from his bag, stared at her for a second, then smiled. "Okay, boomer." 
 
    Cami pointed at him. "Get your generations right! I'm not a boomer, that's my parents!" 
 
    "You sure sound like one," Amber scoffed playfully. 
 
    Cami couldn't help but crack a grin. "Okay, okay—you guys are big enough to take care of yourselves, I get it. But I'm still gonna worry about you. I'm your mother," she said to Amber, then looked at Mitch. "And you’re kind of like the son that I never had.” She exhaled. “I’m gonna worry about you two, that's all." 
 
    "We’ll be fine, mom," Amber said. 
 
    "We won't talk to anybody or stop anywhere along the way. We'll just go straight to Mia's house, drop the stuff off, see how they're doing, and come home." 
 
    Cami nodded. "I know you guys’ll be fine. You can grab one of the small first aid kits…” 
 
    Amber grinned as she opened the front pouch on her backpack. She reached in and pulled out the first aid kit Cami had suggested. "Got it, mom," she said. "We’re good. Seriously." 
 
    "Okay, okay!” Cami said in surrender, her hands up. "Go on then—be careful—and hurry back." 
 
    To prove she was unconcerned, Cami turned her back before they left and squatted in the garden, ready to continue the harvest. It wasn't five minutes after they'd gone, when Cami flinched at Harriet's shrill voice across the street. 
 
    “Cam-eeeeeeeee!” 
 
    Determined to finish her project, Cami clenched her jaw and continued to pick vegetables and sort them into piles. It was only when Harriet walked around the side of her house and called her name out again that Cami stood, wiped the dirt off her hands, and turned. She shielded her eyes and stepped out of the garden, sure to close the gate behind her and block the harvest from view. 
 
    "There you are," Harriet called, in a voice that bordered on exasperation. "I wondered if everything was okay when I saw your daughter and that young man walk down the street. Is everything okay?" she asked sweetly as she craned her neck to see around Cami. 
 
    Cami smiled, grateful that the picket fence she and Reese had installed around the garden last year blocked the view of the bountiful harvest from Harriet. Marty Price had warned her Harriet would be trouble, and though she felt guilty for thinking it, she couldn't help but agree as Harriet appeared to survey her backyard while she talked. 
 
    "No, everything's fine. The kids are heading out on a walk—they wanted to check on Mia Stevens and see how she’s doing." 
 
    "Mia who?" Harriet asked with genuine confusion. 
 
    "Stevens. They moved in about two years ago.” 
 
    “Ah,” Harriet said, in a voice that dripped with disdain. “The new development. Was anything the matter?" 
 
    Cami purposely ignored Harriet's tone. "She was just worried about her husband. He didn't come home the day of the tsunami, and she's there with two kids, you know." 
 
    "Oh, yes," Harriet said, as if she had any idea who Mia Stevens was or that she had children. "I wanted to ask you, Cami," she said, and changed the subject so fast that Cami blinked in response, "if you knew of anyone who was out of town. I'm putting together a little task force," she said as she examined her nails. “We’re trying to figure out exactly how many people we have in the neighborhood." 
 
    Cami put her hands on her hips. "Why would you want to know that?"  
 
    “Well, the homeowners association needs to know, of course," Harriet said blithely. "Beyond that, simple curiosity should be enough. I've seen you walking around the neighborhood before and assumed that you keep better tabs on these things than me—I’m usually so busy I don't have time to check on every neighbor." 
 
    Cami compressed her lips into a tight line and tried hard not to rise to the offhand jab at the fact that she didn't have a steady 9-to-5 job like most people. Harriet had no idea that her work as a guide paid nearly as well as Reese’s techie sales position. And there was no reason for Harriet to know that either. "Oh, I think the Westins…you know, at the main entrance, across from  Susan and Doug Curtis? They’re not home.” 
 
    "Oh, yes—excellent. I'll add them to the list. Are there any others? Surely someone else didn’t make it home yet…” Harriet said eagerly. 
 
    Cami shook her head and tried not to gag at the excitement Harriet exuded over the fact that people may have died. "That's it, I'm afraid. I didn’t walk through the whole neighborhood, but the night of the tsunami—” 
 
    “Tidal wave," Harriet corrected, helpfully.  
 
    Cami paused, then offered a fake smile. “Right. Tidal wave," she said, bitterly. "Anyway, when I was walking around, most everybody was home. There were a few people, like your husband,” she said, unable to resist a jab back, “who hadn’t made it back yet, but I honestly haven't checked in with everyone. Were you planning to take a walk and find out?" 
 
    "Oh no, not me,” Harriet replied with hand on her chest. “I just wanted to talk with you first, to see if there were any empty houses. I'm sure we’ll have somebody volunteer to check things out for the committee." 
 
    Cami arched her eyebrow. "Committee? What committee?" 
 
    "Oh, the board has decided to form a committee for the future governance of Bee’s Landing." 
 
    "Future governance?" parroted Cami. “It's only been a couple days…” 
 
    Harriet scoffed. "We're not trying to take over as legal authorities. We wouldn't dare presume to do that—this will all blow over soon enough, you'll see. No," Harriet said, as she looked at Cami's garden again. "We’re setting up the committee to ensure that the bylaws and regulations of the homeowners association will continue to be followed." 
 
    "Isn't that what the board does?" asked Cami. "I'm sorry, I guess I'm just a little confused." 
 
    "Oh, it's no bother for me to explain it to you, I've already done it several times today," Harriet said condescendingly. "Basically, the problem is the board can only enforce those rules by relying on mailings or communication through email and phone calls. As you know," Harriet said as she checked her nails again, "all the phones, TVs, and radios—even the mail—it’s all been shut down. So,” she said with a sigh, “we've been forced to rely on good old-fashioned meet and greets. But that's going to take manpower. Before, one or two people could handle sending out emails and letters to anyone breaking the rules. Now…we’re going to need to do it in person. That's too much responsibility for one or two people, so the board decided to create a committee. In order to hold fair elections, we need to get a head count of who exactly is here. So…that's my job. I'm in charge of…well, we haven't really come up with a title yet, but I like to think of myself as a census taker." 
 
    Cami rolled her eyes, grateful that Harriet couldn't see the expression behind her sunglasses. "That sounds like a very important task," Cami said with as little enthusiasm as possible. 
 
    "Oh, it's critically important. You see, everything we’re working on depends on an accurate headcount. We need to know what residents are here and what guests are here as well. I noticed you’ve a handsome young man staying with you these last few days…?” 
 
    "Yes." Cami said, ignoring the other woman’s blatant attempt at fishing for information. When Cami refused to offer any more information, Harriet sighed loudly.  
 
    "Anyway, I was just stopping by to see if you knew offhand of any houses that were currently vacant. But since you don't really know, I can report that back to the committee and…I suppose I’ll try someone else." She offered the barest of waves, halfhearted and limp. "Toodles!” 
 
    Cami stood there with her hands on her hips and watched Harriet sashay her way around the side of the house and disappear toward the road. The woman was at least as old as Cami—probably a little older—but her husband's money had paid for whatever enhancements she chose to perform on herself. As a result, Harriet Spalding looked like a 30-year-old.  
 
    Cami shook her head. “You were right, Marty," she muttered to herself. She bent over and picked up a basket of zucchini, placed Amber and Mitch's handguns on top, and carried it into the house. If Harriet had seen the firearms, she would've blown a gasket. 
 
    "That woman is going to be trouble…” Cami said as she placed the basket of zucchini and weapons on the kitchen table. She went to the fridge and pulled out a cold bottle of water, cracked the seal and drained half of it in one gulp. 
 
    Cami stared at the bottle of water in her dusty, grimy hands. She realized they'd have to remember to refill the bottles. "Not like we’re going to just hop down to the corner and buy more…” 
 
    The timer on her smart watch went off, so she stood and unplugged the fridge from the cable that ran out to the shed where the solar battery system had been set up. It was time to let the solar panels absorb most of the midday sun and refresh the batteries. The fridge would keep cool until sundown, then she would give it electricity for another couple hours to keep things cool through the night. 
 
    Cami looked down and stopped fidgeting with the power cord. Fear for Amber and Mitch bubbled up in her stomach, setting off a case of butterflies. She glanced at the pistols on the table. "I should've made them take those…” 
 
    Not wanting to fall down the rabbit hole of self-doubt, Cami firmly placed the power cord on the counter, and began to wash off the vegetables. If she could force herself to stay busy, she wouldn't worry as much. At least, that’s what she hoped. 
 
    A half hour later, she had all the vegetables they'd harvested that morning piled up on the kitchen table, cleaned and ready to be processed. She stretched her back and dried off her hands. 
 
    Before she began to prep the veggies for the dehydrator, she found Amber's notebook on the counter, tore out a page, and scratched out a plan. She planned to chop up one quarter of all the vegetables and keep them in the fridge for immediate consumption. Another quarter would be chopped up and tossed in the freezer. That left fully half of the harvest for dehydration.  
 
    In order to dehydrate the vegetables, though, she needed containers to store the end product in when the process was finished. What started out as a simple project—harvest the vegetables—had quickly turned into an all-day event. She glanced at her watch. Amber and Mitch had been gone over thirty minutes. With any luck, they’d be home soon. 
 
    "This mess will go a lot easier with three of us…” Cami checked her watch again. “Where are you guys?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Belfast, Maine 
 
      
 
    Reese Lavelle sighed as he stretched his back. “Let’s just wait here a minute, huh?” he asked, as he loosened the strap on his sling. His wounded right shoulder throbbed, and the over-stuffed hiking pack on his back hadn’t done him any favors over the past three days. 
 
    “Why are we stopping?” asked Jo as she lifted the wide-brimmed park ranger’s campaign hat from her brow. She mopped at her forehead with a red bandana and squinted up at the sky. “That’s got to be Belfast right there, ain’t it? Let’s get a move on—I’m bakin’ to a crisp over here.” 
 
    “And you call yourself a Texan?” quipped Reese. “It’s a little warm, I’ll grant you that,” he said in his Low Country accent, “but it’s not that hot.” 
 
    “August is August,” Jo muttered. “What’s the holdup? Your shoulder bothering you again?” 
 
    Reese kept his eyes on the movement he’d first spotted down the road. The town of Belfast lay in the hazy distance, tops of houses and a few church spires poked up over the trees that lined the road they walked. And just at the edge of town, several men were busy constructing what looked to Reese like a roadblock. 
 
    “I just want to make sure we give them plenty of time to see us and recognize that we’re not a threat.” 
 
    “A threat?” Jo laughed, and her voice echoed across the empty road. “Have you looked at us lately? An old woman and a guy with one good arm…” 
 
    “Both of us carrying pistols and you with a shotgun on your back, loaded down with backpacks full of who knows what, lookin’ like we just climbed out of a swamp—” 
 
    “We did,” she insisted, “or have you forgotten the foot-thick mud we went through yesterday…all day?” She looked down at her legs. “I was embarrassed to wear these hiking shorts they gave us back in Ellsworth, my legs were so white. Now look at me, I’m so covered in dried mud, looks like I’m wearing pants again!” 
 
    Reese nodded. “I’m not arguing—we’re a hot mess, no doubt about it. But those guys are carrying long guns. See?” 
 
    “No, I don’t see—‘old lady,’ remember?” 
 
    Reese snorted. “Well, they are. Any country boy back home could hit a tree rat from here with one of them guns, six ways from Sunday. No sense making anyone nervous.” 
 
    Jo glared at Reese for a moment, then squinted downrange at the nascent roadblock. “Could be.” She put her hands on her hips and stretched her back with an audible pop. “So…how long you wanna stand here like fools?” 
 
    Reese waited a moment. The activity down the road ground to a halt and one person waved their arms. Before long, everyone ran for cover and three figures stepped out in the middle of the road, where they waited. “I reckon they’ve seen us now,” Reese announced. “Come on.” 
 
    Jo walked in silence next to him the last quarter mile or so to the collection of men with rifles in the road. As they grew closer to town, the sound of birds in the trees faded to the point that the only noise Reese noticed was the rhythmic crunch-thump of their own boots hitting the asphalt, step after step. 
 
    When they were perhaps fifty yards away from the handful of cars, pallets—and one wheelbarrow—haphazardly spread across the road, the man in the middle of the group of locals raised a hand and shouted. “That’s far enough.” 
 
    Reese and Jo came to a stop. “No sudden moves,” he muttered under his breath. “And for cryin’ out loud, keep your hands away from that boomstick on your back. These guys are packing some serious hardware.” 
 
    Jo swallowed. “Ain’t gotta tell me twice. Last time I seen a belt-fed machine gun like that was at my crazy uncle’s place when I was a little girl.” 
 
    Reese turned his head and looked at her. “Your uncle had a machine gun?” 
 
    She grinned. “Crazy, remember?” 
 
    “Well? What’re you folks up to?” shouted the man who’d told them to stop. 
 
    “Showtime,” Reese muttered. He raised his voice to holler back. “About a foot of mud.” 
 
    When no one responded except the buzzing insects in the scraggly bushes along the road, Reese cleared his throat. “We’re just passing through—came from Ellsworth a few days back, and Mount Desert Island before that.” 
 
    The three men in the road put their heads together for a moment, but Reese paid more attention to the man with the machine gun who leaned over a car hood in the background. It’d been mounted on a tripod and plopped square on the hood of a little sedan. A smaller man stood next to the gunner who tended the loop of shiny rounds in a sinuous strand connected to the gun. No one said a word, and Reese got the distinct feeling that there were quite a few more eyes that watched them from the barricade. 
 
    “We don’t want any trouble,” Reese said, in an attempt to reassure the locals. “If there was a way around, we’d take it. We’re trying to get home—“ 
 
    “Where’s that? You don’t sound like you’re from Downeast, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “South Carolina. Charleston,” he yelled back. “My friend here’s a park ranger from Mount Desert Island. She’s headed for Texas.” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Jo hissed as she kept a smile plastered on her face. 
 
    “Everyone can tell you’re from Texas the moment you open your mouth,” Reese replied, just as quietly. “Just follow my lead.” 
 
    “Alright, you can come on in a little closer, but keep your hands off those guns, if you please.” 
 
    Reese nodded. “Come on,” he said to Jo. 
 
    As they approached the roadblock, Reese was grateful to see the men in the road did not once raise their own weapons. But that confidence said a lot. They did have other people who watched them approach, and most were armed. 
 
    He was about to greet—and thank—the leader as they stopped, when Jo spoke up. “That thing real?” she asked in her Texan twang. 
 
    The machine gunner, an older man with aviator style sunglasses and a ‘Desert Storm Veteran’ hat, grinned. His teeth flashed in a thick gray beard. “Ahyup.” 
 
    “M240 Bravo?” Jo pressed with a smile.  
 
    The man leaned away from the gun and rested his arm across the top. He shared a look with the younger man who held the ammo belt. “You know your way around crew served weaponry.” 
 
    Jo brushed aside the compliment. “My uncle had one when I was little.” 
 
    The gunner grinned. “Some uncle.” 
 
    “Well, we lived in Texas…” 
 
    “Ah,” the man said as he widened his smile. “You folks do it right down there.” 
 
    “Preach it, brother,” Jo replied with a tip of her campaign hat. 
 
    The leader turned to glare at the gunner at the same time Reese turned to Jo. After several people cleared their throats and shifted stances, the leader spread his hands. “Sorry about the uh…unconventional welcome. But these are turbulent times we’re in.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Reese replied casually. “Don’t worry about it. This is a much better welcome than we received in Ellsworth.” 
 
    “How are they?” a voice called from the right side of the road. A young man stood up from behind one of the cars. 
 
    “Heard there was some fighting up there—that true?” asked the machine gunner. 
 
    “I’ll say,” Jo gushed, “my friend here took a knife to the back trying to protect the chief of police when the riot started.” 
 
    “Riot?” more than one voice asked. In seconds, the street became crowded with locals. Most slung their rifles over shoulders and gathered to hear the news. 
 
    “Is this any way to run a roadblock?” the leader demanded in exasperation. He turned away from the suddenly mollified group and faced Reese again. “Apologies…this is our first time.” 
 
    Reese laughed. “We stopped, didn’t we?” 
 
    The leader stared at him a moment, then cracked a smile. “Ahyup, I suppose you did, at that.” He stepped forward and extended a hand. “Name’s Ron Chapman. I’m the mayor here in Belfast. Welcome to town—such as it is.” 
 
    Reese shook hands with the mayor and several men who’d joined him. “This is Jo Kidd, and I’m Reese Lavelle.” 
 
    “Howdy,” Jo said as she tipped her head and touched the brim of her hat. 
 
    “What do you want from us?” demanded a gruff man with a gray, tire-brush mustache. 
 
    Chapman sighed. “Oh, come on.” He grimaced as he addressed Reese and Jo. “Pardon my friend here—this is Mike Hatchell, he runs our police department.” 
 
    “It’s an honest question,” Hatchell responded defensively. “Especially in light of you admitting Ellsworth’s chief was attacked with a knife.” 
 
    Reese nodded. “Fair enough—” 
 
    “Oh, he was attacked with more’n that,” Jo supplied in her slow drawl. “The rabble-rousers had Molotovs, guns, knives—the only reason Chief Foster is alive today is because my friend was dumb enough to put his shoulder between that knife and Cal’s back.” 
 
    Reese put his good hand to his face and groaned. 
 
    Jo was on a roll. “Tell you what, that was some nasty business. We barely survived the waves on Mount Desert Island—he was on a boat that made it to shore just before they hit—“ 
 
    Several people gasped. “You were on a boat?” 
 
    “Did you see it?” someone asked, and the flood gates opened. Questions flew at them from both sides of the street. People came out of boarded-up shops and surrounded them, all eager for answers and news. 
 
    Chapman climbed up on a car to see out over the crowd as it expanded. “Folks, folks—come on, now!” He hollered, both hands in the air to regain control. “This isn’t how we treat folks in Belfast, and you know it!” After a moment, the clamor died down and the mayor cleared his throat. “Sorry about that, some of my friends and neighbors are a little…excited…by recent events,” he said as he talked to Reese and chastised the crowd at the same time. He took a long look around the group, then returned his gaze to Reese and Jo. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Reese replied with a genuine smile. 
 
    “I’m just happy y’all ain’t throwin’ knives at us,” Jo quipped. “People in Ellsworth are ornery.” 
 
    A few men chuckled. Reese closed his eyes and counted to ten. When he opened his eyes, the expression on the mayor’s face matched his own mood: exasperation and relief with a hint of amusement and irritation all rolled into one. 
 
    “All right, all right…” Chapman said, and raised his arms again. He hopped down off the car to part the seas and clear a path for Reese and Jo to move forward. “Let’s all get back to work—or are we finished with all the preparations?” 
 
    Hatchell scoffed. “Hardly.” He cradled his shotgun in one arm and circled his hand over his head. “You heard the man, folks! Get this roadblock secured. Next ones we stop might not be so…compliant.” He turned from Reese and Jo to organize the work parties. 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse Mike,” Mayor Chapman said in confidence as he personally ushered Reese and Jo through the dissipating crowd. “He’s not overly trusting in the best of times.” 
 
    “Makes him a good cop, then,” Jo said. 
 
    “It does at that,” Chapman replied with a tired smile. “But the man wears on me.” He led them down the street away from the road block and waved at several people they passed on the street who all seemed more curious than worried. Other than the men at the roadblock itself, no one seemed armed. Chapman directed them to a little cafe, complete with a decorative cast-iron fence around an outdoor seating area. He pulled out a thin metal chair under the striped awning and allowed Jo to sit first. 
 
    “Much obliged,” she said. She dropped her gear to the ground and rested the shotgun across her pack, then groaned as she collapsed into the seat. “My doggies are barkin’,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    Reese set his pack next to his chair and lowered himself gently. The last thing he needed was to aggravate his shoulder again. He leaned back and let the chair hold his weight. “Never thought sitting would be a religious experience,” he muttered, eyes closed in ecstasy. 
 
    “Hi, Chappy,” a cheerful voice sang. Reese opened his eyes to see a matronly woman appear from inside the restaurant, in shorts and a Grateful Dead t-shirt under a frilly white apron. She plucked a pencil from the salt-and-pepper bun on her head and winked at him. “Whatcha havin’?” 
 
    The mayor snorted. “Annabelle, would you bring us a pitcher of water, please—and three of those scone things Jerry makes?” 
 
    “Be right out,” she said, and flashed a smile at Jo. 
 
    When Annabelle left, the mayor leaned his elbows on the table. “Now that we’ve got a little privacy, I wonder if you two might indulge me with exactly what happened in Ellsworth? But I suppose you’d better start with how you found yourselves there—meaning no offense, of course, but you two aren’t Mainers.” 
 
    Reese and Jo looked at each other. “Go ahead,” she said, waving him on. “I can tell by that excited puppy look on your face you want to start.” 
 
    He told the mayor about the fishing trip sponsored by his company—with a few interruptions about what they caught and commiseration with the loss of his monster fish—and about a forced landing on Mount Desert Island. 
 
    “That’s where we met,” Jo interjected as Annabelle returned with the water. It wasn’t cold, but it was cool enough and went down like ambrosia.  
 
    “She was the park ranger on Cadillac Mountain,” offered Reese. He took a sip from his own glass and smiled. “Boy, that hits the spot.” 
 
    Jo nodded and continued the narrative. She told Mayor Chapman about the long hike from Mount Desert Island and how Reese pulled Ben through the mud on the make-shift travois they’d fashioned out of pine saplings. 
 
    Chapman remained silent, but Reese could tell by the look in his eyes he had questions but didn’t want to interrupt. 
 
    “So then,” Jo explained about the riot at the Walmart, “this hombre jumps up with this chef’s knife—that one right there on his belt—and charges at Chief Foster, but Reese jumps in and takes him out, just before he skewers the man.” 
 
    “Well,” Reese said, coughing on his water. “I wouldn’t say it like that, exactly—I more or less crashed into him and as he went down, he stabbed me instead of Cal.” He leaned forward so Chapman could see the bandage on his shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, quit bein’ so humble—I saw him,” she said to Chapman. “He charged in there like a Georgia bulldog.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m from South Carolina,” Reese argued. “And who’s telling this story, anyway?” 
 
    “Well,” Jo said with a shrug. “I didn’t think ‘charging in there like a game cock’ had the same ring. Go ahead, you tell it your way.” She looked at the mayor and mouthed ‘boring.’ Chapman looked down, unable to hide his grin. 
 
    “Here we are,” Annabelle said, as she appeared from inside the restaurant with a tray of steaming scones, slathered in melted sugar icing and a bowl of sweet clotted cream on the side. “Fresh from that wood oven Jerry built out back. You let me know if you need anything else, okay?” 
 
    “Thank you, Annabelle,” Chapman cooed. “They look amazing, as always.” 
 
    “I’ll let Jerry know you’re up for re-election again,” Annabelle said with a laugh and disappeared into the darkened interior of the restaurant again. 
 
    Reese dipped the scone in clotted cream and took a big bite. He groaned as the sweetness filled his mouth. “This is incredible,” he said around a mouthful of the dense pastry. 
 
    “Best thing I’ve had since the waves hit,” Jo muttered. “Maybe a long time before that…” 
 
    After they ate for a moment, the mayor took a drink of water and carefully placed his glass on the metal table. “If you don’t mind me asking, where is your friend—Ben, was it?” 
 
    Reese looked at the table and swallowed. The delicious scone in his mouth had turned to sawdust. 
 
    Jo put a hand on his and took the lead. “He didn’t make it,” she replied quietly. “The rioters came back in the middle of the night and tried to loot the Walmart. We promised Chief Foster we’d keep an eye on things while he worried about the crowd out front. There was a gunfight…Ben was killed.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Chapman offered. “He sounded like a good man.” 
 
    “He was—we’ve been friends since college,” Reese said, his voice thick. He cleared his throat. No one said anything for a long moment, so Reese took a bite of the scone, and tried to smile as the dense pastry melted like butter in his mouth. He polished it off with a long slug of cold, clean water. He needed to change the conversation away from Ben. “Can I ask you a question?" 
 
    "I'd say you just did," Chapman said with a smile. He leaned back in his chair. “Fire away." 
 
    “How come this restaurant isn't boarded up?" Reese glanced up and down the street. "I see a lot of places shuttered—couple more getting closed up right now." The dull thud of hammers echoed down the street from the movie theater. 
 
    Chapman sighed. "Well, chalk it up to sheer Yankee stubbornness. Annabelle and Jerry—they've been running this restaurant for…oh, gotta be close to fifteen, twenty years now," Chapman said, as he scratched his chin. "They don't want to give in to the fear, I suppose. They've outlasted blizzards and nor'easter’s…figure on outlasting this, too, I suppose.” 
 
    "Have y'all had much trouble?" asked Jo. 
 
    Chapman shook his head. "Not anything like what Ellsworth dealt with, if what you're telling me is true. Don't get me wrong, we’ve had our fair share of shenanigans. The first couple of days, a big group of people came driving through, then later, others came walking through town. Outsiders got real upset when they found out we didn't have power, so they couldn’t use credit cards to buy stuff. Big bank accounts don't mean squat if you can't get your money." 
 
    "That why Officer Hatchell was a little less than friendly?" asked Reese. 
 
    "Well, he's a little less than friendly most of the time. Especially now, though. One of his officers was killed in a scuffle three days ago. First on the job death in Belfast in the last 50 years. None of us are pleased about it, of course, but every day this world looks like it's getting to be rougher and rougher." He inclined his head at Jo. "What you folks survived in Ellsworth, well, I have a sinking suspicion that's the tip of the iceberg. Just wait till the folks in Boston start spreading out into the countryside." 
 
    “The Golden Horde…” Reese muttered. 
 
    “That’s just what Mike called it,” the mayor said, as he regarded Reese carefully. 
 
    “We’re an awful long way from Boston, aren't we?" asked Jo around a mouthful of scone. 
 
    "I suppose on a good day with clear roads, a body could get from Boston to here in…oh about six hours,” Chapman explained. “Now, it might take someone a few days on account of all the stalled cars, accidents, and whatnot,” Chapman said as he waved off a fly. He shook his head. "It's a crying shame what's going on." 
 
    “Well, here comes Officer Hatchell, and he sure doesn't look happy," Reese observed. 
 
    Jo whistled. "I'd say he's a little less than friendly right about now." 
 
    Mayor Chapman stood. "What's going on Mike? You get some news?" 
 
    "I did." He glared down at Reese and Jo. "Managed to get a hold of Cal Foster up in Ellsworth on that old radio rig we got at the station. Their story checks out," he said grudgingly. "He filled me in on some more details. The Walmart was overrun last night." 
 
    Reese got to his feet. “Overrun?" 
 
    "There an echo in here?" Hatchell snapped. "Yes, it was overrun. They didn't have enough people watching it, and somebody broke in again. Another gunfight, and Foster lost two more cops. He put the call out for reinforcements from anyone who can spare men." 
 
    "Are we sending anyone?" Chapman asked. 
 
    Hatchell shook his head, a curt movement. "Don't have anybody we can spare. We’re barely able to patrol our own town. Ellsworth is twice the size. They're going to have to get help somewhere else. Besides, Quigley sent in word from the west checkpoint that he's got more people walking in on foot." 
 
    Jo stood, half a scone still in her hand. "On foot? Why are people coming from the west? Shouldn’t everybody be going that way?” 
 
    "That's what you’d think," Hatchell said as he shifted his glare to her. "Quigley's interviewed a couple, they say there's all kinds of trouble brewing in Boston and it's driving people out into the suburbs. Some of the towns in New Hampshire are having a rough go of it. Lots of crime and violence. So that's driving people further north. Only a matter of time before more of them come to us. What happens when Bangor empties out?" 
 
    Chapman pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “I’d hoped we’d have a little more time…” 
 
    "I'm doubling the men on the barricades. We gotta get this town locked down, now. If we get another group of walkers like the other day…” 
 
    "I know, I know," Chapman said with a tired nod. "We have even less food and water than we did before." 
 
    "Everything in this town needs to be saved for the locals at this point," Hatchell announced. He looked at Reese and Jo. "I'm having a hard enough time as it is with the vigilantes trying to organize—I don't have time to turn this town into a fortress, too.” 
 
    Chapman nodded. "I said we’ll handle those hotheads, and we will." 
 
    "Anything we can help with?" Reese asked. 
 
    "It's the least we could do, since you’ve given us a chance to rest our feet, have a snack, and get some clean water,” Jo added. 
 
    "You can help by moving on out of town,” Hatchell growled. “There's already grumbling going on that we let you stay as long as we did." 
 
    "Showing a little Yankee hospitality isn't going to hurt anyone," Chapman argued. 
 
    "If giving them food," Hatchell said and pointed at the table and the remains of their scones, "takes food out of the mouths of Belfast citizens, then yeah, it's a problem. It's gonna be a bigger problem as time goes on and we start to run out of food. I'm not gonna be able to hold everybody back. You heard what they said about Ellsworth. I don't want that happening here." 
 
    "Neither do I," Chapman said. He sighed and put his hands in his pockets. "Well, there you have it, folks. I suppose we'll have to be asking you to go on your way." 
 
    Reese frowned, but picked up his pack, nonetheless. "Sorry to cause any trouble," he said. "I do appreciate what you've done for us." 
 
    "I don't suppose there's any chance we could fill up our canteens for the road?" asked Jo. She held up the empty water pitcher. 
 
    "Takes electricity to run the well pumps to get that water out of the ground. Sorry," Hatchell said with a frown. “We have to confiscate gas from people's cars as it is." 
 
    "There's a clear spring just outside town. A little to the west. Follow the main road out, and you can't miss it. My family lives out there, and we've used that as our drinking water for generations. You're welcome take all you want,” Chapman said with a smile. 
 
    "Much obliged," Jo replied as she donned her campaign hat. 
 
    Jo and Reese shared a quiet, somber walk through town. The closer they got to the center of Belfast, the more evidence they found of the scuffles Chapman had mentioned. Several buildings showed signs of recent fires, and most sported smashed or boarded-up windows. Glass still littered the sidewalks, though most shops had evidently tried to clean things a bit.  
 
    The few people out on the streets stopped in their travels to watch the strangers with wary, tired eyes. They saw not a single child as they walked through town. One old man spat in the street as they walked by and glared at them with rheumy eyes that peeked out under caterpillar eyebrows. 
 
    "Such a friendly place," Jo said as they approached the western edge of town. 
 
    The checkpoint they found was a much more substantial structure than the one on the eastern side of the town. A school bus blocked two thirds of the road, and several cars lined up on the opposite side to make a zigzag, maze-like path to town. At any point, one car could be pushed forward and seal off the entire path. At best, anyone who tried to get through would be exposed several times to raking fire. Reese had to admire the ingenuity of such a design. Still, he couldn't help but shake the feeling of crosshairs on his back as they walked through the barricade and emerged into the open land outside of town. 
 
    "Let's not go back there," Jo said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Reese replied. "Looks like our best bet for finding shelter is going to be in Liberty," he said as he pointed at a sign on the side of the road. "It's only seven miles—we could be there by sunset.” 
 
    Jo sighed. “Well, let's get going—I ain’t gettin’ any younger.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Westin Residence 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Darien stepped out from behind a clump of bushes well off the road and paused just inside the tree line. He hissed over his shoulder to stop his little troop of minions from bumbling forward any further. The way they trampled the underbrush, they collectively sounded like a tank as it rolled through a crystal vase factory. He'd never been one for the rural life before, but it seemed wrong somehow to make that much noise in a world that had become so silent in the last week. The sound of cars on highways had diminished to almost nothing, along with all the planes from the sky.  
 
    He glanced up at the puffy white clouds that scudded along the blue sky. The afternoon was sweltering, and his throat felt dry as a desert. He shelved thoughts of where the airplanes had gone for later. His body's increasing need for sustenance, shelter, and water pushed all his other concerns to a persistent throb at the back of his mind. 
 
    Darien smiled. His lips were sun-cracked and painful, but he didn’t care. His string of bad luck was about to change. Before him was the key to survival. A massive house set at the entrance to an exclusive neighborhood called Bee’s Landing. The expansive, well-manicured lawn spread out before him. He whistled low under his breath, unable to guess the mortgage payment on such a huge mansion. To a lifelong apartment dweller like Darien, such a monstrosity of living quarters meant one thing: money. 
 
    "Would you look at that," mumbled Spanner behind him. 
 
    Jon Boy pushed forward, eliciting grunts of irritation from the others. "I want to see, I want to see," he said excitedly. 
 
    Darien shushed him, and motioned the others forward to the edge of the greenery. "There it is boys," Darien said. “Shangri-la. We’re gonna work our way through this neighborhood and see what we can find. There's got to be a house in here somewhere that we can break into. Anybody have any experience at that?" he asked. He knew the answer from Spanner and Jon Boy, they were car thieves after all, but a thief was a thief. Darien prided himself on a code of conduct that he adhered to strictly, but the two escaped convicts were an unknown entity. They glanced at each other, then looked at him and grinned. 
 
    The appointed leader of the two cons, Cisco, smirked derisively at the house. "Yeah, I reckon we can get in there.” He licked his lips and craned his neck, in an attempt to see around Jon Boy. "Anybody see any movement? Don't look like anybody's home to me, Lopez…” 
 
    "What are we waiting for then?" said the other inmate. He moved to step around Darien. 
 
    "No, not yet," Darien snapped. One glance at Jon Boy, and the mountain stuck out a thick arm, almost as big as some of the trees that sheltered them, which stopped the convict in his tracks. 
 
    "Okay, okay…” Lopez said as he threw his arms in the air. "Don't gotta be all unfriendly.” 
 
    “We’re not gonna go rushin’ in there and blow this thing," Darien commanded. "This is the sweetest score we've had since that wave hit. We’re going to take our time…understand?” 
 
    “Who died and made you God?" muttered Cisco. 
 
    Darien turned and faced the man down. Or up, since the convict was a head taller. "I never asked you to join up with us. I said you could if you wanted to. I also said if you were going to follow along, you’d do what I say, when I say it. Does my memory fail me,” he said to Jon Boy and Spanner, “or did these two agree to those conditions?" 
 
    As one, Jon Boy and Spanner closed ranks behind Darien. "We remember." 
 
    "That's what I thought.” He turned back to Cisco and Lopez. “Now, we gonna have problems? Or are we gonna act like civilized men, scope this place out for just a few minutes, then go on in and see what we can find once the coast is clear?” 
 
    "Look, I just don't see…” began Lopez. 
 
    "That's right, you don’t,” Darien snapped, “because you're not thinking, you're reacting. That house could be full of cops for all we know. Maybe somebody had a retirement party when the wave hit, and they're all stuck there waiting to see what to do next?" 
 
    “That’s ridiculous—it’s probably empty," Cisco muttered sullenly. 
 
    "Yeah, and it could be some drunk army vet sittin’ there with a 12-gauge just waiting to blow away the first person that steps through the front door," Darien snapped. He turned away and threw one hand up over his shoulder, the signal the conversation was over. As soon as he did, he spotted movement inside the house. "Everybody down," he hissed and dropped to a knee behind the bushes. Jon Boy just about knocked a tree over getting to his knees, but within a few seconds they were all safely concealed behind the greenery at the edge of the yard. 
 
    "What? What is it?" asked Lopez. 
 
    "Somebody's walking around in there,” Darien whispered over his shoulder. He pointed at one of the windows on the ground floor, the closest one to their position. “Look!” A shadow crossed behind the gauzy curtains and disappeared. "Anyone else see that?" 
 
    "I saw it, Darien!" Jon Boy giddily reported. 
 
    "Yeah, there’s somebody in there…” Lopez admitted. "Now what do we do?" he asked, deflated. 
 
    "I didn't say we were just gonna walk away,” Darien replied with a grin. “I just said we’re going to scope the place out. Let's take a minute and see what we…” He trailed off as the words dried up in his throat. The sliding porch door at the back of the house opened, and a woman poked her head out and glanced left and right as she blinked in the sun. He couldn't tell much about her other than the flowing waterfall of hair that cascaded around her shoulders, which glistened bright golden in the sunlight as she looked to and fro. She was far enough away that he couldn't see an expression on her face, but her hurried movements gave no doubt that she wanted to make sure no one lurked in the backyard. 
 
    "Everybody stay still," Darien whispered. For once he received no arguments. His group froze like startled rabbits caught in an open field. 
 
    Darien counted heartbeats until the woman, evidently satisfied no one occupied her backyard, pulled her head back in and shut the porch door. She disappeared into the shadows inside, then reappeared a moment later, silhouetted in front of a window on the far side of the house as she threw open curtains to let in light. 
 
    "What is she doing?" Spanner asked as he squinted at the house. 
 
    "I have no idea," muttered Darien. "If she's looking for people in the backyard, why’s she opening windows? Someone on the other side of the house could see right in…” 
 
    "Maybe she's trying to see out?" suggested Cisco. 
 
    Darien glanced over his shoulder and grunted. "Could be," he was forced to admit. 
 
    "Look! Now what’s she doing?" Jon Boy said as he pointed a massive arm toward the house. 
 
    Darien squinted and once more regretted his decision not to see an eye doctor the previous month. His vision wasn't what it was 20 years ago, and he could barely make out details if he narrowed his eyes.  
 
    The woman, fully visible now in silhouette thanks to the open window on the far side of the cavernous room, appeared to explore every nook and cranny. She moved to a wall, and dumped the books from the shelf, lifted up the seats on sofas and chairs, and pulled pictures down to examine the wall behind them. 
 
    Cisco chuckled darkly. "If I didn't know better, I'd say she was tossin’ the place. I bet you anything she don't live there." 
 
    The patio door slid open again, and she stepped out into full view on the deck. She stood with her hands on the railing and faced the backyard, her slim body in perfect profile to Darien and his group. Lopez whistled softly. Darien made a chopping motion at his neck to get the man to fall silent. He understood the sentiment though, even without glasses, he could tell she was a looker. She couldn't have been more than 30 years old, by his estimation.  
 
    The woman turned and leaned against the railing, which gave them a view of her other side. She crossed her arms and stared up at the house, as if she counted the windows. After a long moment, she threw her hands up in exasperation and stormed back into the house. The patio door slid shut so hard that it bounced back open, which forced her to return and shut it with a resounding thud. She disappeared into the house and moved away from the main living room. 
 
    Darien and his group watched in silence, straining to see what room she appeared in next. After a long moment, he detected movement from one of the upstairs windows. He turned and looked at the others. "Boys, I think she's the only one in that house. And like you said, Lopez, I don't think she belongs there. I think it's time we check this out…up close and personal." 
 
    "Now you're talking," Cisco said with a wolfish grin. "How we gonna do this?" he asked excitedly. "I've been locked up a long time, man…” 
 
    Darien frowned. "How we’re going to do this is nice and easy. I'm gonna slip through these bushes here and go make sure we can get in the back door. You guys,” he said as he jabbed a finger at Lopez and Cisco, “keep an eye on her. She's up there in the front of the house on the second floor. If she starts to come back downstairs, give me a signal. I think I can get underneath that deck if I need to." 
 
    "Yeah? And then what?" demanded Cisco. "It ain't right for you to have all the fun…” 
 
    "All I'm doing is making sure we can get in that place—quietly. Who knows how many other houses in this neighborhood might be empty? If we can take this place, we can make it our base. Boys," he said, a glint in his eye, "we might could just rule this whole neighborhood.” 
 
    "Car," Jon Boy said, as if warning friends playing stickball in the street. 
 
    The group fell quiet again as they watched a beat-up gold Toyota Camry with rusted quarter panels drive by the house. 
 
    "I don't know about you guys, but those jokers don't belong in this neighborhood," Darien said. “No way anyone in this joint drives a ’92 Camry. Bet they’re all rolling Beamers and Mercedes coupes.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth. Anybody can afford one of these houses can afford a car better than that piece of junk," agreed Spanner. "You see the spoiler on the back of that thing?" He shook his head. "That there is a crime against humanity.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” asked Cisco. 
 
    “They got it on backward, for crying out loud," Spanner muttered in disgust. 
 
    "What?" asked Lopez. “I thought it looked pretty dope…” 
 
    Darien bared his teeth and hissed at them. “Of course, you did. Knock it off." The sound of a muffler a few years past its prime grew in volume and returned to the quiet street. Before he could speak, the Camry with the backward spoiler rolled to a stop in the driveway and sputtered as the driver turned off the ignition. 
 
    "What are they doing?" asked Spanner. 
 
    "We’re about to find out," Darien observed. 
 
    The driver’s door opened, and a lanky youth stepped out. He pulled a sweatshirt hood over his splotchy head. He looked to weigh about 100 pounds soaking wet, and his clothes hung off him like bedsheets.  
 
    The passenger exited on the other side, and appeared to be the same height, only three times as wide. The car rose up on its shocks as his bulk left the vehicle. He hiked up his pants, grabbed a ridiculously small backpack from the back seat and tossed it over the car at the driver. He pulled a second, bigger backpack out, yanked up the hood on his own black sweatshirt, and took a glance down the street. Finally ready, the two men crept cautiously toward the front door. 
 
    "You have got to be kidding me," complained Lopez. "Those two are gonna break in…” 
 
    "We were here first," Jon Boy protested as his cherubic face darkened into a scowl, watching the two men slink into the house. 
 
    “So, what do we do?” asked Spanner. 
 
    A muffled scream pierced the air a moment later and Darien's decision was made for him. "All right, let's go,” he said. “Forget about sneaking in, let's take this place." He got to his feet and pushed his way through the bush, then charged across the lawn for the deck. Footfalls thundered behind him as the entire group followed suit. They raced up the short flight of wooden steps on the deck and pounded across the wooden boards. Jon Boy’s steps made the entire structure shake. 
 
    As Darien had suspected, the woman had neglected to lock the sliding door. He slid it open and stepped in. He immediately heard the sounds of a struggle. The woman screamed upstairs, and a high-pitched laugh was followed by a meaty smack. Darien imagined a backhanded strike to the face of the pretty woman might make that kind of sound.  
 
    His blood boiled, and his hands clenched into fists as he rushed into the kitchen where the fat burglar stood, eyes wide. Criminal though he was, he couldn't abide anyone that struck a woman, especially someone up to no good. He'd been told by several associates in his long career outside the law that his code of conduct was not only arbitrary, but potentially foolhardy in his line of work, but Darien had never cared. He'd always seen himself as a modern-day Robin Hood—a good chunk of the profits that he’d garnered from the theft of rich people’s cars he happily donated to women's shelters around Charleston. He lived a modest life as a result but socked away enough for a comfortable retirement in a few years. He’d made a promise when he himself had been young and seen his mother abused in the few precious years he’d shared with her, that he would never stand by and allow that to happen in his presence again. 
 
    It was one thing to fight domestic abuse with anonymously donated money to battered women's shelters and orphanages. Putting his fist between the eyes of an abuser was quite another—although much more satisfying.  
 
    Darien felt the bones of his knuckles pop as his fist collided with the greasy, pocked nose attached to the fat burglar’s surprised face. The man staggered back and clutched at his face with meaty, thick hands, and groaned in agony. Unfortunately, the man easily outclassed Darien physically. The man hadn’t been felled like Darien had wanted—he roared, rage in his eyes, and charged across the kitchen. Just as Darien realized he'd made a terrible mistake, the world around him darkened and Jon Boy’s massive bulk slipped in front of him like a panther. One sledgehammer swing from his fist, and the oversized burglar—who now looked comically small—crashed to the floor with all the grace of a drunk water buffalo. He didn't move and didn't get up. 
 
    A shout of alarm from upstairs signaled the unlucky burglar’s partner had clued in on something untoward downstairs. Footfalls echoed down the main stairway toward the front of the house. Darien stood with his hands on his hips and waited with the rest of his crew. 
 
    The skinny burglar burst into the kitchen and skidded to a stop as he tried to adjust his pants. "What—” he began, then his eyes fell on his teammate, prostrate on the floor, and Jon Boy, who towered over the body with clenched fists. 
 
    Darien shoved the skinny burglar into the arms of Spanner, who held him tight. Cisco and Lopez rounded on him, and the man quailed in fright. “D-don’t hurt me!” 
 
    “Hold him for a minute,” Darien ordered. He turned and took the steps to the second floor two at a time and found the woman on her knees as she sobbed, nestled in the corner of the hallway. As he approached her, she threw her hands up and screamed. 
 
    Darien froze and showed his open palms, then took a knee in the middle of the posh hallway. "It's okay—I’m not here to hurt you. Did that guy do anything to you?" 
 
    "Why," the woman said through sobs, as her hands hovered over her face. "Is that how you get off?" 
 
    Darien felt his cheeks warm. "No,” he growled through clenched teeth. “I want to know so I can decide whether to kill that human stain downstairs or not.” 
 
    The woman gasped, then let out a slow shuddering breath. She lowered her hands, and despite the ugly red welt on the side of her face and the tear tracks that smeared her makeup, she had the makings of a very pretty face. However, Darien realized she was no 30-year-old. She was very pretty, but the more he thought about it, the more he realized she might even be close to his own age. 
 
    "Well, well…she can smile," he said with a grin. 
 
    "I hope you do kill him," she hissed with sudden vehemence. "Breaking into a person's house like that—how dare he!"  
 
    Darien leaned forward and rested his elbow on his knee. "Tell the truth now, this ain't your house either…is it?" She stuttered for a moment, but he recognized the brief tell as her eyes widened. ”It's okay, I'm not here to judge," Darien said and waved away her attempt to explain. "My boys and I have been walking since the waves hit Charleston. All we’re looking for is a place to spend some time out of the sun and maybe find some water or something to eat. We were fixing to walk into this neighborhood and start knocking on doors," he lied, "when we saw you moving around inside the house. Before we could do anything, those two punks showed up and kicked in the front door. When I heard you scream…” he clenched his fist and looked down. "Well, even in times such as these, sometimes a man has to act on his principles." 
 
    The woman sniffed and wiped at her eyes. “And what are those principles?" 
 
    "Well,” Darien said as he exhaled. “I believe pretty strongly that everybody deserves a second chance." He stood and extended his hand to help her to her feet. She thought about it for a moment, then took it, her fingers soft and warm in his rough paw. Light as a feather, he pulled her to her feet, and smiled—he had to look up at her ever so slightly, but the view was lovely. 
 
    "My goodness, you're stronger than you look," she said, a hint of a smile on her lips. "Oh, forgive my manners…” She adjusted her clothes and smiled as she wiped away the last of her tears. "Thank you for rescuing me. My name is Harriet Spalding.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure," Darien said as he shook her delicate hand. “Darien. Darien Flynt." 
 
    "Oh, my goodness—your hand!" 
 
    Darien released her grip and looked down at his knuckles, raw and bruised. "Oh…yeah…I uh…may have hit one of the guys that broke in. He's downstairs in the kitchen." 
 
    A muffled shout erupted from down the hall, then after a brief scuffle, several fragile items crashed and shattered in the kitchen. 
 
    "If you'll excuse me…I believe my associates are dealing with the criminals." 
 
    "If it's all the same to you, I’d like to go with you," Harriet said, and placed a gentle hand on his arm. "I don't feel safe up here by myself." 
 
    “Of course,” Darien said with a smile. He inclined his head toward the stairs. 
 
    In the kitchen, they found Jon Boy at the table as he played with a polished silver spoon. Cisco and Lopez rifled through the generous, well-stocked pantry, and Spanner held the skinny burglar against the wall, one hand at his throat. 
 
    “Goodness!" Harriet gasped, one hand to her mouth. 
 
    "He put up a bit of a struggle there for a minute," Spanner reported through clenched teeth. "We got ‘im under control now, don’t we?” he said to the burglar. 
 
    "Yeah, little meth-head thought he could give us the slip,” Lopez said over his shoulder with a glance at the overturned chairs and broken plates on the floor. 
 
    "Gentlemen, this is Harriet Spalding,” Darien announced. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you all,” the woman said primly. 
 
    Darien nodded. “These are the guys. Over here we got my man Spanner, handling the human stain.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you," Spanner grunted with a curt nod. The skinny drug addict, his face covered in open sores struggled like a fish caught on the line, only to be pinned down harder by the car thief. 
 
    "That's my good friend Jon Boy at the table," Darien said with a gesture at the behemoth hunched over the silver spoon. 
 
    He looked up at his name, and gave an innocent, childlike smile. He held up the spoon. “Mr. Darien, lookit! You can see yourself in it!" 
 
    Darien cleared his throat and turned to Harriet. "He's not the sharpest tool in the shed, but strong enough to pick up a car,” he muttered. “Jonny, what do we say to new people we meet?” 
 
    The giant scrunched his face up, then grinned. "Nice to meet you, Miss Harriet," Jon Boy said as if he greeted a teacher on a school day. He smiled broadly and displayed a gap between his front teeth. 
 
    "It's very nice to meet you, Jon Boy," Harriet said in a tone one would reserve for a child. 
 
    Harriet turned to the pantry. She leaned in close enough for Darien to feel her breath, light and warm on his ear. “Are those men wearing prison jumpsuits?" she whispered. 
 
    "These guys we met on the road out of Charleston. Cisco, Lopez—say hello to our new friend." 
 
    Cisco turned and looked Harriet up and down with a lecherous smile on his face. "Nice to…meet you,” he said with a wink. 
 
    Lopez turned and glanced over his shoulder, a granola bar in his mouth. He tossed his chin as a way of greeting, then went back to his excavation of the pantry. 
 
    Harriet swallowed and adjusted her top, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    Darien saw the exchange and narrowed his eyes. "Guys, can you please stop ransacking the place in front of the owner?" 
 
    "Oh, I'm not the owner," Harriet blurted. "I don't live here. I was just…” 
 
    "Breaking and entering?" asked Cisco with a chuckle. 
 
    "No! Never—look, I have the keys," she replied and held out a key ring in a shaky hand. "They…the Westins…they—they’re on vacation. I promised them I'd look in on the place for them…” 
 
    Darien inclined his head and watched her as he waited for the truth to emerge. He didn't have to wait long. She looked at him, then looked at the others, tried to smile, and gave up. Harriet covered her face with her hands again and let out a shaky sob. "All right, all right—I wasn't checking on the house. I'm almost out of food and came over here to see if they had any…” 
 
    "Two questions," Darien said calmly. "But before I ask, like I said upstairs, no one’s judging you. You don't need to be ashamed about trying to find food." He cleared his throat and held up a finger. "First, do you live in this neighborhood?” He raised a second finger. “And how did you get the keys if you weren’t watching the house for the people who do own it?" 
 
    "Oh yes, I live here—well, in the neighborhood," she said quickly. "I'm actually on Bee’s Landing Homeowners Association Board of Directors.” 
 
    “Of course, you are,” Cisco muttered. 
 
    Harriet held up the keyring again. “These keys are for every house in the neighborhood. Everyone who moves in has to give the HOA a key to at least one door on their house—for emergencies such as this, when we—someone—needs to get into the house, whether it's the police or the fire department, or someone who's fallen behind a locked door…” 
 
    Darien raised his hand, unwilling to hear the rest of the HOA spiel. "Got it. That's a pretty handy tool you've got in a situation like this." He grinned. To say that they'd stumbled upon a gold mine was an understatement. Not only had they found shelter and a fully stocked house, but they’d found an attractive woman who seemed ready to cooperate and had in her possession keys to every house in the neighborhood. After four days of grueling, sweaty walking with little food and water, Darien's luck had finally turned around.  
 
    And it was about time, too. 
 
    "Let me go!" the skinny burglar squealed. "You guys are just here to rob the place, same like us! Look—we rolled two kids earlier, got a couple backpacks full of veggies and fruits or something…take ‘em! Take ‘em both!” 
 
    “Oh, we already did,” Lopez said. He held up a backpack and pulled out a big green zucchini. “Anyone know how to cook these things?” 
 
    Darien excused himself from Harriet and turned to face the burglar pinned to the wall. "There's a difference between you and me, pal.” He raised a finger. “First, my associates and I didn't just barge in here and start ransacking the place," he said and purposely ignored Cisco and Lopez, who were doing just that in the pantry, and had made a fine mess of the kitchen in the process. "And second,” he said, and raised another finger, “we didn't try to take advantage of Miss Harriet here, like you did. And we certainly wouldn’t rob a couple kids. We have standards, my man.” 
 
    "Whatever—you're no different than me,” the burglar croaked around Spanner’s hands on his throat. 
 
    "But I am,” Darien insisted. “Never in my life have I raised a hand against a woman.” He took a step back and rubbed his knuckles. “Nor will I tolerate someone who does.” 
 
    "What we do with them?" asked Spanner. 
 
    "Just break his neck and throw him out in the woods," suggested Lopez as he munched on an uncooked packet of Ramen noodles clutched in his grubby hand. A box of granola bars was in his other hand, ripped nearly in half in his haste to reach the prepackaged snack. 
 
    "I'm no murderer either," Darien replied evenly as he ignored the suggestion. "You owe Harriet a debt of honor," Darien pronounced as he stared at the burglar. "I believe everybody deserves a second chance. So, I’m gonna give you yours." 
 
    "Oh, give me a break," Lopez said as he leaned against the wall and munched on his dry noodles. He elbowed Cisco to turn and observe the legal proceedings. "This ought to be good." 
 
    Darien ignored them. He’d deal with them later. "I give you the choice of either joining my crew and making amends to Miss Harriet here or going toe to toe with Jon Boy. Your friend did that," Darien said and inclined his head at the unconscious pig on the floor. “It didn't work out too well for him. So, what's it gonna be?" 
 
    Spanner stepped back and let the skinny thief recombobulate himself. He glanced down at his partner on the floor, his hands twitched, and he scratched nervously at his neck, which made the red sores weep even more. 
 
    "What are you going to do to me if I-I-I join with you?" he stuttered. 
 
    “I’m not going to do anything to you. It's what you're going to do for Harriet. Whenever she needs something, you'll get it or do whatever she wants, without question, without hesitation. You'll also do the same for me." 
 
    The meth-head nodded, scratching. "That’s it?" 
 
    "No," Darien said flatly. He crossed his thick arms. "You’ll do what I say, when I say it. You’ll follow my rules, and you’ll never again lay a hand on Harriet. Because if you do, I’ll turn Jon Boy loose on you." 
 
    The meth-head burglar swallowed and looked at the massive man sitting at the table. 
 
    "Jon Boy," Darien said. When he had the child-man's attention, he smiled. "This is Miss Harriet. She's a friend of mine, which means she's a friend of yours." 
 
    She smiled in return, and Darien marveled at just how pretty she actually was, smeared makeup and all. 
 
    "Jon Boy, what do we do for our friends?" 
 
    Jon Boy stood and knocked over his chair in the process. "We protect our friends. Like a knight!" He said and raised the spoon like a sword. 
 
    "And what do we do if someone tries to hurt our friends?" Darien asked, eyebrow arched. He turned to watch the new recruit. 
 
    "We stomp them!" Jon Boy crowed. 
 
    Darien let the skinny thief watch Jon Boy spread his massive arms in a display of strength. "And Jon Boy, how do we stomp them?" 
 
    Jon Boy looked at the skinny thief, then smashed one fist down on the table which made it jump off the floor. Several glasses and boxes of food fell to the tiled floor with a crash. "We smash them!" 
 
    The skinny burglar smiled weakly and displayed several missing teeth. He nodded. “O-o-okay—you make a good point." He turned to Harriet and the smile faded, but he bowed deeply. "I'm real sorry ma'am. I-I don't know what came over me…I swear—I swear on my mama's grave…it won’t happen again." 
 
    "Thank you," Harriet said, looking down her nose. "I trust it won't." 
 
    Introductions made and ground rules established, Darien set about to ensure everyone had food and something to drink. The food in the fridge had gone bad days ago, yet Jon Boy didn't seem fazed by the awful smell that exploded into the kitchen when he opened the door. He found several bottles of water—lukewarm, but clean—and deposited them on the counter along with ketchup, mustard and a few bottles of Gatorade. Between the boxes of prepackaged food—granola bars, breakfast cereal, and crackers—they discovered in the pantry, everyone was able to eat their fill. 
 
    Before idle hands got up to any mischief, Darien tasked his crew with a detailed search of the house to find anything useful. He explained to Harriet that they intended to make this house their base in the neighborhood, and that since the house was unoccupied and the owners were unlikely to come home, they intended to take care of the place. "It’d be an awful shame for a place this nice to go to waste. At least this way it'll provide shelter for us." 
 
    "I see," Harriet said. Darien watched doubt fill her eyes. "But...you don't intend on staying, do you?" 
 
    Darien leaned back and relished the feeling of a full stomach for the first time in several days. "Well, why not? I figure it's the least this neighborhood could do for us since we rescued you. Sounds like the HOA board would fall apart without you, am I right?" 
 
    "Oh, absolutely—I’m critical to the day-to-day running of…” Harriet began, then her voice trailed off as if she realized she’d just given way too much information. 
 
    Darien smiled. "I meant what I said upstairs. You need not fear anyone while I'm breathing. You'll be protected." 
 
    Harriet’s shoulders slumped. "That's just it. I'm not protected, am I?” She lowered her head to the table and sobbed again. "My husband hasn't come home—it's been four days. I'm running out of food. Even the housekeeper hasn't shown up…” 
 
    Darien made eye contact with Spanner, who sat across the table and chewed popcorn. He paused, shrugged one shoulder, and got up to leave the table. Jon Boy had already gone to dig through the house and the two convicts were likewise busy with a quest for loot. Alone in the kitchen with Harriet, Darien leaned forward at the table and gently placed one hand on top of hers.  
 
    "You're not alone, Harriet. I'm here now. If you'd like, I'll protect you.” As she looked up, he removed his hand and sat back. "I don't mean to be forward or anything like that. I'm just letting you know that as long as I'm here, you'll be safe. Times like these, we need to all pull together. There’s enough hurt out there for everyone—no sense in bringing it on ourselves on purpose." 
 
    "Thank you," she said simply. She sat up, wiped her face again, and sniffed loud. "My word, I am such a mess. You must think me a dimwitted schoolgirl," she said, with an attempt at laughter.  
 
    "On the contrary,” Darien replied with a smile. “I see an intelligent, resourceful, strong woman who was willing to do what it took to survive in a situation no one's ever found themselves in before. I'd say you're doing just fine, Harriet." 
 
    She smiled again, looked down, and blushed prettily. "Well, aren’t you just the sweetest thing, Darien?” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Why don't you load up some food, and head on back to your place while there’s still plenty of daylight. Me and the boys will settle in here—I’m sure we'll see each other soon." 
 
    She tucked a lock of blonde hair over one ear. "Okay. Thank you. For everything." She stood and gathered a few items, glancing over her shoulder to smile at him several times in the process. 
 
    Darien watched her from behind and grinned at his good fortune.  
 
    "Yo, Dee!" Spanner called from upstairs. Darien excused himself while Harriet continued to gather provisions and walked over to the stairs that led to the second floor. He looked up to see Spanner lean over the railing. "Guess what I found?" 
 
    "I couldn't—” Darien began. 
 
    "Gun safe.” 
 
    Darien's eyes lowered as he peered into the kitchen and watched Harriet bend over to pick up something she dropped. Lady luck had smiled upon him, indeed. He turned away from the pleasant scene and looked up the stairway. "Get it open.” Spanner disappeared down the upstairs hallway, and Darien moved into the front room and pulled aside the thin curtains that covered the window.  
 
    He idly looked up and down the street and spotted the ugly rusted Camry in the driveway. That was sure to draw suspicion. “Lopez! Cisco!” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah?" the convict said. He poked his head out of the study down the hall. Cisco appeared at the top of the stairs.  
 
    "What's up?" 
 
    “Get that piece of crap car out of the driveway, will ya? Pull it into the garage. We don't want people out there asking questions about what it's doing here." 
 
    The two convicts looked at each other for a second, and took their sweet time before they spoke, but finally agreed. "Yeah, I’ll get right on that," Lopez said with a smirk. Darien noticed the Cisco didn’t come downstairs immediately, and Lopez waited until Cisco nodded before he moved. That would have to be handled. Soon. 
 
    Darien turned back to the window and looked at the house across the street—in many ways a carbon copy of the one he occupied. In an upstairs window, Darien locked eyes with a woman who stared at him with an open mouth. She disappeared behind a curtain, and a moment later, a curtain moved back from a window at the other end of the house. A man peered out and frowned, then disappeared in a swirl of fabric. 
 
    "Better get that gun safe open, Spanner…” Darien called over his shoulder. “The quicker the better.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Lavelle Homestead 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami sat on her back deck and looked up from the parts of her pistol spread out on a cleaning cloth. She sat out in the sun and oiled the internal parts of the weapon—it was the second time that day she’d cleaned the pistol. She glanced at her watch. Something was wrong. The kids had been gone far too long for a simple stroll across the neighborhood to deliver vegetables to Mia Stevens. She was sure of it now. To keep herself occupied while they were gone, she'd finished the harvest of what she could gather from the garden. That had been two hours ago. So, she pulled out her pistol, field stripped and cleaned it. 
 
    After she found herself on the seventh lap inside the house, on a mission to tidy up and reorganize nick-knacks, Cami resolved to clean her pistol one more time. If the kids weren't back by the time she finished, she’d go find them. 
 
    Now the parts lay in front of her, shiny in the sun and freshly cleaned again. All she had left to do was reassemble it, and she could head out to look for Amber and Mitch. As her hands hovered over the parts, she found herself unable to complete the task. It was as if some part of her recognized that once she assembled the pistol, she fully admitted that something had gone wrong. That her daughter was in danger. That very soon she might need to use the pistol. Cami frowned.  
 
    “No more hesitation.” 
 
    Cami set to work with sure, confident hands. She reassembled her pistol in a matter of minutes and checked to ensure she had one round in the chamber and a full magazine loaded. She considered a drop holster for her thigh but decided that the situation in the neighborhood hadn’t quite reached Boogaloo status, yet. Instead, she opted for her favorite concealed carry holster and slipped it behind her waistband at the small of her back. 
 
    Unwilling to walk out the front door and announce to the neighborhood that no one was home, Cami made sure all the doors were locked except the back door, then stepped outside, locked it, and walked around the side of the house. Before she could clear the corner, she ran straight into Amber. 
 
    "Thank God!" Cami said as she jumped back. "Wait—what happened? Have you been crying?" 
 
    "Mom! It was awful!" Amber blurted. She lurched forward and wrapped her arms around Cami's neck. 
 
    Mitch appeared next, with a glaring red patch of skin on the side of his head, and the beginnings of a wicked shiner. The hangdog look he wore appeared to Cami as part embarrassment-part anger. 
 
    "You two better explain to me what happened right now.” Cami paused and glanced across the street at Harriet's house. "Hold that thought—let's get inside and take a look at Mitch, and then you guys can tell me what happened." 
 
    Once safely ensconced in the kitchen, away from prying eyes, Cami pulled out the first aid kit and took a closer look at Mitch. She tilted his head back into the beam of light from the kitchen window. "What happened?" 
 
    Mitch tried to turn away, but Cami's hands held his head tight. He struggled for another second or two, then relaxed in her unyielding grip. He sighed, and his shoulders slumped. “It's my fault.” 
 
    "It is not!” Amber snapped as she dabbed at her eyes with a napkin. “The only people to blame are those two jerks that robbed us,” she snarled. 
 
    Cami recoiled, Mitch’s bandage still in her hand. “Robbed you?” 
 
    "Yeah,” Amber began. “We’d just crossed the bridge up the street and were only a block or two away from Mia’s house.” She exhaled. "We were just walking along, you know—talking, waving at a few people that were out in their yards. It was really no big deal." 
 
    Cami let go of Mitch's head and moved to the freezer to get ice cubes for the swelling. "These two guys you mentioned, where did they come from?” she asked. “Do they live in the neighborhood?" 
 
    Amber shook her head. "I've definitely never seen them before. They look real rough—like they'd been sleeping in a gutter or something." 
 
    "Yeah, a big fat one, and a shorter, skinny one. Skinny dude looked like he was a drug addict. He was constantly scratching at his neck and his hands twitched the whole time." 
 
    Cami wrapped some ice cubes in a cloth and handed it to Mitch for his face. She looked at him for a moment, then glanced at Amber. "Hang on, I think Marty needs to hear this, too." She crossed the kitchen and picked up a little radio from its charging stand that their neighbor had loaned them. She held it to her mouth and clicked the transmit button. "Marty, you there?" 
 
    The reply was instant. "No names!" he hissed. "And yes, I’m here." 
 
    "There's been an incident…” 
 
    Static crackled through Marty's reply. "Anybody hurt?" 
 
    Cami shook her head. "Not bad." 
 
    "Good. No more details. Come on over." 
 
    Cami gathered the kids and a couple bottles of cold water and shepherded everyone across the side yard to Marty's place. He met them on his back deck. The old man showed them to seats in the shade. Cami was amazed to feel the difference in temperature from the afternoon sun out in the yard to the cool deck under the canopy of trees behind Marty’s house. Once everyone sat and opened bottles of water, Kirk, Marty's retired vizsla hunting dog, made his rounds to greet everyone properly.  
 
    Only when the cinnamon-colored dog settled at Marty's feet did he clear his throat and gesture for Cami to begin. "So, let's hear it." He leaned forward, layered his hands on the cane propped between his legs. 
 
    "Well," Amber said, "we were taking some vegetables from the garden over to Mia Stevens—you know her?" 
 
    Marty shrugged. "Don't know. Get to the point," he said. 
 
    Amber glanced at Cami, nodded, then continued. "We were almost to her house when we noticed this car parked down the street. It was a couple houses down from Mia’s place. As we got closer, two guys got out." 
 
    Marty held up a hand. "The car, what’d it look like?" 
 
    “Uh…an older Toyota sedan, I think," Mitch said. “Gold. Had rust all over the front quarter panels. A real piece of junk, you know?" 
 
    Marty nodded. "Okay." 
 
    "So, these two guys get out," Amber continued, "and they start walking toward us, not even glancing around or talking to each other. They just got out and walked right at us, like they'd been waiting for us." 
 
    Marty nodded and closed his eyes. "What’d they look like?" 
 
    "One was a big fat greasy guy with long hair. He had a bushy beard, and a fat, chubby face. It was really weird—they were both wearing long pants and long shirts. It didn’t make any sense." 
 
    "Yeah, and I think the skinny guy—he was a little shorter than the fat one—I think he was on drugs or something. He kept scratching at his neck,” Mitch said. “He had these red marks on his neck and his face and his hands…and his hands twitched," Mitch added. 
 
    "Sounds like a druggie. Go on," Marty said, his eyes still closed. 
 
    "They walked right up to us…” Amber said as she stared out into the backyard, eyes focused on nothing in particular. "Didn't even threaten us or anything. The fat one just said, ‘Give us your stuff.’ Like that was just expected. Like we were just holding it for them.” 
 
    "And what did you do?" asked Marty. 
 
    "I laughed,” Mitch said, “and told him to go bother somebody else.” 
 
    The old man opened his eyes and looked carefully at Mitch. "That how you got the shiner?" 
 
    Mitch shook his head. “Nah. They reached for Amber, and I shoved the skinny one out of the way. He fell down, and the fat one pulled a bat out of somewhere—I didn't see where he had it, but he took a swing at me." 
 
    "What?" Cami demanded. "Oh, this is all my fault!" she blurted. "If I hadn't let you leave those guns at home…” 
 
    “You mean you went out unarmed?" Marty demanded of Amber. 
 
    Amber frowned. "Trust me, that's never going to happen again." 
 
    "You got that right," Mitch growled. 
 
    Marty raised a trembling hand from his cane to silence everyone. "Good. Lesson learned—you two are extremely lucky. Most people don't get a second chance at that lesson. Now, it ain’t gonna be easy, but you need to forget about the fact that you walked out of the house without any way to protect yourself. Learn from it,” he commanded. “and move on. Don't waste your time blaming people, especially yourself, missy," Marty said as he pointed a curled, arthritic finger at Cami. "Now," he added as he settled back in his chair and replaced his hand on his cane. "What happened next?" 
 
    "Well…” Amber said with a shrug. "It all happened so fast. One second, Mitch was in front of me, knocking that skinny crackhead out of the way…and the next…” She shrugged. “The fat one swung a baseball bat, and Mitch was on the ground. He went to poke me with it, but I screamed, and took the backpack off and threw it at them," Amber said, her face bright red. She looked away. "I'm sorry mom, I didn't even put up a fight." 
 
    Cami leaned over and embraced her. “Sssh,” she soothed. "I don't even care about the vegetables. I'm just happy you weren't hurt. It doesn't matter, honey—what matters is you got away without getting hurt…or worse," she said with a look at Mitch. 
 
    "It's my fault, Cami.” He swallowed but held her gaze. “If I hadn't tripped when I tried to avoid that bat, I wouldn’t have ended up on the ground, and the skinny one wouldn’t have been able to hit me in the head." Mitch clenched his hands into fists. "He wasn’t even that strong, he just got a couple lucky hits.” 
 
    Cami wiped tears from Amber's face. "They got your bags, then?" 
 
    "Yeah," Amber said with a frown. "They took both bags—all those vegetables, all that work we spent to pick them—it was all for nothing!" She wiped hair out of her face. "Mia and her kids didn't get anything." 
 
    "So, after they took the stuff they just left?" pressed Cami. 
 
    "No…I think they had other things in mind," Mitch said, with a wary look at Amber. "But a couple neighbors came out of their houses when they saw what was going on, and those two idiots grabbed our bags and ran back to their car. They laid down a couple strips of rubber in the street when they took off." 
 
    Cami sat up. "I think I heard a car race by our house when I was out back earlier. That had to be them! Son of a—” 
 
    “Why didn’t you come straight home?" asked Marty. 
 
    "Mia saw us—when all the people came out of their houses and came to see if we are okay, Mia was one of them. She recognized us and had us come back to her place. Mom, she doesn't have very much, but I think she's okay for now," Amber said as she put a hand on Cami's knee. "She said to say thank you—she's talked with a couple of her neighbors and has gotten a better handle on things." 
 
    "Did her husband—?" asked Cami. "Is he back yet?" 
 
    Amber shook her head. "No. But she got a text from his boss saying that he left work on time the day the tsunami hit…” Amber shrugged. "Nobody knows where he's at, but Mia’s convinced that he's stuck in one of those traffic jams we saw on the news before the power went out." 
 
    "Been almost a week…” Marty groused. "If he ain't home in the next couple of days, I'd say he ain't never coming home." 
 
    No one said a word for a long moment. Cami looked away. She couldn’t think of Reese like that or she’d completely fall apart.  
 
    "I think she knows that," Amber said quietly. "She didn't want to talk about it. But you can see," she said and turned to Cami. "She's real scared, mom. She's all alone with those two kids—their babysitter spends as much time as she can there, but her parents don't want to let her leave the house very much either…everyone over there is scared—there’s been a few break-ins, and now with these two thugs,” Amber said with a shrug. 
 
    Marty frowned and worked his jaw back and forth as he thought. "Seems to me, these two boys you ran into are scopin’ out our neighborhood." 
 
    "Could be," Cami mused as she rubbed her arm. "I've heard people claiming empty houses are being broken into." She shrugged. "Other than Harriet snooping around asking if I knew of any empty houses, that's the only real proof I have of anything going on." 
 
    Marty nodded. "That woman's up to something, ain't no doubt about it." 
 
    "I'm just so mad," Mitch said. He pounded a fist into the deck railing. “I can't believe those guys got the jump on me." He looked at Amber, then at Cami. "I swear to you, that will never happen again." 
 
    “Good…that’s a good start," Marty's agreed. "Y'all sit tight. I'll be right back." He grunted and got to his feet, then hobbled across the deck, and disappeared inside the house. 
 
    "This isn't your fault, Mitch," Cami said. "It's mine. "I should've told you both to take weapons with you, I should've known—I did know…” 
 
    "It's not your fault, mom, it's mine. If I hadn't spoken up and said that it would be fine for us to leave the guns…” Amber said with a shake of her head. 
 
    "I done told you to knock that off—ain't nobody's fault. Now get over it," Marty growled. He stepped back onto the porch and plopped a crossbow into Mitch's lap, then handed over a quiver of bolts. "There. That's for you. Quieter than a gun, and reusable ammo. You practice with that. Get good at it. You’ll be able to take down a man just as quick as you can with a gun." 
 
    “I-I don't know what to say," Mitch said as he held up the heavy weapon. 
 
    "Just say thank you," Marty replied. "I ain't as young as I once was. Can't even draw that thing back anymore. You may as well get some use out of it." He turned to Cami and leaned on his cane. "There's another thing I’d like to talk with you about, missy. We need to set up rotating watches. Keep an eye on our properties, night and day." 
 
    Cami nodded. "I was thinking something along those lines myself. I'm just not sure how to go about doing it." 
 
    Marty squinted one eye at her. "Why's that? Seems pretty simple to me. Somebody stays up at night, the others sleep. If an all nighter’s too much for you kids, we can split it into shifts." 
 
    "We?" asked Cami. 
 
    "Yes, we. I don't sleep much anymore. Be happier than a ‘possum eatin’ sweet potatoes to take most of the night shifts. Just keep a radio nearby, and I'll keep an eye on your house and mine. Long as you promise to do so during the day. I can't stay awake 24-7—I tend to take naps in the morning and the afternoon." 
 
    "It's a deal—provided you allow us to take our share of night watches. There's three of us. We can easily rotate nights on and off." 
 
    Marty nodded. "Fine. Now—you told me you were fixin’ to get these young pups trained on shootin’. Done that yet?" 
 
    Cami's shoulders slumped. "No—we had to secure the garden and get the harvest in." 
 
    Marty nodded. “I seen y'all carrying all those veggies in and out. You about finished?" 
 
    Cami nodded. "We are." 
 
    "Good. I suggest you take these youngsters out into the woods tomorrow, learn ‘em how to shoot. One day ain’t gonna make ‘em Marine snipers, but they'll be a lot more comfortable and less likely to leave guns laying around again." 
 
    "Trust me, I'm not walking around without a gun," Amber said. 
 
    Marty smiled, like a cat who just trapped a canary. "Is that so?" he asked with a cackle. "Where's your gun right now?" 
 
    Amber blushed. "Oh. Well…it’s still in the house." 
 
    Marty nodded. "You just survived mistake number two." Marty looked between Amber and Mitch. "In my experience, most people don't make it to mistake three." He looked off into the trees beyond his backyard. "Yep, I figure you take these kids out in them woods a good couple hours, ain't nobody gonna pay much attention if you pop some rounds off." 
 
    "Agreed, but why rush it? Shouldn’t we take our time with this and approach it slowly? To make sure everybody’s safe?" 
 
    "I don't think so," Marty said. He shook his head as if convincing himself. "No ma'am. These two jokers prowlin’ the neighborhood is just the tip of the iceberg. They could very well be canvassing the neighborhood every night. Y'all might be the first ones to get rolled in broad daylight, but they'll be back. Might be more of ‘em, too. Y'all need to get this settled right quick." 
 
    "What if Harriet stops by? She was here today…” Cami said. 
 
    Marty shook his head. "I doubt she'll visit you tomorrow. She's gotta go meet with her cronies on the HOA board and plot their next move, right? You might have a day or two before she comes back." He nodded again. "Nope, you need to get out in the woods, do some target shooting tomorrow. Might be your only chance." 
 
    Cami leaned back against the deck railing. "All right, fine. We'll pack up and head out at first light. I don't like being away from the house right now." 
 
    "You got good instincts, missy. Trust ‘em. They'll serve you well." 
 
    Cami smiled at Marty. He was gruff—and blunt as a block of raw New Hampshire granite—but his heart was in the right place. In his own way, he wanted to take care of her and the kids. She didn't want to disappoint him. 
 
    Cami stood, followed by Amber and then Mitch, who hefted the crossbow and awkwardly slung it over one shoulder. 
 
    "I expect you to practice with that crossbow, young man," Marty said. "We might be relying on you to bring home some meat sooner than we’d like." 
 
    "Yes sir," Mitch said. "Thank you, sir." 
 
    "You're all right, son." Marty nodded again and patted Mitch on the shoulder. “Alright, best y’all cleared on out. Time for my afternoon nap." 
 
    They said their goodbyes, and Cami led Amber and Mitch back across the side yard. "Well, looks like we got our marching orders," Cami said to the others as they walked up the back steps. 
 
    "He sure sounds paranoid to me," Amber observed. "I mean, we’re the ones that got mugged, and I don't feel the sense of urgency that he has." 
 
    "He might be paranoid, but a lot of what he says makes sense," Mitch countered. 
 
    "You're just saying that because he gave you a new toy," Amber quipped. 
 
    "I'm with Mitch,” Cami added. “Sometimes he sounds a little crazy, but you guys didn't see how squirrely Harriet was acting this morning. It was really weird—it was like she was fishing for information, the whole time trying to see over my shoulder and take a good look at the garden. It felt like she was…well, to quote Marty, I felt like she was scoping out the joint." Cami shrugged and held the back door open for everyone. "I can't explain it. I just know I don't like the way she was looking around. And why ask about empty houses?" 
 
    "It doesn't make sense," Amber agreed as she picked up her pistol and holster from the kitchen table. "Unless Harriet and the HOA are looking for empty houses to rob." 
 
    Mitch and Cami shared a look, then both looked at Amber. She paused, the holster not quite attached to her waist yet. "No…” she said slowly. "You don't think…it was just a suggestion," she added quickly. "I don't really think…I mean, really?" 
 
    "I don't know," Cami sighed. “I suppose it's a possibility, but I just can't see it. I mean, she lives here. She knows everybody in this neighborhood. How could she look at us in the face if we found out she was responsible for people breaking into empty houses? And if they break and enter empty houses to take whatever's inside, what's to stop them from breaking into houses with people in them?" 
 
    "Well, that escalated quickly," Mitch muttered as he laid the crossbow on the table. 
 
    Cami crossed her arms. "Agreed. There’s nothing we can do about it right now, anyway," she said with a sigh. "Let's all grab some packs and get ready for tomorrow. I want to turn in early tonight, get a good night’s rest, and get started before dawn. If we can get out into the forest preserve around first light, there's less of a chance anyone will know we’re gone." 
 
    Amber grinned. “Now who sounds paranoid?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Liberty, Maine 
 
      
 
    The brief respite in Belfast did more for their endurance than Reese realized. They made excellent time, and not only reached the town of Liberty, Maine, before nightfall, but they reached it before dinner. Just like in Belfast, a barricade across the main road into town greeted them when they drew closer. 
 
    Unlike in Belfast, however, the citizens of Liberty didn't invite them closer for a parlay. A man stood behind the impressive wall of shipping pallets and cars, raised the bullhorn to his lips, and spoke. "You there, stop right where you are.” 
 
    Reese and Jo stopped and looked at each other. 
 
    "Whatever your story is, we’re not interested. We don't have any extra food or water to give you, and we certainly don't have any space for strangers to spend the night. It's best you just keep on moving. You can take the side road in front of the barricade—it'll lead you around the south end of town. Good luck." 
 
    "We have money," Reese called out. 
 
    After a brief conversation with the others behind the barricade, the spokesman stood again. "Not interested. Keep moving, or we’ll open fire. I'm serious." 
 
    Reese and Jo trudged forward, then Jo grabbed his arm. Look," she said. "Right side of the road, just in front of the barricade.” 
 
    "Those are graves," Reese whispered. "Fresh ones, by the look of them.” 
 
    "I take back every negative thing I said about Belfast. It was a friendly little town," Jo said, “compared to this.” 
 
    "Come on,” Reese urged, “there's the bypass he mentioned. Looks like we’re going to be spending the night in the tent again." 
 
    "What I wouldn't give for a hotel or bed-and-breakfast right about now,” Jo muttered. 
 
    "You don't strike me as a bed-and-breakfast kind of girl," Reese observed as they rounded the corner and left the barricade behind them on the main road. 
 
    Jo snorted. “I’m not. But I am an appreciates-a-roof-over-her-head kind of girl." 
 
    "Don't look," Reese said as casually as possible, "but they're keeping track of us." 
 
    "I expected they would, after they threatened to shoot us and then showed us the bodies of people they've already killed," Jo muttered. “I tell you what, them boys got religion." 
 
    They trudged along the bypass road, which took a circular route around the south end of town until they came to another checkpoint. This one wasn't nearly as impressive as the first one, and they quickly discovered it was manned by teenagers. "Stay cool, I don’t like the way these kids are laughing,” Reese warned. 
 
    "They’re just kids, look at ‘em,” observed Jo. “What's wrong with their laughter?" 
 
    "It's like hyenas circling their prey,” Reese said. "That skinny one there with the big ears—he’s trying to screw his courage up to come over here. Just stay by me and keep cool." 
 
    "Sure know a lot about troublemaker teenagers," Jo muttered. "That because of your daughter?"  
 
    Reese snorted. “Not at all—Amber’s great. I used to be a troublemaker teen.” 
 
    "All right, that's far enough," called out one of the young men. He lounged against a car, a bolt action hunting rifle casually draped across his shoulders like a yoke. "You two look like you got a lot of stuff. Where you from?" 
 
    "Ellsworth," Reese said at the same time that Jo replied "Mount Desert Island." 
 
    A couple of the teens behind the one who'd spoken snickered and shot glances at each other. 
 
    "That so?" their leader said, his eyes on Jo. "Well, soon as you two pay the toll, you can be on your way. We’re not allowed to let anybody into town right now, so you'll have to keep moving." 
 
    "After you pay the toll," a higher-pitched voice called over the leader’s shoulder. 
 
    "I already told them that," the leader said, which caused another round of snickering. 
 
    Reese frowned. “No one at the last barricade said anything about needing to pay a toll. We’re just trying to get home." 
 
    The kid looked at him. "Oh yeah? Where’s home?" 
 
    "South Carolina," Reese said. 
 
    "Man, that's a long walk. I think we oughta double the toll for you two, seeing as how you got such a long ways to go." 
 
    "That doesn't make any sense," Jo blurted. 
 
    "Course it does," the leader said with a wide grin. "Think of it as us helping you lighten the load on your backs. Now, let's have a look and see what you want to donate to—” 
 
    Reese shook his head. "We’re not donating anything. You boys have a good day." He pulled Jo with him and they continued along the road and walked directly in front of the barricade before they turned left to head south. He hated showing his back to the teenagers, but the more they argued, the worst things would get. 
 
    "Hey, I'm not done with you—you don't get to walk away," the leader called as he stepped away from the barricade to follow them. 
 
    "Reese," Jo warned under her breath. 
 
    "I got this." Reese turned to face down the wannabe guard. "Look Junior, I said we’re done here. We’re not looking for any trouble." 
 
    “So why did you come to my barricade?" 
 
    "Your barricade?” another voice called from the other side of the roadblock. 
 
    The leader rounded on his followers and chopped his hand in the air like a tomahawk. "Shut up!" He turned back to face Jo and Reese, then pulled the shotgun up to his shoulder. The muzzle still pointed to the side of the road, but Reese knew things were about to go sideways. 
 
    "Hey," he said as he raised his good hand. "Let's slow down for a second. I said we don't want any trouble." 
 
    "Neither do we—we just want our toll. Now pay up.” 
 
    "You don't have to do this," Jo said quietly. 
 
    "You're right, I don’t,” the teenager said, “but I am…because I can…and because it's fun.” 
 
    Reese wasn’t sure exactly who fired the first shot. The bullet kicked up gravel six feet to the right of Jo. Faster than a rattlesnake, her pistol was out of its holster and she fired two shots in the general direction of the barricade. 
 
    Reese tried to yell for everyone to stop, but the kid screamed and pulled the trigger on his shotgun, which blasted a branch off a tree and showered Reese and Jo with leaves. 
 
    He grabbed Jo, and they ran to the side of the road, then dropped down into a shallow ditch and covered their heads as bullets ricocheted off the asphalt all around them. 
 
    "We gotta get outta here!" Reese called. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me you were so smart?" Jo complained. "I don't think they can see us," she added. “Can’t we just keep crawling along the ditch? We might be able to cut through the trees up ahead." 
 
    Reese agreed, and they slithered and crawled their way through the muck and mud in the belly of the ditch, working their way ever so slowly away from the barricade. Eventually the gunfire slackened. They pulled themselves up out of the ditch and disappeared into the underbrush lining the road. "I don't see anybody following us," Reese said as he peered through the branches. 
 
    “Great, let's get outta here," Jo replied. She pushed her way forward through the vegetation, then froze as tires squealed down the road behind them. 
 
    "Oh, that's not good," Reese moaned. "Let's go!" He and Jo ran as well as they could with the heavy packs. They made it about a hundred yards down the road before the car caught them. It squealed to a stop behind them and Reese and Jo split up to move behind trees for cover. 
 
    "There they are! I saw ‘em go behind those trees," the leader’s voice called out. A new round of gunshots exploded and bullets and shot peppered the trees behind which Jo and Reese hid. 
 
    "What’re we gonna do?" Jo wailed. 
 
    "I don't know!" Reese called. "Shoot back!" He pulled his pistol free of the holster with his left hand and braced his arm on the tree trunk. He squeezed off a couple shots and managed to put a hole in the front quarter panel on the driver’s side of the little sedan the teens had driven up from the barricade. Two of them yelled and clambered around the back of the car to hide.  
 
    The leader scoffed, racked another round in his shotgun and marched forward, full of bravado and righteous indignation. "You two aren’t getting away! When they hear how I cut you down after you attacked the roadblock, they're going to promote me!"  
 
    Reese shook his head at the stupidity the teenager displayed. "That kid’s lucky I'm using my left hand." He squeezed the trigger, and his Glock bucked, throwing his aim off. The driver’s side-view mirror exploded in a shower of sparks. One of the teenagers behind the car stood and ran off into the woods. The shotgun roared and blew a chunk of bark off Reese's tree. He crouched lower to make as small a target as possible, but knew it was only a matter of time before the kid with the shotgun flanked him.  
 
    Jo fired again, and the kid screamed. He dropped the shotgun and half ran, half limped back to the car. "She shot me!” he screamed. Two others emerged from behind the car and grabbed their leader and dragged him into the bushes on the far side of the road. 
 
    "Now's our chance!" Reese called to Jo. He slipped around his tree and rushed across the road. His backpack made an awful racket as it slammed against his back, but he made it to the car and fired three more shots from his pistol into the surrounding forest. He ripped off the backpack and tossed it in the front seat as Jo did the same in the backseat. “Get in,” he ordered as she fired another shot over the roof of the car. 
 
    "Hadn't planned on a carjacking today," Jo observed as she slammed the back door. 
 
    Reese shifted into drive and floored it. "I hadn't planned on shooting at a bunch of teenagers, either," he retorted.  
 
    "That boy’s daddy ain’t gonna be too happy when he finds out we shot him and stole his car,” Jo said from the back seat as she looked out the rear window. 
 
    "We can worry about that later—I plan to be in Boston by the time anybody from Liberty decides to come after us.” 
 
    “Preach it brother,” Jo replied. She peered out the window. "Looks like they're headed back to town." 
 
    Reese took a curve too fast, and the tires chirped on asphalt until he got the car back under control and took a deep breath. “Okay…okay…we made it…” 
 
    “Easy there, chief,” Jo soothed. “Hey, how much gas do we have in this here jalopy?” 
 
     “Well…about half a tank,” Reese replied. He glanced at the rearview mirror and met her eyes.  Think that’ll get us to Boston?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Lavelle Homestead 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami, Amber, and Mitch had just sat down to a dinner of steamed zucchini, pasta, and reconstituted meatballs and sauce when someone knocked on the front door. She sighed, put her fork down and looked at the ceiling. 
 
    “Even during the apocalypse, people know just when to interrupt things,” she muttered. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Amber said as she put her napkin on the table. 
 
    “No, I got it. You two eat.” Cami stood and slipped her pistol behind her waistband at the small of her back. “Be right back.” Cami froze. That was the secret catch phrase she and Reese always said to each other when they left on trips or went to work. It never sounded as final as “goodbye.” She swallowed and left the kitchen, grateful the kids hadn’t noticed her misstep. 
 
    A quick look through the peephole made Cami sigh again. Harriet Spalding stood on her porch, and leaned up to the peephole, presenting an enormous eye. “Hello?” she called sweetly from the porch. 
 
    Cami opened the door, and fake smiled. “Hi, Harriet, how are you?” 
 
    “Oh, no time for small talk, Cami,” Harriet said as she peered over Cami’s shoulder to get a look inside the darkened house. “I’m just doing my part and rounding up folks for the meeting. It’s at my place—we’re starting soon, so come on over.” She looked past Cami again when Amber laughed at something Mitch said. “No need to bring anyone, we’re only asking that heads of households show up.” 
 
    “Rounding up folks?” Cami asked and ignored the directive for the head of the household. “I saw several people heading to your place this afternoon—is this an HOA meeting or a cattle drive?” 
 
    Harriet blinked at her, then smiled. “Oh, Cami, bless your heart—you’re just too funny,” she said. She waved and turned away. “I had some friends stop by early to help set up. Be a dear and fetch that grouch next door, would you? He doesn’t like me, and I don’t want to deal with him on such a lovely evening. Toodles!” Harriet sashayed down the driveway and turned on the street to walk past Marty Price’s place. 
 
    “What was that about?” asked Amber when Cami returned to the kitchen. 
 
    “Oh, Harriet’s gathering everyone for an HOA meeting. As if any of that stuff matters right now.” She looked at the steaming food on her plate. “You two have a nice dinner. I’m sure this won’t take that long. I need to go get Marty.” 
 
    “Well, we can go with—” Amber said as she stood. 
 
    “No,” Cami replied, gesturing for her to stay put. “It’s only for heads of households.” 
 
    “Sounds important,” Mitch muttered around a mouthful of pasta. 
 
    Cami sighed. “I’m sure it’s critically important. I’ll see you two later. Make sure you—” 
 
    “Got it,” Amber said as she patted the holstered pistol on the table. “I’m not going anywhere without this. Even in the house.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Mitch, ready to shove another forkful of pasta into his mouth.  
 
    She smiled, happy that her daughter wouldn’t be caught unprepared again, and sad that things had devolved so quickly that Amber needed to be armed in the first place. With such dark thoughts in her head, she left her house and walked across the side yard as the sun approached the horizon and shadows stretched across the grass.  
 
    Marty, as she’d expected, proved less than enthused about the prospect of going to a meeting at Harriet’s place for any reason, let alone an HOA gathering. He ranted and raved for a few moments, then calmed down, fed Kirk, and gathered a walking cane she hadn’t seen before. 
 
    “That’s a nice cane, Marty,” she said conversationally as they slowly made their way down his driveway. 
 
    He shuffled along for a moment before answering. “I only use it on special occasions.” He glanced at her sideways. “Got a sword inside it.” 
 
    Cami smiled. “Of course, it does. Let’s hope we don’t have to use it.” 
 
    He grunted. “You armed?” 
 
    She looked at him sideways. “Always.” 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    The meeting, as it turned out, was fairly well attended by at least one person from all the currently occupied houses in the neighborhood. It wasn’t as large a group as Cami would have liked to have seen, because it meant there were more vacant houses than she’d guessed. “A lot of people didn’t make it home after the wave…” she observed. 
 
    “Things keep going the way they’re headed, there’ll be a lot less people here next time,” Marty groused. He stood next to her at the back of the crowd and leaned on his cane, his head on a swivel.  
 
    Harriet moved through the group like a bee, lighting on choice flowers and skimming just out of reach of the undesirable weeds. She greeted those she was friendly with, paused to share a quick word, and moved on like a politician, all smiles and body language. She gave Cami and Marty a brief nod-and-pass, then moved on. 
 
    “You’d think an old man deserved a chair on a hot evening,” Marty complained loud enough for her to hear. She froze momentarily and lost her stride, then adjusted her hair and continued as if she’d smelled something unpleasant but was determined to get past it as soon as possible. Marty chuckled. 
 
    “Egging her on isn’t very mature,” Cami said, unable to hold back her smile. 
 
    “Well, you get to my age and you just don’t care much anymore,” Marty shot back with a smile. 
 
    “Hi, Cami,” a pleasant voice said from behind them. 
 
    Cami turned and ran right into a full-on hug from Mia Stevens. “Oof—hi, Mia,” she replied into the shorter woman’s hair. “It’s good to see you,” she added as they separated. 
 
    “Did I miss anything?” Mia asked as she stood on tiptoes to see toward the back deck of Harriet’s house, which had been set up like a stage. Four men and women sat in chairs on the deck with their heads together, as if plotting a battle plan. 
 
    “Nothing but a waste of time,” Marty grumbled. “If they had the sense to light them skeeter torches, they’re planning on being here for a while.” He sighed. “What a waste of time.” 
 
    Cami agreed, but she was still grateful for the tiki torches. The strong scent of citronella wafted over her on the evening breeze and made her nose itch, but at least she didn’t have to worry about mosquitos. She smiled as she looked at the flickering torch nearest her. Reese always complained that the torches attracted the blood-sucking insects. Even with torches, he was always eaten alive. 
 
    “Everyone, everyone—if I could have your attention, please,” Harriet called out over the general rumble of neighborly small talk. “We’ll go ahead and get started—if you could all settle in, please.” She clasped her hands in front of her chest for a moment and watched people quiet down, then proceeded only when she had everyone’s attention. “Now, let’s begin, shall we? On behalf of the Bee’s Landing Homeowner’s Association, I want to welcome you all to my humble home. Normally we wouldn’t have a meeting under such rushed circumstances, but the board and I agreed that time was of the essence in this case.” 
 
    “Are you going to hand out food or water?” Someone called out from the front. 
 
    “We—what? No…” Harriet replied, flustered. “I—no, we’re not handing anything out at this meeting.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t have anything to eat, what am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Have you tried going into town?” Someone else asked. 
 
    “You kidding me? It’s like a war zone. I was shot at the last time I went a few days back. There’s a bullet hole in my car!” 
 
    The mumbling increased and other helpful and not-so-helpful suggestions were offered until Harriet put her hands up and quieted the crowd again. The board members behind her rose from their chairs and stood as one to offer support. 
 
    “Please, everyone, just calm down,” she said. 
 
    “You calm down! I need to go find food for my kids,” the first speaker said as he shoved his way through the crowd. 
 
    “Tom, don’t go, please,” Harriet called, but it was futile—the man had pushed his way past enough people to escape. “This meeting is important!” 
 
    “Not as important as my family,” he shot back, and threw a dismissive wave over his shoulder as he broke free of the crowd and walked past Cami, Marty, and Mia toward the driveway. He looked worn out, as if he’d camped in his backyard for a week. His clothes didn’t quite fit, and he hadn’t bathed in several days based on the strength of the odor that followed him like a loyal dog. 
 
    “Can we get to the point, already? My old bones ain’t used to standing around this much outside the DMV,” Marty hollered. Several people around them snorted in response, but the outburst calmed everyone down enough for Harriet to resume. 
 
    “As…as you all know, things have been rather unsettled lately,” she began. 
 
    Someone barked a laugh. “You mean the apocalypse? Yeah, it’s a little unsettled.” That caused another round of snickering. 
 
    “I’ll wait,” Harriet said primly, as if she were a schoolteacher in charge of a class of recalcitrant kindergartners. Eventually the crowd was shamed into silence and she continued with a haughty look Cami figured was intended to convey her irritation and leadership. She adjusted her hair, and Cami spotted a dark area near the side of her face that only appeared for a moment before Harriet put her hair back into place. 
 
    “Did you see…?” Mia whispered. 
 
    “Looks like she’s got a bruise on her face,” Cami murmured. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Marty. 
 
    “Harriet looks like someone hit her,” Cami whispered to the old man. He grunted. 
 
    “…things have gone downhill remarkably fast in town. I don’t think it’s safe for anyone going to a store or gas station without a couple friends. I myself…I…had an incident earlier…” she cleared her throat. “Luckily I managed to outsmart the men who were…causing me trouble. I won’t put myself in that position again.” 
 
    Cami and Mia looked at each other. 
 
    “It’s true—I saw several men in a beat-up car driving through the neighborhood yesterday…” someone announced. 
 
    “They broke into the Silverwood’s house…over on Archer. I saw them attack two kids today!”  
 
    Cami frowned. A few people turned and looked at her. Word was already out about the identity of the mugging victims. More than one person nodded at her or offered a grim smile. 
 
    “Something needs to be done!” Marty bellowed. 
 
    “Yeah,” someone else agreed up front.  
 
    Harriet smoothed her dress and tried to maintain control of the crowd. “Now see here, this is a meeting, not a mob. We will follow parliamentary procedure and recognize the floor for each speaker. This is no different than the quarterly HOA meetings we conduct—“ 
 
    “Get on with it, already! This isn’t Congress for crying out loud…” 
 
    Harriet frowned, her face lit by the flickering tiki torches. The reflected light did not do her expression any favors. She looked like a mildly irritated demon. 
 
    “The Board met earlier today, and we decided there are a few new measures we can implement to help keep Bee’s Landing safe in these trying times, at least until the authorities regain control of the situation.” That statement elicited a few laughs and some side conversations in the audience about the fate of Washington. 
 
    “Dollars to donuts she won’t want to do anything that actually works,” Marty said. 
 
    “First, we will take a head count and see exactly who is still in the neighborhood—“ 
 
    “What for?” someone called out. 
 
    “Why,” Harriet said, blinking, “so we know what homes still have people living in them.” 
 
    “But why do y’all need to know that?” demanded Marty. 
 
    Harriet recognized his voice and compressed her lips into a thin line. “Because we need to know how many people need assistance with food and water—“ 
 
    “So you can break into the other homes and take stuff, right?” pestered Marty. “So y’all think you’re a bunch of Robin Hoods, that it?” 
 
    “No one’s breaking into anyone’s homes,” Harriet said quickly as she motioned for the crowd to let her explain. “When you bought into the HOA, you were all required to provide a copy of the key to your house. We never expected to need the keys for a situation like this, but let’s be honest people,” she said, and put her hands on her hips, “it’s been almost a week since the tidal wave—“ 
 
    “Tsunami!” Cami called out. 
 
    Harriet frowned. “Since the tidal wave hit Charleston and things have not started to get better at all. Quite the opposite, in fact. With hoodlums having gun battles on main street and armed thugs robbing people in our neighborhood…it’s getting—“ 
 
    “Apocalyptic!” Marty shouted. 
 
    “Yes, Marty, apocalyptic is a good word for it,” Harriet said through clenched teeth. She cleared her throat. “The board is open to suggestions from members as to the next steps we should take as a community. Are there any suggestions?” 
 
    A hand went up toward the front. “We should set up roadblocks at the entrances.” 
 
    A general murmur of approval followed, along with a handful of dissenting opinions. Harriet frowned. “I don’t think that’s very neighborly of us…” 
 
    The man who’d suggested the roadblocks scoffed. “I’m not worried about being neighborly, I’m worried about someone breaking into my house!” 
 
    “We could set up a neighborhood watch—patrol the streets at night,” someone else offered. 
 
    Harriet turned from one suggestion to the next and tried to shoot them both down. “That’s not exactly what the board had in mind, in fact, I think that’s rather drastic, don’t you?” 
 
    “Not at all—seems to me that’s exactly what we should be discussing—“ another voice called out. 
 
    “Well, what exactly does the board want to do?” asked Cami in a tone she hoped was more reasonable than it sounded in her head. She was worried the crowd was going to get ugly if Harriet continued to poo-poo all the reasonable solutions put forward by worried homeowners. 
 
    “I’m glad you asked,” Harriet replied as she squinted in Cami’s direction. “The board,” she said, as an oil-slick smile spread across her face, “is recommending we coordinate a collection of extra food and supplies to be redistributed to those in need—“ 
 
    “You want to force us to hand over food to people who don’t have any?” someone shouted. 
 
    “We want to collect unused supplies, yes—but not from you, from the vacant houses,” Harriet added quickly, before the crowd erupted. “It’s not for some great stockpile, it’s not for the use of the board—it’s for people who don’t have anything,” Harriet said, her eyes wide as she searched the crowd. She found Cami’s face and smiled, “For people like Mia Stevens—she has two children and her husband never came home from work after the tidal wave…” 
 
    People looked where Harriet pointed, and Cami felt Mia’s embarrassment in a wave of heat that radiated off the younger woman. Most people near them offered sad smiles and a few ‘it’ll be okay’ looks, but the pity on some faces didn’t show at all on others. Cami shifted her weight on her feet, embarrassed for Mia, but she refused to step away from her friend. 
 
    “Mia’s not the only one, folks,” Cami said, in an attempt to take the attention off Mia. “There’s plenty of you who haven’t heard from husbands and wives since the tsunami hit,” she said. “We shouldn’t single people out—“ 
 
    “Yes, yes, I wasn’t trying to make dear Mia feel bad,” Harriet said with a dismissive wave of one pearl bracelet-adorned hand. “I’m merely using her as an example. There are many more people here who are running low on food—I know because I’ve talked with you, and I understand your fear.” 
 
    Cami looked around. That idea got them thinking. Most people muttered with heads together in little knots. Cami had to admit, it made sense—if someone wasn’t home almost a week after the tsunami, the chances of their safe return diminished exponentially each day. Why not utilize the food and water in those vacant homes, when people—neighbors—could use immediate help? 
 
    Arguments for and against the proposal floated back and forth across the group, some louder than others, but after a few minutes of debate, a general consensus seemed to emerge. Some people, like Marty, refused to accept the outright theft of someone’s property—whether they were there to resist or not, even if it was to hand it over to someone else, who didn’t prepare as well as they should have. It was anathema to everything the country was founded on, he said to a few other like-minded individuals.  
 
    “I understand that it’s not the ideal solution,” Harriet explained in an exasperated tone, while she painted a sympathetic look on her face that Cami interpreted as condescension. “But I…we—the board, that is—believe firmly that collecting food and supplies from vacant homes presents the fastest, most efficient means of getting supplies to people who need them—right now—without turning our neighborhood into a fortress.” 
 
    After a slight, half-hearted round of applause, one of the loudest proponents of doing something more drastic raised his hand again. When Harriet nodded—begrudgingly—in his direction, he called out, “That’s all fine, but what are we gonna do about these guys wandering around our neighborhood right now? How does the board plan to stop them?” 
 
    Harriet looked at the board members behind her, then smiled at the speaker. “What do you suggest we do? We’re not going to take over policing duties from the authorities, or set up our own government…this meeting was called to discuss—“ 
 
    “We know you like hearing yourself talk,” the man said. Cami craned her neck to see who it was, but she couldn’t quite place his identity. She assumed he was from the newer side of the development, near Mia. “But I got a wife and kids to worry about. I don’t need some lowlifes prowling around my house in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Someone breaks into my home, they’re gonna be carried out in a body bag,” a voice rang out in support. 
 
    As the crowd fell into discussions about the legality of shooting hoodlums, looters, and thieves, whether in someone’s home or on the street, Cami turned to Marty. “You don’t seem too put out by the fact that the HOA has keys to everyone’s home. I didn’t think it was a big deal when we moved in, but now…” 
 
    Marty smiled. “You think I still have the same locks on my house as when I moved in?” 
 
    “Well, we had our locks changed after we moved in, and then we handed over the key,” Cami admitted. 
 
    “Hmmph,” Marty muttered, as if enlightened. 
 
    “It seems rather silly, now that I think about it—but I wasn’t as…” Cami paused, in search of the right word. 
 
    “Woke?” asked Marty. “Aint’ that what the kids say nowadays when you been slapped upside the head by life?” 
 
    Cami laughed. “Yeah. Woke is as good a word as any, I guess. I’d never do it now, but that horse is already out of the barn, huh?” 
 
    “Shoot,” Marty said, as he adjusted his stance and leaned forward over his cane. “I waited about a day, then changed the locks on my house. They got a key but it don’t open anything.” 
 
    Harriet eventually managed to regain control of the arguments about shotguns versus ARs for home defense, but just barely. “People, please! We have a lot of work to plan for tomorrow. We have a few more items to discuss,” she said, and glanced down at the notes in her hand. “Ah, tomorrow is trash day…” 
 
    Cami couldn’t believe her ears. The world had fallen apart less than a week earlier, and Harriet—and the board—were worried about people who put too much trash out on the curbs…if the garbage men didn’t show up, all that trash would be…unsightly. She continued with concerns over certain families that failed to adhere to the strict yard maintenance rules and homeowners who let their grass grow a little too high and moved right into political signs in front yards. 
 
    “It’s literally the end of the world as we know it, and she’s worried about yard signs detracting from perceived property value in the neighborhood?” Cami shook her head. “What is she smoking?” 
 
    “Now then,” Harriet said at last, “if there are no further helpful suggestions for the board, we’ll consider this meeting adjourned…do I hear a second?” 
 
    “Second!” someone up front quipped almost as soon as Harriet’s mouth closed. 
 
    “Good, then this meeting is adjourned—“ 
 
    “But what about the crooks? We can’t just keep letting anyone walk through here that wants—“ 
 
    “And I thank you for your attendance and hope you all stay safe,” Harriet said, steamrolling right over the objections. In the face of shouted objections, she turned and marched off the deck into her house, followed by the four members of the board. They took their clipboards, their chairs, and their drinks and vanished in seconds. 
 
    As the crowd dispersed, arguments erupted all over again and small clusters of people wandered off to dispute the meeting amongst themselves. Cami found herself and Mia next to Marty as the others flowed around them. 
 
    “I…cannot believe…she did that,” Mia stammered through clenched teeth. Her nostrils flared and her eyes radiated hate. “She asked how I was doing and promised the information she collected would be anonymous…” 
 
    “That woman knows no decency,” Marty agreed. “She won’t let any crisis go to waste.” He spat on the ground next to Mia. 
 
    “I have never been so embarrassed in my entire life…” Mia said, her face buried in her hands. “And I’ve been married to Jimmy for almost ten years.” 
 
    Cami looked at Marty, who shrugged. “Well, I don’t know Jimmy all that well, but—“ 
 
    “He plays the worst practical jokes on me…all the time—in public. It’s horrible, but I’ve come to accept that’s who he is…a teenager in a man’s body.” She tossed her head and flung the short curly hair from her eyes. “But that…woman…went way over the line.” She glanced around them as others headed home. “Look at everyone,” she hissed. “They stop talking when they get near me…it’s like I’m a leper now or something. Ooooh, look at poor Mia, she doesn’t have enough money—or a man to take care of her…” 
 
    “I said it before, didn’t I?” asked Marty. “Harriet Spalding is trouble with a capital ’T’, ain’t no two ways about it.” 
 
    Cami put an arm around Mia’s shoulders. “Look, forget about her—forget about this meeting. If you ever need anything, you come to me. Got it? Don’t go to anyone else, don’t tell anyone else, just come straight to me.” 
 
    “I can’t accept handouts now, Cami…everyone knows…” she choked back a sob, then took a deep breath. “I just can’t,” Mia said, her voice thick with emotion. “I just want to crawl under a rock and die…” 
 
    “Oh, I won’t just give you stuff, you’ll have to work for it,” Cami replied with a smile. “Trust me, we’ve got lots of chores that need doing around the house, from pulling weeds in the garden to helping me secure things in the yard and inside…I’m happy to share what I’ve got with someone who’s willing to earn it.” She frowned at the knot of Harriet supporters who argued with more independent-minded homeowners near the abandoned deck. “I trust this HOA like I trust the IRS.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Marty added for emphasis. He waggled a trembling hand toward Harriet’s house, lit from within by candles in every window. “Now that we’re finished with this nonsense, how’s your defensive work coming along?” 
 
    Cami sighed. “I’ve pulled all the hurricane plywood out of the shed and got it staged at each window, but I don’t know about installing them all.” 
 
    “You got them outside, or in?” 
 
    Cami looked at Marty. “Well, outside—why would I bring them in?” 
 
    “Oh, we have storm shutters, too!” Mia said, excited. “But I thought they went on the outside? Jimmy usually handles all that…” 
 
    “They do,” Cami answered as she watched Marty for an explanation. 
 
    The old man nodded as they shuffled down Harriet’s driveway, among the last of the attendees to do so, as everyone else moved faster. “You got to bring ‘em inside because if someone’s up to no good and they hit that plywood hard enough on the outside to break the glass, then y’all got a mess inside, am I right?” He shook his head. “No ma’am, y’all need to put that plywood up inside, and if the glass breaks, let it. Ain’t no worry to you and yours inside.” 
 
    Mia thought it over. “But all those screws will destroy my window frames!” 
 
    Marty stopped and looked at her. “With all this goin’ on,” he said, and waved a hand at the darkened neighborhood, “your husband’s missing and millions of people dead, you gonna really stand there and tell me you’re worried about your window frames? Besides—everyone puts ‘em up on the outside. The crooks might show up with drills and just pull the screws out if you got ‘em all lined up outside. Can’t get at the screws in your window frames from the outside, now can they?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do that,” Mia said. “Those plywood sheets are heavy…” 
 
    “I’ll send Mitch over to help you out,” Cami replied. 
 
    “Y’all better worry about your food first. I bet we got a couple days afore things get bad enough to need hurricane shutters, but that HOA is gonna come sniffin’ around looking for extra supplies tomorrow. Mark my words.” 
 
    Mia scoffed. “Well that’s easy for me—everyone knows I don’t have anything now…” 
 
    “You need to set up some caches,” he said to Cami. 
 
    “Caches?” she asked as they reached the street. The three of them paused for Marty to explain. 
 
    “Yep. Get you some PVC pipe or any kind of plastic box or bin…put your stuff in it, and seal it real good, then go bury it in your back yard. Do it tonight, so nobody can see where you bury it.” 
 
    “Won’t they just see where I dug up the grass in the morning?” asked Cami. 
 
    “Yep. So dig a few decoy holes. Make up a story about gophers or something. In a few days, won’t be any clues left if we get another good rain.” He touched an arthritic finger to the side of his nose. “Works on guns, food, money…anything you don’t want people like Harriet Spalding gettin’ their hands on.” 
 
    “Well, thank you for an educational evening,” Mia said. She glanced down the street at the group of people that walked back across the bridge to the other side of the neighborhood. “I don’t want to be out by myself, so I’m going to hurry and catch up to them. Good night, guys.” 
 
    “‘Night, Mia. Remember what I said, okay?” Cami called. “Any time, night or day.” 
 
    “Thanks, Cami. It was nice meeting you, Marty.” 
 
    “Mmmhmph,” he replied. 
 
    “Looks like I’ve got a busy evening ahead of me,” Cami said with a sigh. 
 
    “Welcome to the brave new world, missy.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Boston, Massachusetts 
 
      
 
    Reese yawned in the passenger seat and stretched his back as best he could. "We may as well pull over here, it doesn't look like the road opens up anymore." 
 
    Jo let the car roll to a stop and shifted into park. "I don't understand why there’s so many cars piled up out here…you'd think we’re far enough away from the coast to avoid the damage." 
 
    Reese shook his head. "According to Ben's phone, we're barely 11 miles inland from the coast. If we can't get any further west, this is what we've got to face the rest of the way south," he said as he held up the bright little screen in his good hand. 
 
    “Hold on a minute…how come that’s still workin’?” asked Jo. 
 
    Reese grinned. “Because the tsunami didn’t affect the GPS satellites In orbit.” Reese looked down at the phone. “If he’d saved the local maps to his phone like I did, we’d have access to the maps even if the GPS satellites did go offline. As long as we can keep the phone charged, we should be good…” 
 
    Before them, as it had been the previous few hours before sunset, lay miles and miles of abandoned cars. Some had been wrecked and left on the side of the road, others had simply been caught in the mother of all traffic jams and abandoned. Bags, empty purses, boxes and other debris made driving impossible about a quarter mile ahead of them. 
 
    Jo squinted at the world illuminated in their headlights. "I don't much relish the idea of walking around here at night. What do you think? Shut off the lights and spend the night in the car, then start walking tomorrow morning?" 
 
    Reese frowned. "I don't want to spend any more time in this car than I have to." 
 
    "I'm right there with you…this thing smells like someone died in it…freakin’ teenagers don’t know how to take care of anything…” 
 
    “Well, it’s been a rough week,” Reese muttered. 
 
    "But I've done more walking in the past week that I have in the past 20 years!” Jo continued. “If I can put off another night of slogging around with that backpack, I'll do it, and gladly." 
 
    Reese sighed and accepted the inevitability of their situation. The relentless drive to reach South Carolina pushed him forward with constant pressure on his soul, but he wouldn't do Cami and Amber any favors if he showed up dead. He couldn’t risk a walk at night in unfamiliar territory—especially in a post-apocalyptic landscape. 
 
    "Is this the world we've inherited?" he whispered, as he looked into the darkness that swallowed them on the road to Boston. 
 
    "Oh, come on," Jo complained. "Don't be gettin’ all philosophical on me. I ain’t got time for that nonsense." She crossed her arms, settled deeper into her seat and rested her head against the headrest. "I'm gonna shut this thing off, and I suggest you get some sleep. Looks like we got us a hard day tomorrow.” 
 
    Reese lifted Ben's phone from the wireless charging pad in the center console and tried to tap out one more message. He’d sent over a dozen in the past 36 hours, and all of them still sat in the outbox of his message app, a glaring reminder of his failure. If Cami was right—and he got Ben's phone within range of a viable cell tower—then the messages would get through.  
 
    But he hadn't heard anything from his family since the tsunami hit. He sighed, switched off the phone and slipped it into one of the many pockets on his cargo shorts. His last task for the evening before he could sleep, Reese pulled the chef's knife he brought from Ellsworth—the same one intended for the back of the chief of police in Ellsworth—the one he’d used to defend himself against the raiders when they’d looted the Walmart. He tried to examine the blade after Jo switched off the car and plunged them into the inky black night. The barest hint of reflected light from outside made the 8 inches of steel glow. As he slipped it into the sheath which he now wore tucked into the sling for his wounded arm, he saw a glimmer of movement reflected in the blade. 
 
    "Jo,” he managed to say as someone slammed into the side of the car. 
 
    Jo screamed and jerked forward unsuccessfully in her seat. She slammed against the steering wheel and cursed like a sailor. A flashlight outside the driver’s window illuminated the cabin and temporarily blinded both of them. 
 
    "Open up—before I do something you're not gonna like!" 
 
    "What the—” Reese began, then froze when he looked out his own window, and saw a shadowy figure lean forward to tap a pistol against the glass.  
 
    "Open up, buddy—nice and easy now.” 
 
    "What do we do?" Jo asked in a high-pitched whisper. 
 
    "What choice do we have?" Reese replied. The shotgun lay useless in the backseat, and his pistol had been wedged between the console and his seat to keep it from rubbing against his thigh after the third hour of confinement in the car. 
 
    "Oh, you gotta be kidding me," Jo growled, as her senses returned, and she glared at the man outside the car. "You're carjacking us? Now?" she demanded through the window. 
 
    "Better a carjacking than a double murder…yeah?” retorted the assailant. 
 
    "Look, come on out now, and we’ll let you go. All we want is your stuff, not you two." 
 
    The man outside Jo's window spoke again. "That's right—do what we say, you guys live another day. You try an’ fight us, and it'll go wicked bad for you." 
 
    Reese clenched his teeth in frustration. "Of all the stupid…” 
 
    "What am I doing here?" asked Jo, as she looked at Reese. "You’re not seriously thinking about giving these two jokers the car, are you?" 
 
    "Hey! I said now!” yelled the man outside Jo's window. He reared back and smashed the butt of the pistol into the window, shattering it as she screamed. 
 
    And just like that, they lost their car. The man outside Reese's door shined his flashlight on both of them as they stood, stripped of their weapons, and shivered against the chill air from the Atlantic a dozen miles away. Reese had never felt so helpless in his entire life—including the time he'd been aboard the Charming Betty, as they raced the tsunami to shore. 
 
    "You realize this is ridiculous, right?" he tried. “What are you gonna do with a car?” Reese pointed with his good hand at the road ahead. “It’s useless!” 
 
    The carjacker laughed. "Ridiculous? Nah, this is business, man. We gotta make a living too, you know? Even if the world did go and blow itself up." 
 
    "You seein’ this, ese?” a third voice said. Reese turned to see another man rummage through their gear in the back seat. "We got us a sweet boomstick, yo!" 
 
    Reese frowned in puzzlement. "Who are you guys?" he asked. The guy in the back seat, the one with the Hispanic accent, seemed to have nothing at all in common with the two hoodlums and their nasal, New England voices. 
 
    The leader of the little band of miscreants laughed. "I know, crazy right?" he asked in a voice that would have been right at home in any Irish pub in Boston. "Just over a week since all hell broke loose, and we're teaming up with frickin’ MS-13 to survive—who would've figured?" 
 
    The man in the back of the car emerged and fired off a string of words in Spanish. Someone else in the darkness, beyond the circle of light cast by the leader’s flashlight, laughed. Reese turned and peered into the darkness. How many more people were out there? 
 
    "See, that's what I mean," the leader said and swung his light at the short, stocky, heavily tattooed man who held the shotgun Cal Foster had bestowed upon Reese and Jo as they’d left Ellsworth. "I got no idea what that guy just said. But I know if we don't work together, the Boss’ll take it out on both our hides." 
 
    "The Boss?" asked Reese. He looked around. "What, are we in some kind of post-apocalyptic movie or something?" 
 
    Most of the criminals laughed. “We've been saying the same thing for a week!" said the leader. 
 
    "He ain't lyin’, these be strange times, hombre,” said the MS-13 hoodlum. He shrugged, then slipped the shotgun sling over one shoulder. "We all got to do what we gotta do, you know?" 
 
    One of the carjackers stepped up to Reese. “Hey, you break your arm or something?" He prodded Reese’s wounded arm with the business end of a pistol. 
 
    Reese winced and pulled his arm away. "Yeah, took a knife to the shoulder." 
 
    The hispanic thief hissed in sympathy. "Man, that sucks. I took a blade to the side, like two years ago—” said the MS-13 gang banger. He turned and pulled his shirt up to reveal a heavily tattooed torso, slashed by a vicious pink scar that wrapped from his rib cage to his prominent hipbone. "See? Took me like a month to heal, man. I sure hope you don't get infected, what without your medicine and all," he said with a cruel laugh as he dropped his shirt back into place. 
 
    "You're taking the antibiotics?" asked Jo. "What for? You guys don't look sick. He needs—“ 
 
    “Don't mean nothing to us. We got standing orders, lady,” interjected the leader. “Boss wants us to bring back any drugs we find. Anything. You don't want to know what happens if he finds out we're holding out on him.“ 
 
    "Got that right," muttered one of the others in a thick Boston accent. 
 
    The MS-13 thief made the sign of the cross and shook his head in commiseration. "Man, he made a mess of Alejandro two days ago…madre de Dios…” 
 
    "I don't believe this…” Reese muttered. "This is unreal…” He turned to glare at the leader. "You’re taking everything from us and just…what, leaving us to wander around in the dark?" 
 
    “Nah,” the leader said as he raised his pistol at Reese's face. "We're just gonna shoot you and drag your bodies off into the bushes. How you think we been scoring so well for the Boss? We stop everybody that comes down this road, take all their stuff back to him, and get rid of the bodies." 
 
    "We never found a woman yet, though," said another voice in the darkness.  
 
    The leader shifted the pistol to aim at Jo. "That's true…but man, look at her—she's old." 
 
    The MS-13 thug stepped a little too close to Jo, and she took a step back, then stopped when one of the other thugs pressed a gun into her back. The tattooed man leaned in close and traced a grimy finger down the side of her neck. "I know how to do things that will make this chica sing for us, don't matter if she's old or not, amigos…” 
 
    "Dude, that's sick,” complained one of the others. “She's like, as old as my grandma.“ 
 
    The leader lowered his pistol and looked between Reese and Jo. "Okay, okay. I don't know about you guys, but the Boss has…well, he's got some weird tastes. Fine. Who says we take her back?“ he asked, and jerked his chin out at Jo. 
 
    Sweat dribbled down Reese's spine as he listened to the thugs argue. A few even wanted to take both of them back with the loot they'd pulled from the car. The leader was still in favor of a simpler solution: shoot them both. While the argument went round and round, Reese realized their only real option was to flee into the night.  
 
    He swallowed, turned his head slightly, and the movement caught Jo's attention. Her eyes shifted to meet his, and Reese lifted his good arm and slipped his hand inside the sling, pretending to cross his arms while the thugs argued over their fates. He moved his fingers just enough to pull the knife free. Jo's gaze dropped, and she saw the knife, and her eyes widened slightly in surprise. Reese looked to the right and searched the darkness for another thug. When he glanced back at Jo, her eyes had narrowed. She'd gotten the message. Reese gave the smallest of nods, and she compressed her mouth into a thin line.  
 
    Ready when you are. 
 
    “…so what, you gonna give them your food while we walk back? I ain’t sharin’ nothing, man. She looks like she could eat a lot, yo," argued the biggest of the men with guns. 
 
    “Why do we have to take both?” asked one of the others. “I mean, we could just cap the gimp, and drag her back…” 
 
    The guy who'd had his pistol between Jo's shoulder blades shifted around to stand between the two of them. “Look, we know what he wants, jefe…he said bring back everything. To me, that means everyone, too.” Now the gun aimed at the ground as he used his free hand to argue his point with the leader about keeping them both alive.  
 
    Reese ignored the words and let anger fuel his movements. He whipped his left arm out like a snake, and drew the blade in a single, fluid arc. The knife flashed briefly like a diamond as the leader’s flashlight reflected off the stainless steel blade. Reese wasn't sure exactly where to strike the man next to Jo, but he knew he had to do something to get the guy out of the way.  
 
    The blade hissed through the air and Reese felt skin and muscle separate at the first sign of resistance. Dark blood—illuminated by the thug’s flashlight—sprayed through the air in a fine mist as Reese's knife exited the back of the man's neck. The thug cried out in a gargle, raised his hand with the pistol to the side of his neck, and managed to spray blood in an arc about three feet in front of him as he turned. The others, all within range, screamed and stepped back as the bright red arterial spray caught two of the three gang members by surprise.  
 
    Reese turned and bolted into the darkness, satisfied to hear Jo's heavier footfalls behind him. They ran three car lengths away and crouched behind a cold pickup truck when the first bullet sparked across the hood of the vehicle next to them. Jo squeaked in surprise and slapped a hand over her mouth. But it was too late—the sound had traveled, and the thugs knew exactly where to aim. 
 
    Reese turned on his heel and leaned in close. "Split up—you go that way, I'll go this way. You go as far as you can and don't stop until dawn. Find a place to wait, and at sunset, make your way back here. I'll find you." 
 
    "Got it—go," she said, and pushed Reese away before she plunged into the darkness. Reese turned and ran in the opposite direction. He slapped the hood of several cars as he sprinted down the road.  
 
    “This is crazy!” he said to himself. He hoped the noise was enough to draw off his pursuers and leave Jo—who, he’d discovered over the past week, was in considerably worse physical shape than himself. If she could slip away, she’d be free to disappear into the darkness. Reese hated to split up, but with three armed attackers after them—now supremely upset, if their angry shouts were any indication of their mood—they were as good as dead if they stayed together. 
 
    Reese tripped over something in the road and fell painfully to his knees, barely able to contain the scream of agony as the road destroyed the skin of his lower legs. He got shakily to his feet and leaned against a dark car before he sent up a silent prayer that his attackers had lost the trail. Sweat dripped down his cheeks as he panted, and Reese crouched behind the car and listened over the thundering of his own heart for footsteps. After a long moment, he focused on his breathing and eventually came to the conclusion that they were no longer on his trail. The ruse had worked. 
 
    He smiled to himself in the darkness and rose to his feet, then crouched down again as he heard a gunshot crack in the distance. Flashlights appeared and disappeared through trees the way he had come. They illuminated a steep embankment that led from the road down to a drainage gully. Several indistinct shouts echoed back and forth, followed by a woman’s scream and coarse laughter.  
 
    Reese gripped the bloody knife in his hand with white knuckles. They’d found Jo. “No…” he whispered through clenched teeth. 
 
    She screamed again, and another gunshot echoed through the night. Reese froze, unable to move, unable to make a decision. Which way to go? Follow the group and help her or slip away into the darkness? Was she even alive? Did that second shot announce Jo's death? 
 
    Reese closed his eyes and wiped sweat from his face with the back of his left hand, careful not to stick himself with the bloody blade. Despite the chill evening air and the stiff breeze that flowed from the east, Reese was drenched in sweat. He had to do something. 
 
    Resolution made him stand taller. “I couldn't help Ben, but I'm not gonna walk away from you.” 
 
    He turned and hurried as quietly as possible back the way he'd come along the side of the road. As he drew alongside a car, he crouched and shuffled forward to make sure no one from the other side of the road could see him. The closer he came to the spot of the carjacking, the louder the voices grew. Four or five cars away, someone laughed, and Reese heard Jo whimper. He closed his eyes in relief and rested his forehead against the cool metal of the abandoned car. She wasn't dead. 
 
    "Now what do we do with her?" growled one of the assailants. “Look at this mess…” 
 
    "That puta took out Charlie," the short MS-13 thug complained. "We gotta take her back. El Jefe gonna mess her up, yo.” 
 
    "We should put a bullet in the back of her head just leave her for the vultures," snapped the leader as he shined a flashlight in Jo's face. 
 
    Reese clenched his teeth and tried to keep his knife hand steady. If he made a noise, or did anything else to draw attention to himself, he was as good as dead—and so was Jo.  
 
    "Now…I was ready to off her a couple minutes ago…before that gimpy old dude almost cut Charlie's head off…but now? No way, Sean—Pedro's right, we gotta take her back to the Boss." 
 
    "What for?" demanded the third assailant. 
 
    The leader—Sean—stepped close to Jo and shined the light into her face, which made her turn away and close her eyes. "Because he's gonna want to handle this himself. He's gonna take his time with her…make what he did to Alejandro look like a walk in the park, man." 
 
    The others laughed like a pack of hyenas ready to kill a wounded animal. 
 
    Reese watched as the men gathered up the gear looted from their car, tied Jo's hands together with a piece of rope, and forced her to walk in the middle of their little group. The flashlights swung to and fro as they walked. The movement exuded a sense of bravado that indicated they knew their place in the world and they owned everything they saw. 
 
    Reese waited until they were perhaps a dozen cars away, then slipped free of his hiding place and followed. As he approached the body of Charlie, the man whose throat he’d slashed, Reese knelt and cleaned his blade. He sheathed the knife back in the sling and quickly rifled through the thug’s pockets while he watched the kidnappers retreat.  
 
    He found a small rusted pocketknife, a few matches, and a crumpled cigarette. Charlie had nothing else of value on his body other than his clothes. Reese took the knife and matches, shoved them in a pocket, then hurried forward to catch up with the kidnappers.  
 
    He wasn't about to let them get out of sight and he certainly wasn't about to let them get away with Jo. He knew he’d have to take a break from his journey home, and it killed him to think of Cami and Amber alone in a world where men like the carjackers ran wild… 
 
    But Reese had a rescue mission to complete first. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Lavelle Homestead 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Marty lifted the wide brim of his straw hat and smiled. "Not bad, son, not bad at all. Try again." He accepted a glass of iced tea from Amber and leaned back in the wicker chair in Cami’s screened in porch. He took a sip of iced tea, smiled in satisfaction, and turned to her. "He's got a good eye, I’ll give ‘im that. Scrawny though—that boy needs some meat on his bones." 
 
    Cami laughed. "There's a lot of people you could say that about," she said as she sat in her chair next to Marty. "I've seen several people in the neighborhood over the past few days—most of them are looking lean and hungry…” 
 
    Marty shook his head as another crossbow bolt thumped into the makeshift target on the other side of the garden. "Gonna be a lot more in the coming days and weeks. I think it's gonna get bad. If the government can't figure out how to get the power back on…” 
 
    “How bad’s it getting? We haven't heard anything new over the regular radio for several days now. Lots of stations are just going off air." 
 
    Marty nodded and examined the glass of iced tea in his hands as it beaded. "Battery backups and generators are starting to run out of fuel. Not surprising at all. The airwaves are going to get awful quiet in the next few weeks." He looked up and glanced at Cami. "Hams are talking just fine though. A lot of us got solar setups. Long as the sun’s shining, we’ll be on the nets. But the power’s going down all across the country. I didn't want to say anything in front of the kids," he said with a nod toward Amber and Mitch, who excitedly reloaded the crossbow for another shot. "But things are looking grim." 
 
    "Cami?" a voice called around the corner of the house. 
 
    "Excuse me," Cami said to Marty as she stood. She stepped out onto the deck, and shielded her eyes from the sun, one hand on the pistol at her side. She relaxed as soon as she saw who had spoken to her. "Mia? What are you doing here? Is everything all right?" 
 
    Mia walked over and hugged her, which took Cami by surprise. “I-I didn't know what else to do—or who to turn to." 
 
    "What's happened?" Cami asked, as she stepped back from Mia and held onto her arms. "Are the kids okay? Is it…is it Jimmy? 
 
    Mia shook her head. She wiped at a tear on her cheek and sniffed. "No, everyone's okay. I mean—I still haven't heard from Jimmy…but…the kids are fine." She shrugged. "I don't feel safe walking around the neighborhood with them, so I left them at Stacy's parent’s house next door. At least until I get back." 
 
    Cami looked around. "Mia, its broad daylight. Why would you be scared to walk around the neighborhood with your children? I've seen lots of couples out walking—” 
 
    “Last night some men broke into the house two doors down from us,” Mia said quickly. “Larry and Janelle Sterling—they were on vacation…when, you know, everything happened. Anyway," Mia said as Cami led her to the screened in porch. "They broke in last night. No one stopped them! Just rolled up in this beat-up car, got out, and kicked in the front door. There were a bunch of dogs barking and everything…” 
 
    “So that's what that was," Cami muttered as she showed Mia to a seat.  
 
    "Yeah…but that didn't scare them off or anything. Everyone was too afraid to go out and confront them, so they spent all night ransacking the house. I-I may have gone over there this morning just to see what they left." 
 
    "That was not smart, young lady,” Marty snapped. “You think smarter—you got two young’uns to worry about.” 
 
    Mia nodded, her face pink. She looked down at her hands as her fingers intertwined with each other. "I know—I know that now. It's not going to happen again, I can promise you that," she said as she looked up at Marty. "But I had to know what happened. They tore the whole house apart," she said, her eyes wide. "I've never seen anything like it. Furniture ripped to pieces, pictures knocked off walls—they took everything out of the kitchen, even cutlery trays and napkins! It was like…it was like locusts came through and stripped everything bare. There was nothing left." 
 
    Marty leaned back in his chair and grunted. "What kind of car was it?" 
 
    Mia shook her head. "It was dark…I didn't get a good look at it, but at one point somebody inside had a flashlight, and they shined it out in the street and lit the car up. It was kind of gold… and dark stains at the front corners.” 
 
    “Like rust?” asked Marty. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it could’ve been rust,” agreed Mia. 
 
    Cami and Marty look at each other. "Sounds like the same car Amber and Mitch described," she said quietly. 
 
    Marty nodded. "Just like I said—they're trying to move in. Probably got a base of operations around here somewhere and figure they’re free to start knocking off the empty houses." He leaned forward on his cane and fixed Cami with a steady, rheumy, eye. "This ain't over, missy. They're gonna get bold now. Won't be long before they try knocking over a house that's got people inside.” He clucked his teeth and shook his head. “Like a dog what gets the taste of blood for the first time…” He got to his feet with a groan. "I need to get back to my place, get the word out on the nets. We need to get some backup in here before they run through us like water through a goose." 
 
    "Who?" asked Mia. 
 
    "The sheriff’s department has a high frequency radio rig. They don't use it much—they only ever activate it for severe weather or emergencies. I don't even know if anybody there has a license, but they do transmit every once in a blue moon. Haven't heard a peep out of them since the tsunami hit…but I can at least get the word out that we got some problems. See what they say…” 
 
    "That's a great idea," Cami said. 
 
    Cami and Mia watched Marty shuffle his way across the side yard and disappear into the tree line before either one spoke. "Cami, I'm really scared…” Mia confided. Her lip trembled and her eyes glistened, but she swallowed hard and tried to regain her composure. 
 
    “We all are, Mia,” Cami said with a sympathetic smile.  
 
    "I'm trying to be strong…” Mia continued. “I’m trying to take care of my kids, and…a-and I pray and pray that Jimmy makes it home safe…but…it’s been a week…” She inhaled sharply. “He’s not coming home, is he?” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Cami said with more vehemence than she’d meant. Mia blinked in surprise. Cami leaned over and embraced Mia again. “I’m sorry…I’m…I’m just worried about Reese. They’re both going to come home, you’ll see. It's going to be all right—look. Why don't you make plans to bring the kids over and stay here for a while?" 
 
    "Won't that just be an invitation to rob my house?" Mia asked. 
 
    "It might," Cami said. "But if they take things, those can be replaced—the safety of you and your kids…” Cami shook her head. "I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night if I knew that I could've done something and didn't." 
 
    Mia tucked a lock of hair over her ear. “Thanks, Cami. It means a lot to me.” 
 
    Cami nodded and smiled grimly. 
 
    Mia stood and looked at Mitch as he fired another bolt at the target. Amber clapped and cheered when the bolt thrummed home in the bullseye. “It must be nice having them around,” she said. 
 
    “It is,” Cami replied as she stood next to her neighbor. “And it’ll be nice to have you and your kids here, too.” She smiled. “Do you want me to come help you pack?” 
 
    Mia shook her head. “I think I can do it.” 
 
    “Look, first thing you need to do is pack a bug-out bag.” 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Mia. 
 
    “It’s a bag you leave packed at all times with spare clothes, all the important documents you need like your insurance papers and social security cards, that kind of thing. Oh, put some food and water in there, or your kids’ favorite toys, you know? Leave it by the door, or in your room—if something happens, you grab your boys, grab the bag, and get out. Don’t think, don’t worry, just go.” 
 
    “Go where?” asked Mia. 
 
    “Get to cover—hide in the forest and wait until it’s safe to move, then come straight to me.” Cami held up her hand. “That’s just a worst-case scenario. Hopefully, you’ll be able to go home and pack without incident, then bring everything over here. Just bring the kids over first, and I’ll send Amber and Mitch to help you haul the heavy stuff.” 
 
    Mia hugged her. “Thanks, Cami. Again.” She laughed. “I don’t know what I’d do without you…” 
 
    “Shush now. Get moving,” Cami said with a smile as she shooed Mia out of the screened porch. When the younger woman disappeared around the corner of the house, Cami stepped back inside and picked up a pad of paper. She stared at the pantry. 
 
    “How long is all our food going to last with three extra mouths?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Boston, Massachusetts 
 
      
 
    Reese followed the kidnappers throughout most of the night. Across car-clogged overpasses, through mud-choked side streets and alleys, he tagged along just out of earshot, patient and persistent. He had no choice—he couldn’t go home and look at Cami with the knowledge that he’d abandoned Jo to the wolves.  
 
    So, despite the pain in his shoulder, the aches in his exhausted legs and abused back, he followed them. Through the morning, he followed them with the flagging energy of a zombie and the stubborn determination of a bulldog. He tracked the little band of thugs deeper and deeper into the tsunami destruction zone that once was known as Boston. Under wide plumes of black, acrid smoke that drifted over the dead city, he followed them. 
 
    As the midday sun beat down on him and dried the sweat that soaked his shirt, Reese found himself at war once again with the mud that tried to suck his hiking boots off with every step. Though, he had to admit, a week after it had been deposited on the streets, it was a lot easier to walk on than mere hours after the tsunami like the journey to Ellsworth. 
 
    Still. The gray-brown muck covered him from the waist down by the time he noticed the kidnappers enter a building just a block away. Grateful for the chance to get out of the sun—though he couldn’t avoid the mind-numbing stink of all that muck dredged up from Boston Harbor—he ducked inside a gutted auto repair shop. 
 
    Cautious to avoid the jagged pieces of metal that had been scattered throughout the main office when the tsunami waters had flooded the city, he picked his way through the debris and found a set of still-damp wooden stairs in the back. On the upper floors, the mess gave way—gradually—and he found a suitable apartment on the fourth floor of the squat brown brick building. 
 
    One swift kick shattered the doorframe and Reese gained entry into the small studio apartment. He was beyond caring about any noise he made. Reese hadn’t seen a single person other than the kidnappers since the night before. It was as if the tsunami not only killed Boston but erased its inhabitants as well.  
 
    “Where is everyone?” Reese breathed as he staggered into the apartment. He almost hoped someone would be there to fight him for the space, just so he could see another human face. Instead he found a ratty card table and three Art Deco wireframe chairs on spindly metal legs in the middle of the open space. The cupboards in the small kitchenette stood open, their contents ransacked and scattered on the floor and countertops. A mattress in the corner by the bathroom lay covered in clothes and discarded duffel bags. Reese quickly surmised someone had fled and didn’t plan to return. 
 
    He trudged over to a shattered bay window that overlooked the street. There he found a decent view of the building into which the kidnappers had disappeared, only a block away. The heat had built up stench of rotten food and sewer gas in the apartment brought tears to Reese’s eyes, so he opened any window still intact in the tiny studio and gulped in fresh, salty sea breeze.  
 
    Gulls cried overhead in a constant cacophony that he hadn’t noticed while he’d tracked the kidnappers, but as he sat on the bay window seat and rested his back against the wall, he noticed hundreds of the white-winged birds circled high above in the blue skies over Boston. They called, cried, and keened to each other—he’d never seen anything like it. 
 
    Reese grimaced as he lowered his gaze to Boston itself. He’d never seen anything like that either. Smoke poured up into the sky in thick black fingers further east—something down by the Bay was on fire, and by the looks of it, had been on fire since the tsunami had retreated. He expected to see planes or rescue helicopters in the skies but found nothing except the massive flocks of shore birds that whirled on the wind. 
 
    Where were the rescue workers? Where were the repair crews? The volunteers, the firefighters? Where were the cops? He peered up and down the street. Nothing moved but some trash carried on the breeze. 
 
    Every structure up and down the street as far as he could see from his perch above the auto shop had broken windows and water lines that reached the third floor—in some cases, windows on the fourth and fifth floors of some buildings had ruptured as well. Mud covered the street like brown snow and had filled every nook and cranny in buildings, cars, and alleys, up to his knees. It had been only a few inches deep when the sun broke the horizon, but the closer he came to downtown Boston, the thicker the mud had been deposited. He could only imagine what it looked like on the waterfront. 
 
    And the vehicles! Reese ran a filthy, mud-caked hand through his salt-grimed hair and marveled at how so many cars had been swept aside and left abandoned like unwanted toys. Some had been stacked up vertically next to buildings—others had been dropped on top of each other, roof to roof. Most had been flipped over or tossed to one side of the street or the other, to collect in tangled piles of twisted metal, rubber, and shattered glass. 
 
    Reese sighed, unable to tell which depressed him more: the awful, post-apocalyptic sight that greeted his eyes wherever he turned his gaze, or the realization that it had quickly become his new normal. 
 
    He frowned as he peered down the street of nightmares. Am I already desensitized to the apocalypse? 
 
    The sound of metal as it scraped against metal reached his ears and made Reese slide out of the window seat and crouch on the floor. The sound had come from downstairs. Someone else had entered the building. He moved as quickly and quietly as he could into the studio’s little kitchen and listened by the ruined front door. 
 
    Why’d I kick the door in? May as well hang a sign on it saying, ‘here I am!’ He shook his head and tensed for a fight. Stupid. 
 
    Reese’s heart beat faster. Voices—he heard voices. He reached into the filthy sling around his injured arm and drew out his knife. The blade flashed in the murky light and threw a reflected glob of white on the yellowed ceiling paint. Reese watched the little patch of sunlight bounce around as he shifted his grip on the knife. An idea formed in his head. 
 
    Footsteps thumped in the stairwell he’d come up minutes earlier. And more voices. It wasn’t just one person, but three. Reese’s hands grew slick with sweat and he readjusted his grip on the knife, then crouched behind the tilted front door and waited. If the kidnappers had circled behind him, his days among the living were likely over. Reese clenched his teeth. He hoped Cami and Amber would understand—he couldn’t abandon Jo to those animals and if he died trying to save her…well…he prayed someone might do the same for his family. 
 
    Voices drifted in through the open door, louder and clearer with every passing second.“…tell if he came up here?”  
 
    “Ssssh! You want him to hear us?”  
 
    Reese closed his eyes and swallowed. His senses went into overdrive. He felt each bead of sweat crawl down his face. They left a track of nerves that tingled in rhythm to mark the sweat droplet’s passage toward his chin. 
 
    “There—the door,” someone hissed, just outside the apartment. They’d made it to the fourth-floor landing. “That’s where he went.” 
 
    “You ready?” asked a deep voice. The man sounded big. Reese narrowed his eyes, ready to fight for his life. His patience with the new world had run out. If the new reality was kill-or-be-killed, so be it. No more hesitation—more than just his life was on the line. 
 
    The first person through the door went to the right and angled for the open windows. He was a short, skinny man, about the size of a teenager, with long, greasy hair and a pair of muddy jeans that looked a size too large. The second one through the door—larger and with dark skin and a thick neck—watched the first, but went straight ahead. Still, Reese waited. 
 
    Number three made it through the door and Reese tilted the blade of his knife just so. A bright beam of light lit up the far side of the studio. The third man froze in his tracks, just a few feet from Reese, mesmerized by the sudden appearance of the light on the far wall. 
 
    “Hey,” he called out in warning. “What’s—“ 
 
    Reese pounced. He leapt to his feet behind the last man into the apartment and brought the blade up and around his throat, poised over the man’s Adam’s apple. “Don’t move,” he whispered as the metal touched flesh and his captive went rigid. 
 
    “Urkh!” he managed to grunt, before Reese pulled the blade a fraction of an inch tighter and he froze. “Uh…guys?” he muttered. “Little help, here?” 
 
    “Anybody moves and I cut this guy’s head off,” Reese snarled. He made sure to keep his body behind the hostage in case the other two were armed with more than a knife. “Understand?” 
 
    The other two men turned, and Reese got another shock. The first one through the door wasn’t a man at all, but a young woman. Mud-streaked and filthy, it was obvious when she turned around that she wasn’t a he. She took a step forward, her face contorted by what Reese could only assume as a mixture of anger and fear, and only stopped when the larger black man put a gentle hand on her shoulder and stopped her forward movement. 
 
    “You heard what the man said,” he muttered, his voice like bottled thunder. 
 
    “If you hurt him…I swear to God…” she growled in one of the thickest Boston accents Reese had ever heard. Her hands bunched into fists at her side as she visibly shook with impotent rage. 
 
    “Easy now,” her big companion murmured. He raised both hands slowly. “Nobody wants any trouble, friend.” 
 
    “Friend?” Reese mocked. “You followed me—you’re with them.” He turned and put his back against the wall, and the movement dragged his captive as a shield. The man gasped as the blade scraped the delicate skin under his jaw but kept his hands up and moved with Reese as best he could under the circumstances. Reese made sure to use the man’s body to hide the fact that he only had one good arm and hoped the ruse would last long enough for him to make his escape. He was only a few feet from the door… 
 
    “Them?” scoffed the girl. “You drunk, or just stupid? No way we’re with them.” 
 
    “Carla…” pleaded the man with the knife to his throat. 
 
    The big man took a cautious step forward and kept a meaty arm in front of Carla. “It’s okay, buddy…no one wants to hurt you. And I promise you, we’re not with them.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Reese sneered. He peered over his captive’s shoulder. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?” 
 
    “How do we trust you?” Carla spat. 
 
    The big man lowered his arms. “Because he’s not from Boston. Listen to him—you from the south somewhere…am I right?” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean anything, Semmi—they got those Mexican guys with ‘em,” Carla argued. “They’re from the south, right?” 
 
    “MS-13,” the man corrected, as he glanced over his shoulder at Carla. “And this guy’s no enforcer. Look at him, he’s got a busted arm for cryin’ out loud.” He looked at Reese. “Let’s start this over—my name is Semmi, this is my friend Carla, and that’s her dad, Harry,” he said with a nod of his head toward Reese’s prisoner. 
 
    “Nice to meet ya,” the man whispered. 
 
    “I can’t trust you,” Reese said, but the adrenaline rush he’d felt course through his body when he’d first heard them enter the building faded almost as fast as it had hit. His arm suddenly felt like lead and the knife in his hand became too heavy to hold. Exhaustion took its toll and Reese knew he only had moments to make his escape. He had to keep them occupied. He just needed two more steps and he could shove Harry forward into Semmi and run for the stairs. 
 
    “You can trust us, we’re the good guys—he’s a cop,” Semmi pleaded, as he pointed at Harry. 
 
    “I have a gun,” Harry whispered around the knife at his throat. “Back of my pants—take it…” 
 
    That clinched it for Reese. No one in the new world would readily give up a gun, even if they had a knife to their throat. Harry could have easily pulled it free without Reese noticing and turned the tables in an instant. The unshed tears that made Carla’s eyes glisten closed the deal for Reese. 
 
    With a sigh, he lowered the knife. Harry lurched forward into the arms of Carla and she immediately buried her face in the crook of his neck and burst into tears. Semmi put a hand on Harry’s back and gave Reese a grateful nod. Beads of sweat dotted his dark brow. “Thank you,” he rumbled. 
 
    Reese slumped against the wall by the front door, the knife in his hand aimed toward the floor, its weight an anchor that threatened to drag him to his knees. He watched the little family reunion with wary eyes and waited for their attack. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” he muttered and waved the knife in a dismissive gesture. “I thought…” 
 
    “Why were you following the Scavengers?” asked Harry as he pulled away from his daughter and rubbed at the red welt on his neck. “You wanna get yourself killed? There’s easier ways to off yourself, pal.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Carla said, as she wiped her eyes. “That’s either wicked brave or wicked stupid, your choice.”  
 
    Reese looked at the ceiling. “They have my friend.” 
 
    The three strangers looked at each other, then turned to Reese as one. “They do that?” Harry asked with a nod toward Reese’s shoulder. 
 
    “No, that was in the riot,” Reese said as he exhaled. 
 
    “Riot? What riot?” asked Semmi. “Hasn’t been a riot since Day Three…” 
 
    Reese shook his head and let himself slide down the wall till he sat on the floor. He let the knife fall from his numb fingers. It clanged off the hardwood floor, and he wiped at the sweat on his face. How had everything gone so wrong? “Not Boston…Ellsworth. Maine.” 
 
    “Maine?” parroted Carla. She narrowed her eyes at him and glanced at Reese askance. “Don’t sound much like a Mainer,” she commented, pronouncing it ‘Mane-ah.’ 
 
    Reese shrugged his good shoulder. “That’s ‘cause I’m from Charleston.” 
 
    “South Carolina?” asked Semmi. Reese nodded. 
 
    Harry scoffed. “You’re a wicked long way from home.” 
 
    Reese rested his head against the wall and closed his eyes. “Country boy can survive,” he muttered. 
 
    “Where’d you and your friend run into the Scavengers?” asked Harry. He pulled a wireframe chair seat from the card table in the center of the tiled space and turned it around so he could sit and rest his arms on the back. 
 
    Reese kept his eyes closed. He was more tired than he’d ever been in his life. Apathy slipped into his soul. He still wanted to get home more than anything in the world, but he no longer had the strength to resist fatigue. The world had won the war of attrition. 
 
    “North. Last night we couldn’t drive any further…they carjacked us. Were gonna kill us but we escaped…they caught her—” 
 
    “Her?” asked Semmi. 
 
    “Your…wife?” asked Harry. 
 
    Reese opened his eyes. He glared at the trio of survivors. “My friend. My wife is in South Carolina, where I was trying to get when these…I don’t even know what to call them—they were all gang banger types, but some looked like skinheads…and there was a couple Mexican mafia type guys…” 
 
    Harry looked at the floor and sighed. “They call themselves the Scavengers. They’re the dregs of all the gangs that survived in Boston…they all got together after…well, after the waves. They’re takin’ over everything.” 
 
    “Most people who survived the waves lost someone to the Scavengers in the days since,” Semmi added in his deep voice. “They’re growing stronger every day as they scoop up people who want their protection. They’re a plague.” 
 
    “Well, they have my friend, and I have to save her,” Reese said, a bit of steel in his voice. Exhaustion or no exhaustion, he promised Jo he’d see her safely to South Carolina. He’d promised. 
 
    “You suicidal or something?” asked Carla. 
 
    “You already asked me that,” Reese mumbled. 
 
    Harry and Semmi watched him with narrowed eyes, as if to measure his response. Reese swallowed. “I want to see my wife and daughter back home. But I’ve lost too many friends already? I can’t lose her, too. I can’t.” 
 
    Harry and Semmi looked at each other, then the bigger man shrugged. Harry glanced at Reese and nodded to himself. “Well, I trust you—“ 
 
    “Dad!” Carla blurted out. “What’s the matter with you?” 
 
    He raised a hand to stop her objection in its tracks. “I like to think I’m a pretty good judge of character, after fifteen years on the force. I think you’re telling the truth. But my daughter,” he said, with a jerk of his thumb at Carla, “is also telling the truth. You go after the Scavengers, and you may as well put a gun in your mouth. Same difference and a lot less painful.” 
 
    Reese grimaced. “I have to try. Jo followed me from Cadillac Mountain…she patched me up after the fighting in Ellsworth…she helped me get over…over Ben.” He shook his head. “I don’t care if it costs me everything, I have to try. I wouldn’t be able to look my wife in the eye if I just walked away and abandoned Jo to those animals.” 
 
    Harry grinned, a wolfish, predatory smiled spread across his face. “Well, then…guess if you want to rescue your friend, you’d better come with us.” 
 
    “Where?” asked Reese. His fingers twitched toward the knife on the floor. “Who are you guys?” 
 
    “Everyone’s been called to the precinct,” Harry said as he stood. “It’s all hands on deck, you know? Lieutenant’s definitely gonna want to meet you.” 
 
    “It’s them versus everyone,” Carla added. “And if you’re not with them, you’re with us.” 
 
    “Who’s us?” Reese persisted. 
 
    “Everyone else,” Semmi said simply. 
 
    Harry put his hand on Carla’s shoulder. “We’ve all lost someone to the waves or the Scavengers, and if we don’t stop them soon, they’ll swallow up what’s left of Boston. We could use the help of a resourceful man—a survivor—like you. We were on our way to join up with the Lieutenant after spreading the signal to attack.” 
 
    Reese grunted as he accepted Harry’s hand to get up. “What do you plan on doing?” 
 
    Semmi picked up Reese’s knife, looked at it for a moment, then handed it over. “We’re gonna kill ‘em all, while we still have a fighting chance.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Lavelle Homestead 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami heard a knock at the front door and looked up from her backpack and gear, spread out on the kitchen table. Amber ducked her head into the kitchen and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    "I got it,” Cami said as she stood. She waved Amber off. “You guys keep packing. Have Mitch help you go over your gear—we’re gonna move fast, so pack light,” Cami said as she headed out of the kitchen toward the front door. 
 
    The insistent knock came again before Cami even reached the door. "Okay, okay, hold your horses," she muttered. Before she opened the door, she took a second to make sure Reese's marine shotgun—the one he bought as his point defense weapon for the sailboat—was within easy reach. Satisfied, she opened the door and found Harriet Spalding and two men from the HOA board behind her. 
 
    "Oh, hello," Harriet said, as if disappointed Cami were home. "I didn't expect you to answer the door…” 
 
    Cami shrugged and offered a smile. "Why not? Where else would I be right now?” 
 
    Harriet smiled, and the four of them stared at each other for a long moment. "Well…” Harriet said uncomfortably. When Cami didn’t reply. She scoffed. “Aren't you going to invite us in?" 
 
    Cami smiled. "No.” She leaned against the doorframe to reinforce the idea that entry was not allowed. “What can I do for you, Harriet?" 
 
    "I see," Harriet said as she looked over the top of her designer sunglasses. She cleared her throat and removed a piece of paper from her purse—Cami blinked. The woman actually carried a purse.  
 
    Harriet adjusted her sunglasses, unfolded the paper and read in a ceremonious voice: "The Board of Directors of the Bee’s Landing Homeowner’s Association has issued an investigative order, effective immediately."  
 
    “A what?” asked Cami. 
 
    Harriet looked away from the paper and down her nose at Cami. "We’re going around to all the houses in the neighborhood to ascertain what supplies people have, so we can determine who needs the most help and take appropriate action.” 
 
    Cami lost her smile. "We're fine here. We don't need any help." 
 
    Harriet arched a sculpted eyebrow. "Really? How exactly do you define, fine?" She pulled the pencil out of her purse and licked the tip. "We'll have to come inside and do a count, of course, but…” 
 
    “No, you won't." 
 
    Harriet paused, then looked over her shoulder at the men from the board. She turned back to face Cami when they grimaced. “I see. And why exactly are you refusing to let us do our jobs?" 
 
    Cami shifted off the doorframe and planted her feet square in the open door. She crossed her arms and frowned. "Well, first off, it's not your job," she said and purposely let irritation fill her voice. "You're the homeowners association, not the local government. You have no authority to demand entry into my home. I'm sorry, but the answer is no." Cami stepped back and prepared to shut the door. "Good luck, and have a nice day," she said. 
 
    The man to Harriet's left stepped forward quickly and put a hand on the door to hold it open. "I'm afraid it's not that easy, Mrs. Lavelle. These are unsettled times we find ourselves in, and we don't have the luxury of falling back on the old way of doing things. For all intents and purposes, the local government is gone. No one’s seen a police officer or been able to contact anyone in any position of authority for almost a week.” 
 
    Cami stared at the man's hand on her door, then slowly looked back. She turned her iron gaze on him and waited until he cleared his throat and removed his hand from the door. "That is not my problem," she said, her voice low and even. 
 
    "Then what is your problem?" demanded the older, portly man who still stood a little behind Harriet. "You've resisted every suggestion we've made, you’ve voiced your disapproval at the meeting, and we’re hearing rumors that you’re telling people to take care of themselves and prepare for an extended disruption in our regular lives. Care to explain that?" 
 
    Cami smiled sweetly. "It's called common sense." The smile vanished and she moved to shut the door again. “Something that’s evidently not too common around here.” 
 
    "Cami, let's not be hasty about this," Harriet said quickly. 
 
    Cami sighed, half her body behind the door. "Harriet, I'm not going to let you in my house so you can pick through all my stuff and decide what needs to be taken from me and given to other people. I've already donated to a few people—I don't need to be told what to give away.” Cami realized the words were a mistake as soon as she spoke them. 
 
    "So, you have enough that you've already given food away to people in need? Then you shouldn't have any problem with the homeowners association determining who exactly is in the greatest need and making sure that the donated food gets delivered to them as fast as possible? I honestly don't understand why you're fighting us on this…” 
 
    "And don't give us that tired line about your rights—the moment a state of emergency is declared, your rights go out the window," said the younger HOA goon. 
 
    "My rights go out the window?" asked Cami. She arched an eyebrow. “Tell me…exactly how do you plan to enforce this little Gestapo mission of yours?" Cami asked. "What if I said ‘no’ and slammed the door in your face, because this conversation is boring?" 
 
    The younger man behind Harriet smiled and looked more like an ambulance chaser lawyer than a prestigious member of the homeowners association. "Well, the board voted to give us broad executive powers. We can simply force our way in.” 
 
    "To be clear, though,” Harriet said quickly as Cami’s face darkened, “that's not what we want to do.” She shot a glance over her shoulder at her outspoken colleague, then turned back to Cami. 
 
    "But if we need to," said the older man behind Harriet, "the HOA ruling says we have the power to do so.” 
 
    Harriet turned the paper in her hand around and held it up for Cami to inspect. "This right here says that we can come into your house and inventory your emergency supplies." She said as if that was the final word on the subject. 
 
    Cami didn't even bother to read the garbage in front of her face. She reached out with her right hand and grabbed the smooth stainless-steel barrel of her husband's maritime shotgun. She pulled the big 12 gauge into view and smiled as all three of them froze. The older one—perhaps with a bit more common sense than the others—took a step back and raised his hands as Cami brought the shotgun to her shoulder. She purposely kept the barrel pointed at the ground, but her finger rested outside the trigger guard and she could snap the weapon up in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “And this right here says that not a single person I don't invite will step one foot inside my house. Is. That. Clear?" Cami snarled. She didn’t wait for an answer and slammed the door in their faces. 
 
    Heart thudding in her chest, Cami turned and put her back against the door as she reached behind her and locked it with a hand that trembled. A heated, if muffled, discussion took place on the other side of the door. Cami turned and watched through the peephole as the two men argued about what to do next. Harriet stared at the door, her mouth slightly open, her eyes wide.  
 
    A shiver went down Cami’s spine. Never before had Marty's words of warning about Harriet hit home so powerfully. There was no doubt about it—Harriet Spalding was a plotter. She turned, muttered one word, and the two men from the HOA ended their argument abruptly. She turned and cast a final glance over her shoulder at Cami's door, pushed her designer sunglasses up her nose, and walked away as if she ruled the world. The two men shot angry glares at the door, then turned and dutifully followed their leader. 
 
    The radio attached to Cami's belt chirped. “Don't know what you said to them, but it sure was fun to watch!" Marty cackled. 
 
    Cami took a second to calm her heart rate, then snatched the radio from her belt. She brought it to her mouth and pressed the transmit button. "You were right." 
 
    "Course I was right," Marty replied immediately. “About what?” 
 
    Cami smiled and pressed the transmit button again. "Whatever they're up to, it's not good. We're going to go ahead with our plan—the one we discussed this morning." 
 
    "Good. Remember, anyone could be listening. Keep it brief, no names." 
 
    "Gotcha," Cami replied. “I’ll let you know when we’re ready to start.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Marty replied. “Out.” 
 
    "What was that about?" Amber asked, as she approached the front door from the living room. "Harriet Spalding just walked away with those two guys…” 
 
    “Things are getting serious, sweetie," Cami said. "Harriet just tried to force her way into our house." 
 
    "What? What for?" Amber asked. Mitch, attracted to the rise in Amber’s voice, emerged from the kitchen. "They tried to break in?" he asked as he wiped his hands on a dishrag. 
 
    "Well, not through a window or anything, but yes, they tried to force their way in. Under color of authority, if you can believe it,” Cami spat. "Evidently the HOA board, in their infinite wisdom, decided that they need to determine what everyone has in the entire neighborhood. Remember what I told you about the meeting last night?" 
 
    "Yeah," Amber said. "From what you said, it didn't sound like it was all that serious yet." 
 
    "Well, it is now. Harriet showed me an order made by the HOA that grants them the ability to enter any member’s house. They want—” 
 
    “They can't do that!" blurted Mitch. 
 
    "I know that, and you know that," Cami said, "but the HOA doesn't know that. And I have a feeling a lot of people in this neighborhood don't know that either—Harriet wouldn't come to me first. She knows Reese and I are cut from a different cloth than most of the people who live in Bee’s Landing. I have a feeling they've been building their confidence by going to other homes first. That's the only way I can explain the reaction of those two goons she had with her. They thought they already owned the place and everything in it!" Cami said, exasperated. "This was the only message they understood," she added, and hefted the stainless shotgun with its brushed steel barrel. 
 
    Amber and Mitch grew quiet for a moment. "I don't like this, mom," Amber muttered. 
 
    "I don't either," Cami replied. She put a hand on Amber's shoulder and the other on Mitch's. "Guys, we need to step up our plans. Get your bags packed, we’re not waiting for tomorrow morning. We’re going out now." 
 
    "But what if they come back while we’re gone?" asked Mitch. 
 
    Cami shook her head and stepped between them, on her way to the kitchen. "I don't think so," she said as she walked. "For starters, none of them carried any weapons, and I think they'll likely need to change their pants after seeing that shotgun up close and personal. It'll take a day or two to screw up the courage to come back with guns…I hope," Cami added. 
 
    "Well," Mitch said as he entered the kitchen. He rapped the knuckles of one hand on the plywood he and Amber had installed over the windows. "If we’re not here when they show up, it won't be easy for them to get in." 
 
    "They have a key to the front door, remember?" Cami said. 
 
    "There's gotta be a way we can secure the front door," Amber suggested. "I don't know, maybe wedge a chair or something under the door handle? I know it sounds silly…” 
 
    Cami turned from the gear spread out on the table. "No, that's not a bad idea…it might delay them a while if they are forced to deal with some kind of unforeseen obstacle like that. Honestly," Cami said as she shrugged, "it might be better for all of us if we were out in the woods when they try to break in. The last thing I want is to put you two in the crosshairs of a firefight." 
 
    Mitch grinned. "Yeah, and if we’re out in the woods when they show up, we’ll have the element of surprise and plenty of concealment." 
 
    Cami turned and fixed Mitch with a level gaze. "Now you sound like Marty." 
 
    "Hey," Mitch said and threw his hands up. "I'm not the one who answers the door with a shotgun." 
 
    After a good laugh, Cami implored the kids to get back to their packing. "I want to get out of here as soon as possible. We can still hike a couple hours before sunset and set up camp. Then we can do some firearms practice tomorrow morning and head home. If we time it just right, we might be able to sneak in under cover of darkness, too.” She shook her head and put her hands on her hips. "Man, this is so weird thinking of trying to conceal our movements like this…I feel like I'm living in an action movie." 
 
    "Well," Amber said as she left the room. "You’d better start working on your one-liners," she called over her shoulder. "Every action hero needs to have a catchy phrase right before they off the bad guy." 
 
    Cami didn't join in the laughter but looked down at her gear spread out on the table. "If this were a movie, Reese would come home before the big fight and save the day…” She took a deep, shuddering breath, and wiped away the tears that threatened to fill her eyes. "But it's not a movie…and Reese might not be coming home…” She whispered to herself.  
 
    On the verge of losing control of her emotions, Cami remembered the hungry look on Harriet's face and the smug attitude on display when she thought she could walk into someone's house and redistribute everything they had. Cami's mouth compressed into a thin line and her hand clenched into a fist.  
 
    "You can try…”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    No-man’s-land 
 
    Boston, Massachusetts 
 
      
 
    Reese tripped over a rusted piece of metal and cursed. He staggered through the open wall of what used to a be a stationery boutique and blinked in the darkness. 
 
    “This the guy that killed Charlie Mayo?”  
 
    Reese turned and squinted into the gloom. “Who’s there?” 
 
    A figure emerged, as tall as Reese, but with arms like his legs. “Name’s Decker.” He stuck out a thick, tattooed forearm, then paused when he noticed Reese’s right arm in a sling. Decker shifted hands on the fly and shook Reese’s left hand. “Lieutenant Jeremiah Decker, Boston PD.” 
 
    Reese looked around the ruined shop. Water dripped from ceiling tiles in the far corner and brown, pungent stains clung to the walls like the world’s worst wallpaper. “So, this is your secret base? Where the resistance meets?” 
 
    Decker looked at Harry, Semmi, and Carla. “The resistance?” 
 
    Semmi put his hands up. “His words, LT.” 
 
    Decker grinned. “I like it.” He turned and walked deeper into the store. “Follow me.” 
 
    After a curious glance over his shoulder at Semmi, Reese shrugged his good shoulder and followed. “Why don’t you just use the police building down the block?” 
 
    Decker pushed open a door that squealed on rusted, bent hinges. “We tried that—it failed. They were ready for us.” He looked down. “It was a trap. Only a couple of us got out of that nightmare alive.” When he looked up his eyes flashed in the dim light. “I’m not gonna let that happen again. Ever.” 
 
    Reese swallowed. He believed every word Decker said. He followed the police lieutenant deeper into the store and found himself in a back stockroom. Beams of light shone down from the high ceiling where cracks had developed in the walls under the tremendous force of the tsunami a week ago. He noticed cracks and holes everywhere he looked. 
 
    “How is this place still standing?” he whispered. 
 
    “Ah, she’s wicked tough, this old bird,” Harry said as he slapped a cinderblock wall. Crumbles of cement trickled down where his hand hit the wall and he brushed if off on his pants and cleared his throat. “Come on, this way.” 
 
    A large rolling door had been partially opened and left half-raised at the far end of the stockroom. Reese walked up to the loading bay behind Decker and watched as the big man ducked low and disappeared into the void on the other side. 
 
    “Isn’t that outside?” he asked. “Why’s it so dark?” 
 
    “It was,” said Carla as she stepped around him. “Building across the alley tried to fall and sealed it all off. It’s ours now.” She ducked under the door and followed Decker. 
 
    “Our what?” asked Reese. He narrowed his eyes and tried to see beyond the door but saw only darkness. 
 
    Harry snorted. “Call it the secret clubhouse.” He clapped Reese on the good shoulder and followed his daughter. 
 
    “After you,” Semmi said from behind Reese, his voice deep and resonant. “I know it looks bad, but trust me, we stay out here much longer, the Scavengers gonna sweep the street and catch us. You don’t want what they’re giving out.” 
 
    Reese nodded. “If this gets me closer to rescuing my friend, then so be it.” He ducked under the door and stepped into the next building. After a moment, his eyes adjusted to the darkness, and he picked out shapes: Decker, Carla, Harry…and several others who stood in the blackest of shadows. “Whoa.” He raised his good arm. 
 
    “It’s okay, they’re with us,” Decker announced. His voice echoed in the distance. 
 
    “What is this place?” Reese asked, as his voice followed Decker’s across a dark open space and returned. 
 
    “Parking garage,” Decker explained.  
 
    Reese grinned. Cami would have loved to hear Decker say ‘pahking’ garage. She had a thing for accents. 
 
    “When it collapsed, it fell over and sealed off the whole alley. It also gave us the perfect place to fight back. It’s like a rabbit’s warren in here,” Decker said, as he accepted a flashlight from one of the silent shadows. “We got guards placed at the only two entrances—here and street-side. Anyone who gets past them—and no one has—will never figure the way out. Stay close.” 
 
    Reese did as he was told and remained near Decker as the big man climbed up the steep-slanted floor that Reese was sure used to be a wall. Rubble gave way under his shoes and he almost lost his footing more than once, but he managed to keep up with Decker, who moved with the surefooted grace of a mountain goat, despite his size. 
 
    Back and forth, up and down, they wound through the maze of debris and traversed different floors of the toppled parking garage until they came to a stairwell that went left and right instead of up and down. Decker turned left without hesitation and moved into the tunnel-like structure. Reese glanced over his shoulder to make sure the others were still there, then followed. 
 
    The end of the stairwell, about a hundred feet in the distance, proved to be the old ceiling. So, the door out was on the new ceiling. Decker stood on a pile of concrete, rebar, and wood and lifted the door up like a ship’s hatch. Sunlight exploded into the stairwell, and Reese gasped at the sudden increase in light. 
 
    “Sorry,” Decker grunted. He hauled himself up through the hole in the ceiling and turned around to help Reese. “Just hold on to my hand and walk your way up the wall.” 
 
    Reese grabbed the offered hand and felt an immediate sense of weightlessness as Decker pulled up. The man was strong. Reese planted his feet on the wall and walked up as Decker hauled him through the open door. Several people waited for him on the roof of yet another building and helped get him clear of the stairwell so Carla could scramble up behind him. 
 
    “Now, where are we?” he asked, as he wiped concrete dust and sweat from his left hand. He squinted up at the late morning sun. He hadn’t slept much last night, worried as he was over Jo’s fate, and he’d pressed Harry, Semmi, and Carla to leave at first light. He glanced down at his watch. They’d walked through the remains of Boston for almost four hours before he finally met The Lieutenant. “How much longer do I have to wait before we go get my friend?” 
 
    “Don’t be so anxious to die,” Decker replied evenly. “The Scavengers will be more than happy to help you out with that soon enough.” He turned and walked across the slanted roof—side?—of the collapsed parking garage and approached a third building that leaned precariously against the garage. Or maybe the garage had collapsed against that one too, Reese couldn’t be sure. A man with an AR stood up out of the rubble pile next to a bright red fire door set into the side of the building. He nodded as Decker approached. 
 
    “How’s it going, LT?” he asked. 
 
    “Got a new guy,” Decker replied. He opened the door and held it for Reese. 
 
    “Welcome to the party,” the guard said to Reese with a wary grin. 
 
    Reese nodded. So far the ‘pah-ty’ was all cloak and dagger. He stepped into a brightly lit office building and blinked at electric lights that hung from the ceiling. “What the—“ 
 
    “Pretty sweet, yeah?” asked Harry as he walked around Reese and waved to someone in the distance. 
 
    The entire floor had once been filled with cubicles, but Reese saw they had moved all the office furniture to the outer walls and made a large clearing in the middle, where the lights had been clustered. Wires hung from the ceiling and snaked off to the corners. Reese stepped over one and shook his head. “Extension cords? Lights? What’s going on here?” 
 
    Decker smiled again. “Welcome to…well, I guess you could say welcome to the Resistance.” He pointed at cables on the ground. “Three days ago, we found out this building still had a working generator. Fuel tank filled up for the winter a few weeks ago, according to the logbook we found in the basement. An electrician we rescued the other day disconnected everything but the lights on this floor, so we got plenty of gas to last us a long time.” 
 
    “You want something to eat?” asked Semmi. “We got cold water.” 
 
    “Cold water?” Reese licked his lips. “Got a cold beer?” 
 
    Decker laughed. “Yes, but not for you. Maybe…if you help us out with the Scavengers.” 
 
    “I don’t know how I can help…I’m no cop…or resistance fighter…” 
 
    “You killed one of ‘em,” Harry said. “That’s gotta count for something.” 
 
    Decker took in this news with a thoughtful expression on his face and crossed his arms. He stared at Reese and narrowed his eyes. “Killed one…” 
 
    Reese accepted a gloriously cold bottle of water from Semmi and took a long pull of the sweet, clean liquid. “Water never tasted so good,” he said with a heartfelt sigh. 
 
    “So, what’s his story?” a thickset man about half Decker’s size said as he approached the group. 
 
    “Lavelle, this is Detective Ray Pickering,” Decker said by way of introduction. 
 
    “He’s a gimp, LT—look at his arm. What’s he bring to the table?” Pickering said without even a nod at Reese in greeting. 
 
    “Scavengers carjacked him last night and kidnapped his friend.” Decker said. “He’s motivated.” 
 
    “He killed a Scavenger,” Harry reported to the group that gathered into the circle of light to watch the introduction. 
 
    Reese glanced around at the tired, weary eyes. Determination, grim and hard as granite, reflected back at him from dozens of faces. The Resistance was bigger than he’d first thought. 
 
    Pickering examined Reese again. “That true? You took out Charlie Mayo?” 
 
    Reese grunted. “I didn’t have much of a choice.” 
 
     A murmur went through the crowd. Decker raised his hands, and they fell silent. “Can you show us on a map where you were when they stopped you?” 
 
    Reese shrugged. “Sure.” He followed Decker to a side table and looked down on a map of Boston. It only took a few seconds to find the spot where he and Jo had stopped. He tapped it with a finger. “Right there.” 
 
    Decker and Pickering shared a look.  
 
    “What is it?” asked Reese. 
 
    “Were there any others at the kidnapping?” asked Pickering. 
 
    Reese nodded. “Yeah, a couple others.”.  
 
    “Did they mention any names?” asked Decker. 
 
    “What is this, an interrogation?” 
 
    “Of sorts—answer the question,” Decker replied evenly. 
 
    Reese looked around at all the people again and sighed. “I don’t know…yeah, I remember…Pedro…” He looked at Decker. “Sean. Sean was the leader. Big guy, hard look on his face. A real jerk.” 
 
    Decker slapped the table and looked at Pickering. “You hear that?” 
 
    Pickering nodded at Reese. “Sean Mayo is Charlie’s older brother. They’re in deep with the West End Crew.” 
 
    Reese stared at Pickering. “I’m not leaving her behind.” 
 
    Pickering watched him another long moment. “I think you’re right, LT. He’s motivated.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to kill anyone,” Reese said as he stared at the map. “I’ve never…” he swallowed. Suddenly breakfast didn’t want to stay in his stomach. 
 
    “How’d you do it?” asked Decker. 
 
    Reese drew the knife from his sling and showed them the dried blood on the blade. “I had to. We had to escape…but they caught Jo.” He sheathed the knife again. “I can’t leave her with them.” 
 
    Pickering nodded. “Fair enough. I’ve been trying to take down Charlie Mayo for almost ten years now. Slippery little weasel. And good riddance,” he added. “Okay,” he said with a clap of his hands. “Now that we’ve established you as legit, take a look at this.” He took a rolled-up map from Semmi and spread it out on the table, then used bricks to hold the corners down. “This is downtown. We’re here,” he said, “next to BUSM.” 
 
    “BUSM?” asked Reese. 
 
    “Boston University School of Medicine,” Carla offered. She tore the lid off a bottle of water and took a drink. “What? I’m a junior.” She paused, the bottle halfway to her mouth again. “Or, at least I would be…probably never graduate now.” She shrugged. 
 
    Pickering nodded and slid his finger across the rough map to a mark drawn about a mile away. “The Scavengers are holed up in the convention center. It’s huge—they got all the space they need for storing loot and prisoners. And they got plenty of both.” He traced the outline of the massive structure with a mud-crusted finger. “Guards at the exterior doors, a flow of cars and trucks bringing anything they can find in from Beacon Hill, Chinatown, and Bay Village.” 
 
    “That’s just in the week since the waves hit,” Decker muttered. “They’re gearing up to spread over all of south Boston. Drawing in new recruits every day as they grow stronger—and everyone else grows weaker and more desperate.” 
 
    Pickering nodded. “We’ve been fightin’ ‘em when we can, but without outside help, we’re gonna be cut off and overrun before long.” He pointed at the map. “Our only way out is dead south, or to the water behind us, here.” 
 
    “The noose is tightening,” Decker added. 
 
    “What about the national guard…or the state troopers?” Reese asked. 
 
    Decker laughed, a sharp, bitter sound. “You have no idea how bad it is, do you?” He glanced at Semmi and Harry. “Where’d you say he was from? Maine?” 
 
    “South Carolina,” Reese said. “But I was in Maine when it hit—well, we were on a fishing trip out of Green Harbor and found ourselves on Mount Desert Island.” 
 
    Pickering whistled. “That’s a wicked long hike to the Carolinas.” 
 
    “No kidding,” agreed Reese. “That’s why I want to get my friend and get out of here.” 
 
    Pickering looked at Decker. The bigger man shrugged one shoulder. Pickering nodded, the silent communication over. “Well, help us fight the Scavengers and we’ll help you get your lady friend back.” 
 
    “She’s not—“ Reese began. He squeezed the bridge of his nose and nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    Pickering turned and snapped his fingers at someone just out of the ring of light. “Smith, gimme the mission map, would ya? Thanks.” He took the proffered roll of paper and spread it out over the map of Boston. “This here’s the convention center.” 
 
    It was Reese’s turn to whistle. “That thing is huge.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Pickering replied with a sour note. “They know that, too. Got guards here, here, and here,” he said, as he pointed out the main entrances. “See the crossfire lanes?” His finger slid across the blueprint. “Anyone trying to get in through these doors will get cut down by the guys over here. They just need to turn around and shoot across these open spaces all along the sides. It’s a frickin’ death trap.” 
 
    “That’s gonna put anyone inside in some serious danger,” Reese noted. 
 
    “Agreed, but I don’t think they give a rip.” Pickering looked up. “These are the worst of the worst, the cockroaches left over after a nuclear winter. They’re too smart to die for us and too dumb to make it easy.” 
 
    “We’ve lost a lot of people to these scumbags, and over the past few days, we’ve figured out what they’re doing under some new leader,” Decker said as he joined Pickering at the map table. He crossed his arms and frowned. “He’s ruthless.” 
 
    “I heard Sean Mayo talk about it at the kidnapping,” Reese explained. “Some guy named ‘The Boss’—they were all terrified of him and what he did to someone named Alejandro.” 
 
    “Alejandro?” Asked Pickering. “Never heard of him.” 
 
    Reese shrugged. “I don’t know either, but evidently he double-crossed this Boss character, and the guy made a mess out of him. As an example to everyone else. They were all pretty spooked over it.” 
 
    “This just keeps getting better and better,” muttered Decker. 
 
    “Well, I can’t say as I’m surprised—these guys, they’re animals,” Pickering said. “They’re making slaves of the prisoners.” 
 
    “What?” Reese blurted.  
 
    “Yep,” Pickering agreed. “Anyone they catch is forced to go find more loot: food, drugs, water, guns, ammo, anything that’s not nailed down. They gotta haul it back to the convention center in carts, cars, or on their backs.” 
 
    “And if they don’t?” asked Reese. “What if they just run away?” 
 
    No one said anything for a long moment. “They’re always on the lookout for new captives,” Decker rumbled. “Gotta replenish the stock.” 
 
    “So…” Reese cleared his throat, unable to shake a mental image of Jo in chains. “How are you—we—gonna do this?” 
 
    Decker grunted. “We got plenty of weapons—we emptied the precinct before the Scavengers took it down, I made sure of that. What we don’t have are people who can shoot.” 
 
    “I can definitely shoot,” Reese said as he studied the map. “But rifles are out—my shoulder’s no good.” He looked up at Decker. “And I’m right-handed.” 
 
    “Well, that sucks,” Carla mumbled. 
 
    Pickering glanced at Decker, then back at the map. “I got an idea, LT.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Decker commanded. “Gimme some options.” 
 
    “Well, we got everyone coming in…but they’re gonna have all the corners covered,” he said, his finger on the map again. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. What’s the plan?” 
 
    He looked at Reese. “What if they were distracted and couldn’t focus on our breach point?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, guys, I don’t see how I can be of any help—I just told you, I can’t shoot with this shoulder…” Reese explained. 
 
    Pickering grinned. “We don’t need you as a shooter. We need you as a diversion.” 
 
    “What?” asked Reese. “How am I going to be a diversion with only one good arm?” 
 
    “It could work,” Decker mused. 
 
    After a few seconds of silence, Reese spoke up. “I’m sorry, can someone clue me in on just what you’re talking about?” 
 
    Decker pointed at the map. “They know who you are—you killed Sean Mayo’s brother,” Decker replied. “Trust me, you showing up at one of the entrances will be a diversion.” 
 
    Reese swallowed. “I…I don’t understand what I’m supposed to do.” 
 
    “Be yourself,” Decker said. “Keep ‘em occupied while we gut ‘em from behind.” 
 
    “You make it sound so simple,” Reese muttered. He glanced down at the map. “Jo—my friend, she could be anywhere in there.” When no one spoke, he looked up and frowned. “This is where you’re supposed to say something encouraging, like ‘we’ll find her,’ you know?” 
 
    Decker looked away. “I’m not saying that. Too many of us have lost people we care about to these animals. As if the tsunami wasn’t bad enough…” He looked at Reese with empty eyes. “We got no use for pep talks. It’s gone beyond that.” 
 
    Reese sighed. “This apocalypse sucks.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Westin Residence 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Darien looked down at the pile of toilet paper and other bathroom necessities his crew had managed to bring in over the past few nights. They’d carried all the loot inside one of the bedrooms on the second floor. All the windows had been closed and boarded up, so absolutely no light from inside could leak out, and more importantly, no one could see in and find out just exactly how much stuff they had acquired in the past few days. 
 
    “…fourteen, fifteen…” Darien muttered to himself. He nudged a box with his foot, which uncovered another package of toilet paper. “Sixteen.” He scribbled the number on the checklist pinned to the clipboard in his hand. "Not bad, not bad." 
 
    "I don't get it, what's with the obsession with toilet paper?" asked Lopez. 
 
    "You ever drop a deuce without some?" 
 
    The convict grinned. "Once…when I was camping with my old man. It sucked." 
 
    Darien pointed the pencil in the man's direction. "That's why. Tidal wave shut everything down for miles around the coasts. I don't know how far north and south it hit, but Charleston is done. Now that the power’s been out for a couple days, how long you think it's gonna be before we’re able to find toilet paper again?” 
 
    The convict crossed his beefy arms but nodded reluctantly. "Good point." 
 
    "Now—we need to focus on canned goods. We got a decent supply, but with all of us here, we’re going to go through our food pretty quick." 
 
    "Well, the big guy eats as much as three of us—” groused Lopez. 
 
    "And Jon Boy does the work of all of us combined,” Darien replied without a glance up from the paper in his hands. "I expect our group is going to grow in the coming days and weeks, too.” 
 
    “Yeah?” asked Lopez, as he stepped away from the wall. “You sure that’s a good idea? It ain’t like we got a lot—with even more people, everything we got’ll get thinner and thinner…” 
 
    "That's why we gotta get more, as much as we can. Besides, if we have more guys in our crew, we’ll be able to bring in more, right? And do more.” 
 
    "Do more? You thinkin’ about settin’ up a chop shop?" 
 
    Darien looked up and leveled a long-suffering gaze on the convict. "Yeah. I'm gonna open up a chop shop for people who can't drive. No electricity means no gas, numb nuts. I'm looking to expand the crew so we can take over this place." 
 
    "Wait—you mean take over the whole neighborhood?" asked Lopez. A wolfish grin spread across his face. "I think that's a great idea. In fact—I think you should let me and Cisco start. Now." 
 
    "Is that so?" asked Darien. He let the paper in his hand fall back to the clipboard, put his hands on his hips, and waited. 
 
    “Check it out,” Lopez said excitedly. “Last night—we hit that house over on Archer Street. There was a chick…she’s got a couple kids…” 
 
    “There’s lots of people with kids in this neighborhood.” 
 
    “Well, we've seen her walking around before. Went to that short redhead's house." 
 
    Darien nodded. "What about her?" 
 
    "Well," the convict said as he licked his lips, "she doesn't look like she's starving, if you know what I mean? Plump and ripe for the taking. We could start with her. Got a nice house too, probably got all kinds of stuff in there…” 
 
    Darien felt the heat rise up his neck. He stepped closer to Lopez. "We’re not going to go out and start kidnapping single moms. We’ll work the empty houses—and that’s it. Understand?" 
 
    Lopez glanced over his shoulder, then narrowed his eyes at Darien. “Me and Cisco ain’t gonna be patient forever.” He raised a finger to Darien’s face. “You best check that attitude around us. That big kid you drag around ain’t gonna be with you all the time." He rolled his neck and flexed his shoulders to display just how much bigger he was compared to Darien. 
 
    “Is that a fact?" Darien asked slowly. 
 
    Lopez nodded and held Darien's gaze with a steely glare of his own. "That's a fact." 
 
    Darien hated physical confrontation, but sometimes an example needed to be made. He whipped up the arm holding the clipboard and slapped Lopez across the face, which elicited a grunt of pain. He turned the momentum from the blow into another attack and rolled his shoulder right into the convict's solar plexus. Lopez gasped and crashed into the wall, pinned. As Darien stepped back quickly to avoid the bigger man's arms as he tried to embrace him in a bear hug. He drew the pistol confiscated from the gun safe downstairs and placed the barrel under Lopez’s chin. The bigger man froze, arms spread wide in supplication. 
 
    "Here’s another fact,” Darien growled, “we’re going to do it my way, because I said so. Got a problem with that?" Darien pulled back the hammer with his thumb. A simple click had never sounded so full of menace. 
 
    Lopez closed his eyes and swallowed, which caused his Adam's apple to brush against the cold steel barrel. "No problem at all,” he whispered. 
 
    “We cool?" asked Darien. “We on the same page now?" 
 
    Lopez tried to nod, and found his chin blocked by the unyielding barrel of the pistol. "We cool," he muttered. 
 
    "Good. Now go get ready—take the two new guys with you tonight. And this time, try to find some more food, will you?" 
 
    Darien stepped back and holstered the pistol, cleared his throat, and picked up the clipboard from the ground. The convict rubbed his throat, gave one more defiant glare in Darien's direction, and left the room without another word. 
 
    Darien had just gotten a solid count on all the shaving cream cans when someone knocked on the door frame. He put the pencil down, closed his eyes, and sighed. "Now what?"  
 
    "Oh, I'm sorry…” Harriet stuttered. “I-I didn't mean to bother you." 
 
    Darien spun on his heel and apologized. "No, it…it’s...I'm sorry, I just hate conflict and just had to enforce some ground rules with one of my…associates." 
 
    Harriet nodded and tucked a lock of golden hair behind one ear. "I did notice the terrible mood your…associate…was in as he came down the stairs. Is everything all right?" 
 
    Darien nodded. "It’s under control." He tucked the clipboard under one arm, stepped over to her, and took her hand in both of his. "What can I do for you, Mrs. Spalding?" 
 
    She blushed prettily and swatted away his hands. "Oh, go on with you—look at me blushing like a schoolgirl." 
 
    "Well and why not? You’re as pretty as one," Darien said. He checked himself quickly. "I'm sorry…I didn't mean—” 
 
    Harriet looked at him for a long moment. "It's okay," she said softly. 
 
    Darien held her gaze, then cleared his throat and forced himself to look away. “So…what brings you by?" 
 
    "Oh," Harriet said, as if she'd forgotten. "I wanted to give you the updated list of empty houses," she said. She slipped her hand into one form-fitting pocket along her thigh and removed a neatly folded piece of paper. She looked down before handing it over. "I can personally vouch that every one of these houses is abandoned. The people who own them are either on vacation, or never came home from work last Friday." 
 
    Darien unfolded the paper and looked at the list of addresses. It was a collection of random numbers and streets in the neighborhood—no significant pattern leapt off the page at him. That was good. "Nice work, thank you. This'll make things a lot easier." 
 
    Harriet looked at the partially sorted pile of looted food, paper goods, and supplies. "Half this room is full of stuff…where did you get it all?" 
 
    "This?" Darien asked as he waved the list she’d given him at the pile of stuff. "This came from a couple houses we've…ah, inventoried.” 
 
    "The HOA board is concerned that we haven't gotten a fair share of the…inventory." 
 
    "Fair enough, but the board hasn't given me a list of the supplies that need to be delivered, either. Unless they're willing to carry out this hare-brained plan on their own…me and my boys are going to be the ones to do all the heavy lifting. Not only are we gathering all this stuff, but we’ll be the ones expected to deliver it in the dead of night, so nobody knows where it comes from.” He shook his head. “Until they get me a list of where it's going…” He shrugged. "Just makes sense to have it all here, I guess." 
 
    Harriet nodded. "I agree. You can't trust the board…half of them would take everything and leave the rest of the neighborhood to starve, if they could." 
 
    "You sure don't have a very high opinion of the board. These are supposed to be your friends and neighbors, right?" 
 
    Harriet cleared her throat and looked away. "Well…in the beginning things were nice I suppose…but now?” She waved away his concern with a flick of her wrist. "I have to admit, the amount you've turned over for us at the clubhouse…compared to this,” she said with a gesture at the pile of looted goods. "It sure doesn't look…equitable." 
 
    "Well,” Darien said, as he tapped his lips with the pencil. "I tell you what—since you’ve helped us so much, how about I give you a little extra," he said. He bent down and handed her some of the fanciest shampoo they'd uncovered so far. 
 
    She smiled as she took the bottle and examined it. "This is lovely, thank you…but it's too much," she said, and tried to hand back the bottle. 
 
    Darien refused and crossed his arms. "It's the least I can do…and I'll make sure you get an extra package of toilet paper, and some canned food, next time.” 
 
    Harriet nodded and looked down at the shampoo in her hands. "Why are you being nice to me?" she asked. "When we first met, those…associates…of yours looked like they wanted to…” 
 
    "They did," Darien growled. "But we've been over that…I won’t allow them to do whatever they want, not so long as I'm in charge.” He sighed. “But I don't know how long I'll be able to keep them in check." 
 
    Harriet took a step closer to him and tucked a stray lock of hair over her ear again. "I don't know if I’ve said this before, but I'm grateful for what you did. I appreciate your…” she bit her lower lip, “protection." 
 
    It was Darien’s turn to blush. "Well…I…” He coughed, and she smiled, then took a step closer. "Why are you doing this?" he whispered. "You're married, aren’t you?” 
 
    "A thief with a conscience and morals?" Harriet purred. "Yes, I’m married…but it was one of convenience for both of us. He offered me a lifestyle that would suit my tastes, and I offered him the arm candy he needed for his career. Once he got his big promotion…” She shrugged. "He spent more time at the bank and in the CEOs man cave than he did in my bed.” She took another step closer, and their bodies almost touched. "He was okay," she said in a low, husky voice. "But when everything fell apart, and I needed him…really needed him to protect me for the first time in our marriage…where was he? Where is he now?" She smiled at him. "But you…without even knowing me, you stepped up and did more for me than Henry’s done in the past ten years." 
 
    Darien tried to smile, but found his confidence flagging under the predatory gaze of Mrs. Harriet Spalding. He swallowed. "I don't think I did anything special…” 
 
    "Oh, but you did," she cooed, and traced one delicate finger down Darien’s shoulder. The touch sent electric ripples up his spine. "You're dangerous," Harriet murmured. "And that's exciting—I’ve lived a very boring life for the past twenty years.” 
 
    "I think the whole world is dangerous right now," Darien said. "I'm just trying to carve out a little piece for myself." 
 
    "If I was to help you…” she whispered as her finger traced across Darien's chest and lingered on the buttons of his shirt. "Would you carve out a piece for me?" 
 
    Darien smiled. "I'm open to negotiations…” 
 
    "I know you said to find out which houses might have supplies or drugs…medicinal or recreational…” she said under her breath. "But I might've found something even better." 
 
    "Oh?" he asked as Harriet's fingertip brushed the stubble-covered skin of his face. "What…” Darien cleared his throat and started again. "What's that?" 
 
    “There's a woman—her husband hasn't come back from…wherever he is," she said dismissively. "She’s got a daughter home from college—lives next to that old man I warned you about. She goes camping for a living…or something. But I know she has guns. She's been wearing a pistol on her hip for the past few days." 
 
    "Is that a fact?" asked Darien. 
 
    "It is," Harriet murmured. Her fingertips caressed Darien’s cheek. "She's flagrantly violating the HOA rule against carrying weapons around in plain sight. It's like she's daring us to make a move against her. She’s evidently good friends with the neighborhood poster child for poverty, Mia Stevens.” 
 
    Darien frowned. “That name sounds familiar. Where does she live, this Mia Stevens?" 
 
    Harriet stepped back and waved away his question with a dismissive hand. "Oh, I wouldn’t know—somewhere on Archer Street, I think. She's another one that's by herself—well, she's got two small kids. The house down the street from her was inventoried the other night." 
 
    The pieces fit together in Darien’s mind with an almost audible click. It had to be the same woman Lopez had mentioned. He nodded. "And this gun-toting woman who makes a living by camping?" he prompted. 
 
    "Cami Lavelle,” Harriet reported. “She lives just down the street from here, actually. Right across the street from me." 
 
    Darien scratched at the stubble on his chin. "Really? Well…maybe I'll have to go take a look and see what can be done about this…situation." 
 
    Harriet stepped closer and reached out to lightly touch his arm. "Would you? Oh, I’d be ever so grateful." 
 
    Darien put the clipboard down on a package of toilet paper and smiled. "I like the sound of that…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Boston Convention Center 
 
    Boston, Massachusetts 
 
      
 
    Reese peered around the corner of the building directly across from the Boston Convention center, froze at the site of several armed men, and ducked back out of sight. He pressed his back against the building and closed his eyes as a cold sweat broke out on his face and chest. "What am I doing? This is crazy…” he muttered. 
 
    "You're going to rescue your friend," Semmi replied in his deep voice. He put a hand on Reese’s good shoulder and squeezed. "We’re all scared, man. But we gotta do this—ain’t no one else gonna do it—no one else comin’ to help, either. It's the only way to save your friend—and this city.” 
 
    Reese shook his head. “How did it all happen so fast? It’s only been a week! Why are you guys doing this? I don't understand—why don’t you just leave? Lieutenant Decker said that the gangs hadn't completely taken over Boston yet…you guys should all just pack up and get out of here." 
 
    "And go where?" demanded Semmi. He leaned around the corner and sized up the opposition. "I count four guys with long rifles." 
 
    "I can't believe I'm doing this," Reese said. He looked down at the ground. "I think I’m gonna throw up." 
 
    "Well, don't do it on me," Semmi said as he stepped back. "You need to cowboy up, son. If half of what you said is true, you've already been through a lot these last few days...all you gotta do is walk up there and talk.” 
 
    “That's the point! I have been through a lot—I should be home right now! I should be with my wife and daughter…” 
 
    Semmi put a finger on Reese's chest and pushed him flat against the wall with one shove. "And you will be—you just gotta go through these jokers first. Your friend is in there, and she's counting on you to get her out." He checked the magazine on his AR and slammed it home before he pulled the charging bolt. "Now look—we got two minutes, and then you gotta make your move." 
 
    Reese wiped the sweat from his face with his left hand. "Why does it have to be me?" 
 
    "Because you killed that piece of garbage, Charlie Mayo. Sean’s gonna want payback, and that means everybody's gonna be looking at you." Semmi shook his head. "We've already been over this, man—you want to get your friend. This is how. Now get your head on straight before you get it shot off." 
 
    Reese swallowed and closed his eyes. He saw Cami standing before him with one arm around Amber. She smiled at him and nodded. When Reese opened his eyes, a sense of calm descended upon him like a warm flannel blanket on a cold winter night. His breathing slowed, his heart rate steadied. He took a deep, calming breath. His eyes hardened, and he clenched his good hand into a fist. "Okay…” he whispered. 
 
    “Okay?” asked Semmi. 
 
     "Okay,” Reese said louder. 
 
    “Hollywood, Reaper,” Decker’s voice squawked over Semmi’s radio. “Send it.” 
 
    Semmi nodded, then checked his watch. “It’s show time. Do something to get their attention.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Semmi stared at him and didn’t answer. “When you hear the signal from the other side of the convention center, you drop and roll to the left. Remember, stay down and to the left. I'll take out the guys in front of you." 
 
    Reese swallowed, then looked Semmi in the eye. "You better be a good shot." 
 
    Semmi grinned, and a gold tooth flashed in his smile. “I’m retired SWAT, but I’m still decent." 
 
    “I knew you were a cop!” Reese hissed. “Why didn’t you say something earlier?” 
 
    “I retired a few years back. And you didn’t ask,” Semmi growled. “Now get moving before this whole thing goes sideways, yeah?” He turned Reese by his good shoulder and gave him a healthy shove around the corner. 
 
    Reese stumbled forward, then caught himself and sent one last sullen look at Semmi. Once he started forward, he didn't bother looking left or right, but fixed his eyes on the four men who stood in loose formation by the southeast entrance to the massive convention complex.  
 
    They’d barricaded their position with several bullet-riddled, burned cars and, consequently, Reese was able to get within thirty feet before the first guard spotted him. A general shout went up, and all four rushed around the end of the barricade which told Reese how to breach their fortification. 
 
    Shouts in two different languages reached his ears, and Reese froze. He stared straight ahead and did his best to ignore the four men as they pounded toward him and waved weapons in his direction.  
 
    "Howdy guys," he said in as cheerful a voice as he could muster. The four men faced him down and aimed their long guns at him, and Reese's bowels liquefied. His stomach gurgled loudly as it reflected the fear that gripped his soul. A sudden, mortal realization solidified in his mind: if any one of those idiots twitches so much as a fingertip, Reese would never see Cami and Amber again. 
 
    A fresh bead of sweat crawled down the side of Reese’s face. What am I doing? This was a stupid idea…stupid, stupid, stupid… 
 
    "What's going on ese?” asked the shortest of the four, a swarthy man in filthy jeans, a red polo shirt and a bright red bandanna tied across his forehead. His chin jutted out as he spoke. "Got a lot of nerve walking up here. This is Scavenger turf.” 
 
    “Yeah," said another thug. "What do you want?" 
 
    "Make it quick," said the tallest of the group. "Before we decide to have a little target practice." 
 
    The others laughed, but Reese held his ground. "I heard…” he said, and his voice cracked. A new round of laughter went up from the four men with guns. "I heard you guys had food," Reese said evenly. 
 
    "You heard we got food? Well, my man, you heard right,” said the short one with a glance over his shoulder at his comrades. “Man, we got everything. But you ain't going to see any of it." 
 
    "I say we waste ‘im right here," said the tall one with the shaved head. He took a step forward and rested his cheek against the stock of his rifle, as he took careful aim at Reese.  
 
    One of the others stepped forward and forced the tall one’s barrel down. “C’mon, man—you know the rules, same as me. We gotta call it in." A long moment passed as they stared at each other. "What are you waiting for? I'm in charge here. Go get one of the section leaders." 
 
    The only man among the group to remain silent thus far stepped forward. "We got a problem?" He said in a low, menacing voice. The short one turned and puffed his chest out. "Nah, dog, there ain't no problem. I'll go get your jefe. I can tell you want to do some kissing," he said with a laugh. He turned and walked off without another word. 
 
    The three men with weapons muttered to each other, then stepped forward, closer to Reese. "You must be really hard up to come out here asking for handouts. You know what we do to people like you?" 
 
    Reese noted that none of them pointed their weapons at him any longer. He let out a long breath. “I’ve heard rumors…” 
 
    "Yeah, well," the skinhead said. "Whatever you heard, it's worse." He flashed a yellow-toothed smile. "I can't lie to you—I don't see you livin’ to see the sunset." 
 
    "You made a mistake coming here my friend," said the one who’d stopped Reese’s execution. "No offense, but this is a new world. The strong are going to inherit everything. And the weak…” He looked at Reese and his gaze drifted to the sling tied around his right arm. "Well, you're either going to do the work that we tell you to do, or you're going to die." 
 
    Before Reese could say anything in response, the short gang member emerged from behind the barricade, followed by a man that looked vaguely familiar to Reese. His heart skipped a beat, and the blood in his veins ran cold. The man who walked toward him, a pistol on his hip and a smug look on his face, was none other than the leader of the group of carjackers that had kidnapped Jo. 
 
    "Well, well, well…look what the cat dragged in," Sean Mayo said. "It's a good thing you idiots didn't light this guy up," Mayo said as he stepped closer to Reese and leaned in to get a better look. “You look worse in daylight than you did at night.” He glanced at the others. “You guys know who this fool is?” 
 
    "Want to enlighten us, oh wise one?” the skinhead muttered. The others snickered. 
 
    "This is the guy that killed my brother.” 
 
    Reese took an involuntary step back. 
 
    "Oh, you didn't think I'd remember you because it was dark, huh?” Mayo took a quick step forward and drew his pistol. "Took me an hour before I could find enough water to wash my little brother’s blood off my face. He was an animal, and I don't think there's anybody here that truly misses him—but he was the only family I’ve had for most of my life. You didn't have the right to take him out like that.” He tapped the pistol on his own chest. “I’m the only one allowed to hurt Charlie.” 
 
    “Hey, Sean…maybe we should—“ began one of the others. 
 
    Mayo didn’t listen. He put the pistol to Reese’s forehead. “There’s a lotta guys in that building behind me that want to be in my good graces. They’ll want a piece of your hide to prove their loyalty to me. And they'll pay anything to get it." 
 
    “To you?” Reese stammered as sweat dripped into his eyes. He blinked away the stinging sensation. 
 
    “To me. My momma’d be so proud…” 
 
    “You…you’re…The Boss?” Reese whispered, his words barely audible. 
 
    Mayo leaned in, the stink of onions and garlic around him so strong Reese’s eyes watered. “Ssssh,” he breathed. “Not yet…” 
 
    Reese opened his mouth, but no words came out. His throat constricted in fear, and he found he couldn't breathe. Then a gunshot echoed in the distance. The others stared at each other for a moment, then Mayo turned his head and listened. Two more shots fired, pop-pop, in rapid succession, followed by a deep, throaty rat-tat-tat-tat-tat. 
 
    "What's going on?" asked the skinhead. 
 
    "Listen—sounds like there's a firefight,” the skinhead said. Gunfire erupted from the other side of the building and echoed back and forth across the street. In seconds, the handful of shots fired at the outset escalated into a full-on battle. 
 
    "It is an attack! Get back inside, we gotta clear out—” ordered Mayo. 
 
    Reese ducked and rolled to the left. He slammed his good shoulder into the ground, thankful he was still alive to feel pain. Before he managed to get to his knees, gunshots flared much closer, someone grunted, and a sticky wetness splattered across his face. He continued his roll and came up on one knee, using momentum to bring himself back to his feet and remain in a crouch. When he looked around, one of the gang bangers lay motionless on the ground. The tall skinhead turned and aimed back the way Reese had come, unable to find a target.  
 
    Mayo snarled a curse and raised his pistol, fired two shots, then fled. Reese scrambled behind the nearest car on his side of the street. More gunshots erupted from around the corner of the building that he and Semmi had hid behind. The skinhead screamed and went down, his hand over his stomach. 
 
    Only the short gang banger in the red bandanna remained in the fight, as Mayo continued his mad dash for the barricade.  
 
    "It's just you and me, puta!” The short one screamed. He thumped his chest, spread his arms wide and charged across the street, as he shouted a stream of Spanish. A single gunshot cracked from Semmi’s direction, and the gang banger’s head snapped back before his body tumbled to the ground like a rag doll.  
 
    Reese turned from the grisly scene and threw up. When a hand clamped down on his shoulder, his knife flashed out and sparked against the side of Semmi’s AR-15.  
 
    "Whoa!" he blurted. "I'm on your side!” 
 
    Reese closed his eyes and dropped the knife from his shaky, hand. He leaned against the cool metal of the car and wiped bile from his face with the back of his hand. "Sorry! Sorry…” 
 
    "We cool. Get your knife, it’s showtime.” 
 
    Reese groaned. “You keep saying that. I don’t remember buying a ticket…” 
 
    “You got a lifetime rewards card when you slit Charlie Mayo’s throat,” Semmi replied evenly, his rifle up and aimed at the entrance door. “Follow me.” 
 
    “If there’s any more talking to do, you get to take the lead,” Reese retorted. 
 
    “I’m gonna let my rifle do the talking from here on out,” Semmi growled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Haslet Forest Preserve 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami stretched as she climbed out of the two-man pup tent she’d shared with Amber. Cool morning air, heavy with the scent of dew on grass, filled her lungs, and she smiled. There were no cars, no nervous neighbors, no obnoxious dog barking across the neighborhood, no nothing. Just the sounds of the forest as it woke from a short summer’s night. Squirrels chattered in the trees, Chipmunks skittered through the leaves on the ground, robins and other songbirds chirped and warbled to greet the morning. For the first time since the tsunami hit, Cami was at peace. If Reese had been there…things might have been perfect. 
 
    Cami shook off the morose thought and refused to give in to melancholy so early on such a beautiful day. She adjusted the pistol on her hip, took one quick look around the campsite to make sure everything remained undisturbed, then moved to stoke the fire and put on the coffee before she found a tree behind which to empty her bladder.  
 
    A few minutes later, the smell of fresh-brewed coffee caused Mitch to stir from his tent. Cami smiled at the telltale sound of zippers on tent flaps, then turned to see Mitch emerge from his one-man tent, as Amber climbed from the tent she’d shared with her mother. 
 
    They walked over to the fire like zombies, sat down on the log next to each other and groaned when Cami handed over two enameled mugs of steaming hot coffee. 
 
    "Hope you like it black," Cami replied. “You look like you pulled an all-nighter, Amber.” 
 
    “You snore,” Amber muttered as she squinted at Cami. She inhaled deeply over the rim of her mug and smiled. “But this makes up for it. The last of dad’s stash?” 
 
    “This stuff is so good,” Mitch said after a sip, “it doesn't need any cream or sugar.” 
 
    “Good, because we didn’t bring any,” Cami replied as she sat back on her log. 
 
    Mitch raised his mug in salute. “To Reese.” 
 
    Cami swallowed, then raised hers in reply. “To Reese.” 
 
    "To dad," Amber added. They clinked mugs and enjoyed their coffee in relative silence. 
 
    After the caffeine began to work its magic, Mitch put the frying pan he’d brought in his pack over the fire and stirred water and pancake mix in a little plastic bottle. Before long, all three enjoyed campfire griddle cakes and a second cup of coffee. When the meal was over, Cami stood and poured the last of the coffee into their mugs while Mitch cleaned up with assistance from Amber. 
 
    "So, what's on the agenda?" asked Mitch while he scrubbed the pan. 
 
    "After we clean up, we’re going to kill the fire, then pack up the tents. Remember that clearing we came across last night, a little ways back that way," Cami said, as she pointed through the woods along their trail. 
 
    "Oh yeah—it was next to that pond. Hey, I was thinking," Amber said, as she held up a charred stick. "That pond wasn't always there. I used to run through these woods all the time, and I don't ever remember there being a pond back in here…” 
 
    Mitch looked up from the pan and watched Cami. 
 
    "You're right,” Cami agreed. “That's because it wasn't there. It's a beaver pond, guys. We may have to pay them a visit during the winter if game gets scarce.” 
 
    Once camp had been struck, and the tents stowed, they hauled their gear and weapons back to the clearing and took up positions. A week after the tsunami, Cami had already grown accustomed to the lack of people in the neighborhood, either in cars or on foot. They hadn’t seen, nor heard, a single soul since leaving Bee’s Landing.  
 
    Cami picked a broken tree stump on the far side of the clearing as their target, then settled the kids down to wait. For a few long minutes they listened to the birds and animals in the meadow. Eventually, Cami was satisfied they were truly alone. Only then did she allow Amber and Mitch to break out the long guns she'd removed from the gun safe in her closet.  
 
    "Okay, Amber—I want you to focus through the scope on the target. You see that dark spot just a little left of center?" asked Cami as she peered through a pair of compact binoculars. 
 
    On the ground next to her, propped on a fallen log, Amber peered through the business end of a large scope mounted to the top of her favorite bolt action hunting rifle, an old .308 she picked up in an Alaskan bush trade. 
 
    "Got it," Amber replied. She adjusted her position. "It's been a long time since I've done this…” 
 
    "Hopefully it’ll all come back to you," Cami said quietly. "Now, let's see how you do." 
 
    Cami took her eyes off the binoculars and watched Amber as she slowed her breathing, relaxed into the embrace of the weapon, and gently laid her finger across the trigger. On the other side of Amber, Mitch watched patiently, eyes locked on the target downrange. 
 
    Cami brought the binoculars back to her face and waited. Another three slow breaths from Amber and she squeezed the trigger just enough to launch a round downrange. The rifle cracked like thunder and split the air in the quiet meadow. Birds launched from the surrounding trees, shocked by the sudden noise in the still morning air. As the echo died down and vanished, swallowed by the density of the forest, Cami smiled. A fresh chunk of wood lay exposed just above and to the left of the dark spot on the target.  
 
    "Not bad, honey! Not bad at all…” 
 
    "Man, that thing’s a lot louder than I expected!" Mitch said as he rubbed an ear. "I even had these things in," he muttered, and pulled one pink earplug free. He rolled the squishy material between his fingers and reinserted it. 
 
    "Just imagine how loud it would be without those," Cami said. 
 
    After Amber's third shot, Cami felt confident her daughter sufficiently remembered how to work a bolt-action rifle and could hit what she aimed at—or close enough that it didn't matter on a human-sized target. Then it was Mitch's turn. 
 
    "All right, Mr. Digital Commando, let's see what you got," Cami said. She settled into her position on the log and raised the binoculars to her eyes. "Want to aim for the same target Amber did, but see if you can hit the right side? Most of her shots went left." 
 
    "Hey," Amber said defiantly, "it's been a couple years…” 
 
    “That wasn't any kind of comment on your ability, sweetie," Cami soothed. "Just stating a fact. We only have the one target—gotta make it count, right?" She looked away from the binoculars and down at Mitch. "Whenever you're ready, Mitch.” 
 
    He cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and relaxed. Cami's mouth twitched. Mitch pulled the rifle into his shoulder like a man about to drown might cling to a piece of driftwood in the middle of the ocean. He managed to keep his finger off the trigger until the last moment, which she considered a plus, but the way his knuckles turned white as he squeezed the stock, told Cami she’d have some work to do. But true to her words, she wouldn't interfere with the first shot. She wanted to watch and see how he handled himself. 
 
    His first shot cracked and split the air like Amber's but, unlike hers, completely missed the stump. "I don't get it…did I miss or did I hit where she hit? I can't tell…” 
 
    Cami grinned. "Oh, you missed." 
 
    Mitch rested the rifle on the log and sat back as he looked at his hands. "I don't understand…it kicked a lot more than I was expecting, but the bullet should've been gone by then, right?" 
 
    "Round," Cami corrected gently, "and yes, it's already gone at that point. It's what you did before you pulled the trigger that caused you to miss." 
 
    Mitch looked up at her. "Like what?" 
 
    "Well for starters, you held that rifle way too tight. I could see from here the muscles of your shoulder straining against the stock. You need to make sure you hold it steady, that's for sure, but you can't squeeze it that hard…” 
 
    Mitch needed six shots—to Amber's three—before Cami felt he was proficient enough not to kill himself with the rifle. He still wasn't anywhere near Amber's level of proficiency. 
 
    "Okay, let's try the shotgun. You both will get two shots." 
 
    Now that they had officially shattered the sanctity and quietness of the forest, Cami was anxious to finish the training and get home. They still had a three-hour hike to get back to the neighborhood, and she planned to observe the property a little before they reentered, just to be on the safe side. 
 
    Like before, Amber went first. They moved across the meadow to within thirty feet of the stump and Amber approached even closer, perhaps fifteen feet. 
 
    "All right," Cami said. "We'll do two shots. First one, fire from the shoulder, second one your choice, either the shoulder or the hip. We’re not using this thing for long distance fighting, so I've loaded defensive shells for both of you. Chances are, if we need the shotgun, we’ll be inside the house and we’ll need to clear a room quickly. Got it?" 
 
    "Got it," Amber replied. She hefted the shiny barreled 12 gauge to her shoulder, then paused, partially racked the slide, and checked to see if the chamber was loaded. 
 
    "Good, good,” Cami said with approval. "You always need to make sure you've got one in the chamber before you start pulling the trigger. That could be fatal if you find yourself out in the woods facing a grizzly, pull that trigger, and hear click." 
 
    Amber grinned, returned the foregrip to its loaded position, and took aim. Like before, she relaxed the muscles in her body just enough to maintain control of the weapon and squeezed the trigger when she was ready. The shotgun kicked like a mule, and Amber staggered a step back in surprise. She’d only just managed to retain control of the weapon and cursed, then handed it to Mitch. “I miss my .410!" Amber cried as she rubbed her shoulder. “That thing hurts!" 
 
    Cami hid the smile on her face with the back of her hand. "Okay, Mitch—why don't you take a shot and we’ll give Amber a minute to recover." 
 
    Mitch stepped up to the plate, considerably less confident than with the bolt-action rifle. He took the shotgun, examined it a brief moment, then racked it to eject the spent shell.  
 
    Cami approached, picked up the shell and dropped it into a pouch on her hip. "We’re not leaving any evidence we were here guys," she replied when Mitch arched an eyebrow. Cami stepped back and raised a hand in her defense. "I know, I know—it's the end of the world…but I make my living—or I made my living—in the woods. I'm not gonna start trashing the place over the apocalypse." She shooed Mitch away. "Go on, get." 
 
    Mitch nodded, settled himself behind the shotgun and took aim. This time, Cami smiled in approval. He leaned toward the target just slightly, relaxed his muscles more than he had during the long rifle practice, and maintained firm control over the weapon. He tried to mimic Amber's breathing technique, and when the shotgun went off, it even surprised Cami. 
 
    Mitch’s body took the kick much better than Amber’s, and as a result, when he turned and lowered the shotgun, a broad smile split his face, his teeth white through his bushy beard. "That. Was. Awesome!" he called out. He racked the shotgun, ejected the second shell, and stooped to pick it up. "Can I go again?" he asked Amber as he handed the shell to Cami. 
 
    Amber sullenly rubbed her shoulder and nodded. "Be my guest. "I've never liked how much those things kicked. Why did dad have to go and sell that little .410 I used to have?" 
 
    "Because it was only good for shooting snakes," Cami replied, "and the occasional house sparrow." She shrugged. "He needed the space to get that toy Mitch has got right now," Cami added. "Takes it with him every time we go sailing."  
 
    Cami smiled at the memory of Reese behind the wheel of their sailboat, as he reminded her of the threat of real pirates to blue water cruisers. In all the times they’d been sailing, he’d never needed it, thankfully. 
 
    Cami shook herself free of the memory and watched as Mitch took position to fire at the stump from the hip. The recoil threatened to twist him sideways, but he managed to keep control and once more turned away from the battered target with a wide grin on his face. "Can I keep it?" 
 
    Cami laughed. "No," she said as she took the weapon from his hands and handed it back to Amber. "But I think when push comes to shove, I want Amber behind the long gun, and you'll handle this." 
 
    "Done," Amber said and threw her hands up. "I don’t want that demon thing in my hands again," she said with a laugh. 
 
    Mitch smiled. “Sounds good to me!" 
 
    Cami put her hands on her hips. "Well, we've used up most of the morning. Let's get something to drink, and we’ll finish the morning with handguns." She looked up at the patch of blue sky overhead. "I want to make sure we get back while we still have good weather." 
 
    “Looks fine to me,” Mitch commented, with a glance at the sky. 
 
    “Problem is, we’ve all grown accustomed to being able to just pull out a phone and check the weather for the next few hours or days. Now? I have no idea what’s coming. There could be a hurricane out there in the Atlantic for all we know.” 
 
    “Dude, not funny—the tsunami was plenty, thank you very much,” Mitch said. 
 
    "Hey mom,” Amber said after she brought a bottle of water to her lips. “Even though the power’s out, do you think we can still access satellites?"  
 
    “I don’t know…” Cami replied. She took a drink from her own bottle. 
 
    Amber shifted the holster on her hip slightly and settled the pistol she wore in a more comfortable position. She examined the bottle in her hand and watched the water move. “I mean, it's not like anything affected the satellites, right? So, they should still be up there watching the weather." 
 
    Cami nodded. "You might be right…but without the Internet and cell towers, I don't know how our phones would connect to the satellites?" 
 
    "You guys have a satellite phone?" asked Mitch. "Those things don't need cell networks.” 
 
    "No, I don't," Cami said. "Well, I mean I do…I used to take one with me as an emergency backup when I was out on trips into the Brooks Range," Cami mused. "But it was just a bare-bones tool, no Internet, no nothing. Just a phone—it was fine for Alaska, mostly because I never needed it.” 
 
    "I bet Marty has one," Amber said. 
 
    Cami nodded. "I bet you're right.” She clapped her hands. “Okay, let's get the pistol range set up, then we’ll run through everything a few more times. After that, we can go home and find out if Marty has a sat phone.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Boston Convention Center 
 
    Boston, Massachusetts 
 
      
 
    Reese followed Semmi through the southeast entrance and entered a post-apocalyptic nightmare. As bad as things were on the outside, the convention center looked a hundred times worse on the inside.  
 
    The massive structure had the potential to house thousands upon thousands of people—if someone took the time to set it up right. Reese gawked at the sheer randomness of what the Scavengers had done. 
 
    Semmi frowned at Reese. “No time for lookie-loos, come on, man—the clocks’ running!” 
 
    “But I thought I was supposed to be the distraction,” Reese argued as they stumbled over piles of stolen goods stacked haphazardly in every square inch of open space. His head spun on a swivel as he jogged behind Semmi. Each gang that had been absorbed into the Scavengers had its own territory inside the building. Some kept things more organized than others. 
 
    “Somebody jumped the gun—no time to figure it out, we gotta move!” Semmi shot back. Gunfire erupted inside the building and echoed around like thunder. 
 
    “Where are they shooting?” Reese asked as they paused behind a pallet of spaghetti, still shrink-wrapped from the manufacturer. “Where’d they get this?” 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care,” Semmi said, as he peered around the pallet. “Sssh…here comes some bad guys.” 
 
    Reese held his breath as a trio of men ran by, all armed. They didn’t even look toward the pallet but ran down the hall Reese and Semmi had just come from.  
 
    “You see anything?” asked one. 
 
    “Nah—it’s on the other side—the cops are back.” 
 
    “Let’s get to the holding pens, I don’t wanna miss the fun…” replied one of the others. 
 
    Semmi grabbed Reese’s shoulder and squeezed, his eyes locked on the three gang members.  
 
    “What was that about?” asked Reese. 
 
    “They’re going to kill the prisoners—our families!” Semmi said. He pulled a radio from his belt and brought it to his lips with an unsteady hand as he scanned the area. “Reaper, Hollywood—we got a problem! They’re sending men—they’re going to execute the captives!” 
 
    Decker cursed. “Copy, Hollywood. All units, this is Reaper—everyone converge on the prisoners. You know what to do—let’s get our people back.” 
 
    “Come on,” Semmi said. He pulled Reese around the corner and they sprinted deeper into the convention center. 
 
    A wall covered in Irish flags and weird paintings full of colorful skulls and roses loomed ahead of them. “Is that…?” Reese muttered. 
 
    “That’s got to be where Mayo’s guys are,” Semmi said. “They’re big into the Irish Mafia, IRA…all that stuff.” They paused in the shadows as several men emerged from under the big Irish flag draped over the conference room entrance like a door. They checked weapons and looked around, then left as a group down the north walkway. More gunfire erupted in the distance, a mixture of handguns and rifles. 
 
    “Jo’s in there,” Reese muttered. “She has to be.” 
 
    “We know from the gangbangers we’ve interrogated that they keep the prisoners in a holding pen in the middle of the building.” Semmi checked the corners and looked around. “This way. Come on.” 
 
    “Semmi, Jo’s not going to be a common prisoner,” Reese insisted. “She’s got medical training, or enough that it impressed the group that kidnapped her. Sean Mayo singled her out—I have to go in there and find her.” 
 
    “What makes you think she’ll be in there?” 
 
    Reese shook his head. “I don’t know—a hunch. They hate me for killing Sean’s brother…” Reese swallowed. “I bet they’d demand Jo as payment…” 
 
    “These animals killed my sister and her husband. They have my nephews.” Semmi stared at Reese. “I’m not missing out on payback over a hunch. The prisoners are this way,” Semmi said, with a jerk of his head toward the north tunnel. “You know the plan, once we’re inside, everyone heads to the prisoners.” He looked back at Reese. “Everyone.” 
 
    Reese looked at the giant Irish flag. “I have to check here, first. Then we can go meet the others—“ 
 
    “Screw that—you heard the plan, same as me. I gave Decker my word. We go this way,” Semmi insisted. 
 
    Reese shook his head, more convinced than ever. “Then I guess this is where we part ways.” 
 
    Semmi rounded on Reese, his face dark and furious. “What the—are you out of your mind?” 
 
    Reese grunted. “Probably.” He pulled his knife free from the hidden sheath in the sling.  
 
    “I can’t let you go by yourself. Decker will lose it!” 
 
    Reese grinned and held up the knife. “Just tell ‘im I threatened you with this.”  
 
    “You are one crazy—“ 
 
    Bullets tore through the soft cardboard stacked around them and Reese dove to the floor. A second later Semmi joined him, his rifle up and ready to return fire. “We waited too long!”  
 
    “Then I’ll make another diversion for you,” Reese said. One way or another, he had to get inside that conference room. A sudden realization sank heavy and fast into his mind like a truck at a boat launch. He would never see Cami and Amber again. The convention center would be his grave. There were too many enemies with too many guns.  
 
    It surprised him that he didn’t feel anger or regret or any other emotion…just determination to see things through. He’d make his way inside that room, find Jo, and they’d both likely die…but they’d be together, and he’d at least fulfill his promise to find her. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon, babe,” he muttered to the vision of Cami that appeared in his mind. She smiled. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Semmi demanded over the roar of his AR-15. Casings tinkled against the concrete floor with every shot and became the loudest noise that Reese ever heard. 
 
    When he stood, he didn’t see the shooters down the hall who had turned back to defend their turf. He didn’t hear the shouts and taunts. He didn’t hear Semmi beg him to get down or return fire to keep the bad guys occupied. Reese saw the big flag over the doorway shift a little in the still air.  
 
    Reese ran. 
 
    He ran past boxes that exploded into puffs of plastic and cardboard and foam packing peanuts. He ran past a dead body on the ground and a pool of blood, dark as wine in the dim light, that made him slip. He regained his balance and continued his mad dash across the open no-man’s-land and ignored Semmi’s curses. 
 
    He didn’t know if it was Divine intervention that allowed him to make it to the flag, or Semmi’s accuracy, or dumb luck. Either way, the silk flag caressed his face as he bowled into it and a second later it lifted free of his vision and he found himself in Sean Mayo’s stronghold. He’d expected to be met by a line of gang members with weapons drawn, but instead faced more pallets of stolen goods and piles of tennis shoes and clothes. Candles glowed in the corners where rough pallets had been covered by any kind of soft material, from actual sleeping bags, to winter coats and a few mattresses. 
 
    Two gunshots rang out to his left, much louder than the shooting from out in the corridor. He dropped to a crouch and turned toward the gunfire. “Jo!” he called out. 
 
    “You shot me! I’m gonna—” a rough voice said as Reese inched closer. 
 
    Another gunshot barked and Reese heard the unmistakable heavy, wet, thud of a body as it hit the floor. “No,” he breathed. 
 
    Reese slid to a stop around the corner of a pile of firewood. Jo stood over the bodies of two men, one naked from the waist down. She held a massive revolver in her shaking hands, arms outstretched and still pointed down at the men on the floor. A pool of blood spread from under the bodies. She noticed it and stepped back. 
 
    “Jo,” Reese said slowly. Her shirt and shorts were smeared in blood and torn in several places. The right side of her face was one massive bruise and a chunk of gray-brown hair had been ripped from her scalp over her left ear. “What happened?” he breathed. 
 
    Jo looked up from the bodies, a haunted, wild look on her face. Her eyes focused on him and Reese watched as she came back to herself. She shivered, then cracked a weak smile. “They…” 
 
    Reese rushed to her side and took the weapon from her limp grip. “I found you.” 
 
    She nodded and smiled. “Nothing gets past you…” 
 
    A massive explosion shook the building and the noise alone made Reese and Jo stumble into a stack of children’s toys. Reese winced as his wounded shoulder slammed into a box of dolls with glassy eyes. “Why did they steal these?” he muttered. 
 
    “They’re idiots, that’s why,” Jo said as she tied her loose, greasy hair into a quick knot at the base of her head. 
 
    Screams and gunfire crackled on the other side of the flag at the entrance to the conference room. Reese crouched and sniffed the air. “You smell that?” 
 
    Jo looked at him. Her nose was caked with dried blood that covered her upper lip as well. “I can’t smell anything. Really?”  
 
    “Sorry,” Reese muttered. “Smells like smoke.” He looked down at the bodies at their feet. “What did they do?” 
 
    “Called me an Aggie,” Jo drawled. “Can we talk less and escape more, please?” asked Jo when a round of gunfire erupted nearby. “That was way too close—you know how to get out of here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Reese replied. He raced around the pile of dolls and paused at the conference room entrance. Someone fired a shotgun and shouted for help, just on the other side of the flag. Reese pushed his back against the wall and waited while Jo found her first aid bag and checked that everything was still there. 
 
    “At least they didn’t take the antibiotics …so,” she said as she slung the bag over her shoulder, “we just walk out there? Don’t seem like a very good plan to me,” she muttered. 
 
    Reese frowned. “Hey, who’s doing the rescuing here?” 
 
    Jo looked at him out of the corner of one bloodshot eye. “Took you long enough.” 
 
    The green, white, and orange flag next to Reese’s head twitched as a bullet punched a hole through it and sparked against the far wall. 
 
    “Tommy! Milo! Get out here!” someone hollered out in the corridor. “We need help! The pigs are here!” 
 
    “They’re everywhere, I—” called another voice. 
 
    A burst of gunfire cut off the speaker, and the flag flipped aside as a large man backed into the room. He leveled his rifle and fired a three-round burst back out into the corridor. Jo screamed at the noise, but Reese barely heard her. He didn’t know who the man was, but he knew he wasn’t one of the people who came with Lieutenant Decker, and the gothic tattoos on the guy’s neck indicated he was with the Scavengers. 
 
    “Hey!” he yelled as he aimed out into the corridor. “They got Manny! Leave him and help me!” 
 
    Reese aimed the pistol he took from Jo at the man’s head and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The rifle clattered to the floor before the body.  
 
    “I just killed that guy,” Reese breathed as he looked at the pistol in his hand.  
 
    “Just takin’ out the trash,” Jo replied evenly. She grabbed the abandoned rifle on the floor and peered out into the hallway. After a quick check to see how many rounds she had left in the magazine, she reinserted it and pulled back the charging bolt. “Now, which way do we go to get out of this nightmare?” 
 
    Reese swallowed. “Follow me.” He ducked under the flag and stepped into the hallway. Smoke billowed overhead, like a black snake that writhed along the ceiling. Whatever had happened, it hadn’t stopped all the gunfire. Rifles and pistols crackled and barked back and forth. Someone rushed past Reese and knocked him back into Jo, who cursed, and barely managed to keep them both upright. 
 
    A woman and three teenagers ran by, their eyes wide. “How do we get out?” she yelled. 
 
    “That way! Go straight, the exit is the last hallway on the left,” Reese explained.  
 
    “Tell the others!” she called over her shoulder and herded the teenagers ahead of her. “The whole building is on fire!” 
 
    Reese yelled at her back as she ran off. “What others?” 
 
    “Them others!” Jo called. Reese turned—at least twenty more people barreled down the corridor toward him. Gunshots erupted behind and to either side of the group. Several fell and disappeared under the stampede. 
 
    “The prisoners—Decker must have released them,” Reese yelled over the din. “Let’s go!” He said to Jo. To the crowd of people, he yelled, “This way! Follow me—we need to get out of here!” He ran ahead of the group, Jo at his side. 
 
    “Hurry! They’re right behind us!” someone behind him yelled. 
 
    “Keep moving,” he urged. He came up short at the door and kicked it open, which flooded the hallway in bright light. “Go, go, go!” 
 
    “They’re coming,” a woman at the back of the group screamed. “Hurry!” 
 
    “There’s a barricade out there,” the first one through the door reported. 
 
    “Just keep moving, I’ll cover you!” Reese ordered. He moved to the rear of the group and leaned around the corner. A bullet sparked off the wall above his head, and he ducked back. It was hard to see through the smoke down the wide corridor, but the muzzle flash of a gun in the distance told him all he needed to know. At least some of the Scavengers were still alive, and they knew where Reese and Jo had taken the escaped prisoners. 
 
    “They’re gonna catch us!” a girl said as she tried to force her way forward through the press of bodies at the exit door. 
 
    “Not today,” Reese growled. He waited until one of the Scavengers emerged from the smoke and bent over to cough, then aimed and squeezed off a shot with the pistol. Next to him, Jo stepped up and fired a three-round burst from the captured AR. The man twitched and fell. Reese had no idea who’d fired the kill shot. 
 
    Another explosion bloomed through the smoke at the far end of the building, and the orange ball of fire illuminated dozens of people as they ran for cover. 
 
    Jo turned around, then slapped Reese on his good shoulder. “They’re through! Let's go!" 
 
    Without another thought for the men in the smoke at the far end of the corridor, Reese bolted for the door, hot on Jo's heels. They burst from the burning convention center, coughed, and staggered in the bright sunlight. Sporadic gunfire popped and crackled on the other side of the building. Reese turned and scanned the small group of mostly women and children. Semmi was nowhere in sight. Nor did he see Harry or Carla, Pickering, or Decker—or anyone from the resistance. 
 
    "Come on," Reese said as he took the lead and shouldered through the crowd of survivors. "We gotta get out of this place." 
 
    Jo raised her rifle in the air and fired a shot. The people they’d rescued screamed and scattered to the alleys and side streets in a panic. “There,” she muttered, “that’s better.” 
 
    “Why’d you do that?” Reese hollered as he stood up from a crouch.  
 
    “I haven’t had any coffee today,” Jo said with a smirk, “and they were taking too long to get out of our way. Now we can get going. You bring a car to this boogaloo?” she asked, as they stumbled down the debris-strewn street. Gunfire popped and crackled randomly in the distance behind them, but it was clear the initial fight had ended. Reese had no idea who won, and as he thought about the look on Semmi’s face when he ran off to find the prisoners, he wasn't sure he wanted to know. Decker and his men might execute any of the Scavengers they found. Semmi certainly looked like he would. 
 
    Reese shook his head. “No car…how did the world go so crazy in a week?” Reese asked no one in particular. “It’s like the rule of law has totally broken down…” 
 
    "Well you know the old saying,” Jo replied softly. “We’re only nine meals from anarchy…” 
 
    Reese paused to catch his breath and leaned against the corner of an old brownstone apartment building. He squinted up the side of the building at the mud streaks and water stains that had topped the second floor and almost reached the third floor. "I can't even imagine what it must've looked like when the waves hit." He wrinkled his nose and wiped the back of his hand across his face. "And the smell! My eyes have been watering ever since we got here." 
 
    Jo snorted, then coughed a glob of blood and mucus from her mouth. "Tell you what, I'm kinda happy those punks busted my nose last night. I don't smell squat." 
 
    A shout went up behind them, and Reese turned to see the remnants of a crowd in the distance. Several armed men shouted and ran toward them. 
 
    “They good guys or bad guys?” asked Jo. 
 
    “How should I know?” Reese said as he turned around. “Run!" 
 
    They sprinted away, heedless of which direction they ran. Reese turned them down alleys and sidestreets, climbed over abandoned, mud-caked cars, through gutted buildings, and moved at such a breakneck pace he worried one of them would fall and get hurt. But the fear of what the people who chased them might do—unhinged as they were after the tsunami—drove him and Jo forward at a relentless pace.  
 
    It only took a few minutes for them to be completely turned around and lost in the rabbit warren of debris-clogged streets that surrounded the convention center. It wasn’t enough—if one of the people behind them was Sean Mayo…if he managed to survive… 
 
    "Which way is south?" Jo panted. 
 
    "I have no idea," Reese said as he looked around and squinted. "I don't see any signs! Where are we?” 
 
    Jo pointed toward the sky. "Well, I'm willing to bet that black smoke back there ain’t a barbecue. That's gotta be the convention center." 
 
    Reese nodded and ran his good hand through his grimy hair. “Okay, at least we’re still moving away from it—that's a good sign. He glanced at the sky and tried to calm his heart rate. "I know it's afternoon, so if the suns there…that means…dadgummit!” he said as he stomped his foot. "We’ve been going north! We’re going the wrong way!" 
 
    Jo put her hands on her hips and turned in a circle in an attempt to get her bearings. Reese rolled his neck and closed his eyes. Gulls keened and screamed at each other in the air. He took a deep, calming breath, and coughed on the noxious smell of rotting garbage and— 
 
    Reese opened his eyes. Saltwater. He smelled saltwater. “We’re close to the ocean…” 
 
    "Great, we could be even more trapped than we were a minute ago,” Jo replied. 
 
    "No—don't you see? This is great! Hurry, follow me!" 
 
    "Where we going?” asked Jo. 
 
    "To the coast,” Reese called over his shoulder. “Hurry!” 
 
    Jo mumbled something that Reese couldn’t hear, but he didn't care. His tortured, sleep-deprived mind latched onto the idea that they were near Boston Harbor. Green Harbor—the port where a little over a week ago he and Ben had left for the fishing trip—lay just a handful of miles south of Boston. He had no illusions that he might find his car, parked at the dock…it was far too close to the ocean to have survived the tsunami. But he knew private marinas that catered to yachts peppered the coastline all around Boston. If they could find a boat, and if the boat survived the tsunami, and if it wasn't damaged… 
 
    If, if, if… 
 
    Reese shook his head as he plowed forward and stepped over a heavy wooden door that lay propped against a car that looked more like an accordion than a Ford. He climbed over the seaweed-covered metal frame and slipped down to the ground on the other side. Jo clambered down with all the grace of an ox at an ice rink and cursed mightily when she landed in the muck.  
 
    "This had better work," she growled. 
 
    “It’s our only chance,” Reese replied as he helped her up. 
 
    A shout echoed down the street behind them.  
 
    "These guys don't give up, do they?" asked Jo. 
 
    Reese put his good hand to his face. “It’s gotta be Mayo.” 
 
    “Who?” Asked Jo. 
 
    “The guy I…the one I killed when they kidnapped you. His brother was the leader of that group of miscreants. Sean Mayo. He wants payback…” 
 
    Jo put a hand on Reese’s shoulder. “When the time comes, we’ll line him up next to his brother then. But first we need to get out of here.” 
 
    "Good point," Reese admitted. "Look!" he said as he pointed. Across the street at the intersection, a sign proclaimed the North Boston Yacht Club was only a few blocks away. Mud had coated the sign to the point that it partially fell off the building, but that had allowed the gunk to slide off enough for Reese to read the letters. "We're almost there!” 
 
    “A yacht club—oh, no, you want me on another boat?” Jo demanded as she followed him down the street. 
 
    Two blocks later, Reese skidded to a stop in the mud-choked street at the sight of a sailboat on its side in the middle of the intersection. "Well, we’re definitely getting close." 
 
    "I hope that's not the only boat here…” Jo muttered. 
 
    The horizon opened up around the next building, and Reese clattered down a set of rickety wooden steps covered in sea slime and trash. At the bottom, only a few feet above water level, he found the wreckage of dozens of boats, piled up against the seawall and ripped to pieces like matchsticks. 
 
    "Anybody else got a real strong sense of déjà vu?" asked Jo as she made it to the bottom of the steps and stood next to Reese. 
 
    "Come on, if we can't find something quick, we can at least hide from them. Over here!” Reese said quickly. He took Jo's hand and pulled her further into the wreckage. They had to slow to a crawl to avoid impaling themselves on broken wood and shredded fiberglass, but they managed to get over, around, and through much of the wreckage and got down to the water itself.  
 
    Reese could almost feel the crosshairs on his back as he urged Jo forward. They crawled over the hull of a capsized sailboat and used the keel as a balance point to drop down to the water's edge. The sailboat, on its side with its mast speared into the mud at the shoreline, created a lean-to of sorts. From their position at the water's edge, they were completely hidden from observers back up on the surface street. 
 
    "Here—this is it, duck under here," Reese commanded. They ducked under the deck of the sailboat and into the shadows. Despite a good fifty yards that separated them from their pursuers, Reese and Jo held their breath and remained quiet. Angry shouts echoed back and forth as the men searched for them. Reese detected at least three voices. They'd spread out along the docks and worked their way down to the shore, but the going had definitely been rougher than they’d expected. After a few long minutes of curses and taunts, the search party gave up.  
 
    The shouts faded, and Reese and Jo were left surrounded by the relative silence of the marina-turned-graveyard. The hulls of wrecked boats creaked and groaned against each other in time with the gentle pressure of the minimal waves that rolled in off of Massachusetts Bay.  
 
    Flotsam choked the water for the first fifty yards offshore. It looked just like the scene they'd witnessed at Bar Harbor a week earlier. Complete and utter destruction of the shoreline had rendered the coastal waterway absolutely useless to all but the most skilled navigators and strong-hulled boats. 
 
    Jo pulled her scraped, bruised, muddy knees up as much as she could, placed her arms across them with a wince, and rested her head. "What are we going to do now?" she whispered. It was the closest thing Reese had seen to surrender from the former park ranger. 
 
    Hope swelled in Reese’s heart despite Jo’s gloomy outlook. He breathed in the clean, fresh air off the Atlantic. The smell of death and rotting garbage was behind them. Only the open horizon—just beyond the trail of debris on the water—lay before them.  
 
    All he needed to do was find a boat.  
 
    If they could find one still seaworthy, he could sail it and get them out of the insanity that had swallowed Boston. With a boat, their chances of making it to South Carolina improved exponentially. They could rest and let it take them home with more comfort than a car. 
 
    Reese frowned. They just had to find one. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Lavelle Homestead 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami frowned as she led Mitch and Amber back toward the house. They’d been on the trail home for almost two-and-a-half hours and approached the edge of the forest preserve, which bordered the northwest corner of Bee’s Landing. Amber and Mitch had tromped through the woods behind her the entire time and had generated enough noise she was sure someone in North Carolina could have heard them.  
 
    She added ‘teach the kids bushcraft’ to her list of things to do. If things continued to spiral down the drain like they had over the past week, at some point they might find themselves forced to hunt game for food. Long before then, she realized with a sudden jolt, most people—woefully unprepared for the end of the world save for weapons—would be forced to do the same. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    Cami swore to herself as they approached the tree line. She hadn't considered the fact that people less prepared than herself would not only be on the brink of starvation in a matter of weeks—or even days—but that they might turn to the very woods she planned to harvest from in order to secure their own food. That number of people concentrated in the few square miles surrounding Bee’s Landing alone would strip the forest bare of any deer and small game in days. The animals would either move further inland to avoid the hordes of Elmer Fudds, or they would remain in place and be decimated. 
 
    Cami was so lost in that line of thought she almost stumbled out of the trees into her own backyard without noticing the man in her backyard. Her breath caught in her throat and she froze, which caused Amber to run into her and curse.  
 
    Cami ignored the foul language and hushed her daughter with an iron grip on one arm. She dropped to a knee behind her favorite mulberry bush, which forced Amber to follow suit. Mitch stood where he was, and blinked, then dropped to the ground in a rustle of leaves. 
 
    "What is it?" hissed Amber. "What's wrong?" 
 
    "There's someone in our yard," Cami replied. Mitch, just out of earshot of their whispers, raised his eyebrows in question. Cami stared at him, pointed at her eyes, then mimed with her fingers a person on two legs. She then pointed at her backyard and waited until the message struck home, and Mitch nodded. His eyes grew wide, and he shrugged. 
 
    What do we do?  
 
    Cami turned back and watched the stranger as he prowled the backyard and peered in every window, frustrated by the plywood mounted on the inside. Cami smiled. "You're not going to see inside…” she whispered. The lanky, bearded man looked like he’d been living in a dumpster for the past two weeks. There was no telling what he might do if he got in. He looked desperate. 
 
    "I don't know who that is—I don't think he lives here,” Amber whispered, her voice tight. “You think it's one of those guys that Mia was talking about?” 
 
    Cami frowned. If he was, she planned to put a stop to the harassment. She shrugged out of her pack and instructed Amber and Mitch to follow her lead. When everyone had removed their gear, she drew her pistol, and nodded when Amber followed suit. The kids had proven to be much better shots with the pistol than she'd expected, based on Mitch's performance with the rifle, and Amber's with the shotgun. They weren't expert marksmen by any stretch of the imagination, but what skills they had would definitely serve them in the apocalypse. Cami just had to make sure they stayed alive long enough to get better. 
 
    Removal of the threat in her backyard was step one. 
 
    Cami thought for a moment and analyzed the layout of her yard. She relied on the fact that she knew every square inch of the property like the back of her hand, whereas the stranger tripped and stumbled over every rock and root as he worked his way around the house. 
 
    You’re on my turf now. 
 
    "He's over on the far side. I think he's going to check out the side of the house and see if there's a way in over there—I don't think he's been here long,” Cami said. “Soon as he disappears around the corner, Mitch, you head for the shed. Stay around the backside and don't let him see you. Use the shotgun. Amber," Cami said as she turned to her daughter. "You use the rifle. Go around that way.” Cami pointed toward the tree line that separated their yard from Marty's. "If you can, see if you can get Marty's attention. If I know him, he's probably already sighted in on this guy and wondering where we are. Get yourself in the trees and use his house as cover if you have to. You're still almost too close to use that rifle, but I'll feel better knowing you're out there." 
 
    "What are you going to do?" Mitch whispered. He crept close but stayed concealed behind the bush. 
 
    "I'm going to move along the garden fence. All the leaves will keep me covered until I reach the front corner," she said as she pointed with her pistol toward the garden. "If he comes back around into the backyard in the next five minutes, we’ll have him in a three-way crossfire that shouldn't expose any of us to friendly fire. Remember, don't pull that trigger until you know for a fact that one of us isn't somewhere behind the target. Got it?" 
 
    Amber nodded and wiped at the sheen of sweat on her forehead. "Why can't we just yell at him and tell him to leave?" 
 
    Cami's mouth drew into a tight line. "Giving away our position is a bad idea, for one thing. For another, if we just yell at him and don't back it up with at least a show of force, it'll just make these fools bolder. If he's part of the group that's already robbed several houses in the neighborhood, then we’ve got to make a stand and we've got to do it now before they decide to take over the whole neighborhood.” 
 
    “Why us? Why now?” asked Amber as she gripped her pistol tight. 
 
    “I draw the line when someone wants to break into my house. Now put the pistol away and take the rifle." She looked at Mitch. “You use the shotgun—it’ll be easier to fire and much more effective at close range.” 
 
    "Right there with you, Cami-san,” Mitch said. He grimaced. "Wasn't planning on shooting anybody today, but it is the apocalypse…” 
 
    Cami clapped him on the shoulder. "That's the spirit. Remember guys: aim small, miss small." 
 
    Amber nodded and holstered her pistol, then removed the rifle from her shoulder and moved off, muttering the mantra to herself as she slipped through the bushes. Mitch did likewise in the opposite direction, waited for a long moment, then burst from the tree line and sprinted to the shed. He tripped halfway there, but managed to not lose the shotgun, and recovered in time to make it to the back of the shed unseen. 
 
    Cami exhaled and took one last look. The stranger was indeed on the far side of the house and out of sight. She left the tree line and quick-crawled to the edge of the garden. Once she dropped down to the grass and felt the cool embrace of the earth, she slithered forward to the corner and kept her pistol up and ready.  
 
    It took her a long moment to find Amber hidden in the trees at the edge of Marty's property, but her daughter had followed the plan exactly. As Cami watched, Amber climbed up about ten feet into the big pine tree she used to climb as a little girl. Propped up on one of the branches, Amber all but disappeared except for the rifle and scope that nudged aside one of the boughs. Grateful that Amber had thought of using the high ground to their advantage, Cami felt even more reassured that they could pull it off when the man stumbled back around the corner of the house and shouted something. 
 
    Cami tensed, got to one knee, and raised her pistol to take aim at the stranger's chest. He turned, glared at the house, and threw his arms up in frustration. 
 
    "Hello? Isn't anybody there? Where are you?" he shouted. "Somebody's got to help me!" he cried in a weaker voice as he lowered his arms in defeat. 
 
    Cami narrowed her eyes and took aim. Something about the man's voice triggered a memory that she couldn't shake. He sounded far too familiar for her to just blindly fire away. She muttered a curse under her breath. "If you value your life, freeze!” she shouted. “You turn around or look anywhere other than where you're looking right now, and it'll be the last mistake you ever make!" 
 
    The man threw his arms up and all but danced in excitement. "Don't shoot, don't shoot! I'm not here to hurt anybody!" 
 
    "I'll be the judge of that, now stop movin’ around. I'm not the only one that's got a gun drawn on you." 
 
    "No, don't kill me! I've come too far! Please—I’m just trying to find my son!" 
 
    Mitch appeared around the side of the shed, his shotgun aimed at the ground. "What are you doing?” Cami yelled. 
 
    Mitch ignored her and walked closer to the man. “Dad?" 
 
    Regardless of her orders, the stranger turned, and Cami realized exactly who it was. She let out the breath she'd been holding and quickly pointed her pistol at the ground as she jumped to her feet and turned to warn off Amber. "Hold your fire! Hold your fire!" 
 
    "What's going on?" Amber hollered from the tree. 
 
    Cami frowned. "Just stay there!" she yelled back. So much for not giving away their positions. 
 
    When she turned back to Mitch, he'd embraced the bedraggled man in his filthy clothes, the shotgun left abandoned on the ground. 
 
    Cami moved quickly across the yard and kept her pistol ready, but aimed in a safe direction, and retrieved the shotgun. No force on earth was going to take that weapon—Reese's favorite—from her possession. Over the past week, things like the shotgun had come to represent Reese in her mind, and she found herself unusually attached to them. Cami didn’t consider herself an overly sentimental person when it came to possessions, but she made an exception for the marine shotgun with its shiny stainless-steel barrel. 
 
    "Dad! I can't believe you made it! I'd all but—I-I didn't think…” Mitch stammered as he choked back tears. 
 
    Mitch’s dad laughed and cried at the same time, held his son at arm’s length and took a good long look, then embraced him once more and buried his face on his son’s shoulder. He only looked up when Cami cleared her throat, then smiled as he wiped tears from his mud-streaked face. 
 
    "Oh Cami, I can't thank you enough. I can't believe you kept my boy safe—thank you so much," he babbled as he stepped from his son and reached out to embrace Cami. 
 
    “Gary, thank God! It’s so good to see you,” Cami said as she hugged her friend. Tears welled in her eyes. If he could make it home…maybe Reese still had a chance. 
 
    Cami called Amber down out of the tree and took the whole group inside the house. More and more each day, Cami felt exposed outside and did not like anyone she was responsible for left outside any longer than necessary. 
 
    She immediately fetched a bottle of water from the fridge for Gary, and Mitch brought in a basin of water and a washcloth for him to clean his face. Amber gathered some dried zucchini chips—which he devoured with a ravenous speed. 
 
    "This is amazing," Gary said as he munched on the zucchini chips. "Nothing’s ever tasted so good…” He closed his eyes and snapped another chip into his mouth. "What kind of seasoning is on these things?" 
 
    Cami grinned. "I just sprinkle a little cajun spices on them before I dehydrate them. Better than any bag of chips, huh?” 
 
    “Hoowhee—these things are amazing!" 
 
    Cami nudged the bottle of water closer to Gary. "Just make sure you stay hydrated when you eat those things—you can easily eat a couple whole zucchinis worth and they'll suck the moisture right out of you." 
 
    Gary downed half the bottle and wiped his mouth with the back of one filthy hand, then used the washcloth Mitch handed him to wipe his face. In seconds, the water in the basin turned muddy brown, but Gary Adams looked human again. 
 
    He dropped the cloth back into the basin and leaned back in his chair with a contented sigh. "Thank you. Cami, thank you. I don't think I could've made it if I didn't know that you were taking care of Mitch. And all this," he said spreading his hands to encompass the kitchen, the refrigerator, the power cords that lead out to the solar panels, and the plywood-cased windows. He shook his head. "It's amazing what you’ve been able to do here." His eyes narrowed, and he locked Cami's gaze. "Be careful and protect it. The world that we knew a week ago doesn't exist anymore. It's a lot harder, a lot more cruel than I've ever seen." 
 
    "What's going on out there?" asked Cami. "We haven't really gotten any decent news in the last three or four days. Once the power went out, everybody lost easy access to information. All we have are rumors." 
 
    "Well, the rumors you've heard are probably true—things are getting nasty. After I escaped the marina—that was a close call—me and a couple others managed to stay just ahead of the waves. Everything's gone…” he said and looked down at his hands as they rested on the table. No one said anything, and eventually he continued.  
 
    "The marina was…shattered like a handful of dry twigs. All the boats are trashed. There's nothing left—it's a total loss. I don’t know how many people died…I tried to tell those fools not to slip anchor…but they didn’t listen." He looked down again for a moment before he continued. "The other side of the river wasn't much better. The first wave did a decent amount of damage east of the river, but once I got across the Ashley, everybody seemed to slack off. People were more interested in taking pictures and filming the chaos on the other side,” he said, disgusted. 
 
    "Yeah," Mitch agreed as he took a seat next to his dad. "We saw that from the Walmart." 
 
    "That's where you guys were?” Gary asked. He whistled. "I ended up something like three or four miles north of there.” 
 
    "How did you get so far north so fast without a car?” asked Amber. 
 
    "Well, while everybody was trying to take their boats south and head for open water, me and a couple other guys grabbed some tenders and headed north. Tried to get inland as far as possible from the tidal surge. It didn't work—the waters caught up with us eventually, but we managed to make it to dry land before everything got swept away." 
 
    "Wait a minute—the marina was already about ten miles or so from the coast. You were another four or five miles beyond that?" 
 
    Gary nodded. "At least." 
 
    “This thing must have been bigger than anybody expected…” Cami mused. 
 
    “I can't speak to that,” Gary replied thoughtfully, “but I can tell you when all that water came rushing up the river, it just kept going further and further north. At first there wasn't enough pressure to flood the banks and spread it out everywhere, like it did back closer to Charleston. So, the water just funneled north. I bet it went several miles beyond where we got trapped. It was like a reverse flood. Never seen anything like it." 
 
    "So, if you went north in a boat…how'd you get here?" asked Mitch. 
 
    "I walked," Gary replied in a husky voice. "I walked for almost a week. I shacked up with a couple other guys that had friends nearby for a day, but I couldn't—I just couldn't sit there any longer. Once the waves retreated for good—a lot of people got tricked when the first and second waves came, thinking it was all over.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine…” Cami empathized. 
 
    “I don't even want to know how many thousands of people tried to rush back into Charleston to look for loved ones and then got caught by the third and fourth and fifth waves,” Gary said. “I don't even know how many waves there were, they just kept coming for what seemed like the first few days." Gary's stare was very far away. "Once I left that little shack we’d set up, I followed the destruction—and tried to stay out of the worst of it—made my way south and west. I followed the Ashley as long as I could, then turned off on the roads. Everything was covered in mud and water.” He looked at Cami. “Whatever they're saying the death count is, double it.” 
 
    “Is it really that bad?” asked Mitch. 
 
    ”I personally saw hundreds of bodies on the way here, in just the first 48 hours,” Gary replied. He put a hand on Mitch’s arm. “There were corpses everywhere. We even saw bodies in trees, where the waters had left them." He shook his head. "It's insane. Absolutely insane…” 
 
    Mitch put an arm around his father's shoulders, and the simple contact caused Gary to break down and sob. As his shoulders shook, Gary buried his head in his arms on the table. 
 
    Cami and Amber glanced at each other, and Amber wiped at the corner of her eye as she reached out to put a hand on Mitch's arm. Cami cleared her throat. "Gary you don't have to tell us anything…” 
 
    He blew his nose into the washcloth from the basin and looked up. "No…no I've got to. I can’t…I can't not tell you how bad it is out there. You have to know what's coming. People are starving—they're getting desperate." 
 
    "It's only been a week," Amber observed. "How is that even possible? This is the United States, not some third world country…” 
 
    "I know, and everybody you talk to knows, too…but that doesn't change the fact that most people only had a couple days worth of food in their pantries," Gary said. "Every single person I've come across was either out of food or almost out of food. That's all anybody can think about when you meet on the road. Do you have any food you can trade for? Do you have any water? Do you have any way of getting food?" 
 
    Cami nodded. "Food, water, weapons. The top three things preppers plan for." 
 
    "Well, then I should have been one." Gary said sullenly. "A lot of people should have been ready." He wiped at his face again and rubbed away the last of the tears. "Don't even think about looking for help at grocery stores. Everything's been cleaned out. What wasn't bought was flat-out stolen. I passed a Food Lion just on the outskirts of town—“ 
 
    “On Prospect Avenue?” asked Cami. When Gary nodded, she continued. "I know that place, I shop there every now and then." 
 
    "Well nobody’s shopping there now. Looks like somebody drove a truck through the front wall. There's trash everywhere and most of the shelves are picked clean. Must've been some fighting in there too, because I swear I found blood splatters on the walls by the cash registers." He shook his head. "I have no idea when it all went down, but it's just as empty as the other places." 
 
    "What other places?" asked Mitch. 
 
    "Everything—not just grocery stores. People went nuts. I saw hardware stores ripped open, electronics stores, cell phone stores—everything. And it's only getting worse. Some places—like the electronics store—still have guards or employees. I don't know who they are, but there's people there keeping an eye on the place. I don't know if that's discouraging the looting or if people just ignore those kinds of places because they don't have any food…but it's bad. The last three nights I don't think I got any sleep because of all the gunshots." 
 
    "Yeah…we heard the first shots fired in this neighborhood on the second night," Cami reported. "We’re starting to have issues with criminals scouting out empty houses." 
 
    "And Amber and I were jumped by a couple guys who stole some food we were delivering to another family across the neighborhood," Mitch said. 
 
    Gary looked at his son and gently turned Mitch's face to the side. "I wasn't sure if that was just a shadow or dirt. Somebody hit you?" he asked. 
 
    Mitch nodded and gently disengaged from his father's hand. "The guy only won because he had a baseball bat." 
 
    Gary shook his head. "Son, I'm so sorry." 
 
    "Don't be," Mitch replied. "It won't happen again. He stood and tapped the pistol strapped to his side. "Cami gave me this. We’ve been practicing with shotguns and rifles." 
 
    Gary looked from Mitch to Amber, then to Cami. "I've never been a big proponent of guns and shooting sports—I’m like Reese, I prefer the wind and the open water—but I tell you what, the crap I've seen in the last week has changed my mind on a lot of things. Thank you for keeping my son safe. I can't thank you enough, Cami." He blinked, then looked around the kitchen. "Hey, wait a minute—where is Reese?" he asked, and narrowed his eyes at Cami. "He's not…? Oh, no, Cami…” 
 
    Cami swallowed and nodded. "He's not…here. Well, obviously," she said with a flick of her wrist. "Honestly—I don't know where he is. We haven't heard from him in five or six days. I haven't heard from him since the day of the tsunami." 
 
    "Where was he?" asked Gary. 
 
    "Boston.” 
 
    Gary hissed as he drew in a breath. 
 
    “Or close enough that it doesn't matter," Cami said with a sigh. "He won some stupid sales contest at work, and they took a bunch of the top reps on a four-day deep sea fishing cruise. The last day of the cruise was the day the tsunami hit. They were fishing about a hundred miles off the coast." 
 
    Gary leaned back in his chair and exhaled. “I haven't been able to watch the news lately, but the rumor mill is working fine out on the roads." He looked from Cami to Amber. "I'm sorry to bring bad news, but Boston was hit really hard.” He swallowed. “They say there's not much left of the city." 
 
    Amber's lip trembled, and she put her hands over her mouth to hide it. Her eyes glistened, and a tear leaked from the corner of her left eye. She shook her head vigorously. “No…” 
 
    Cami reached across the table and took Amber's hand in hers. "We heard something similar before the power went out, and even saw some pictures that were…disturbing…but we didn’t know it reached that far north…” Cami said, unable to let herself break in front of Gary. “Until I hear otherwise, I have to assume that Reese is alive and making his way back to us." She looked at Amber. "I have to." 
 
    Gary nodded. "Of course…I've thought the same thing. I haven’t…” he looked at Mitch. "I haven't heard from your mother since the second or third day…” His shoulders slumped and he rested his elbows on the table. "I was robbed—several of us were. They took my wallet, all the money I had, and my cell phone. Fat lot of good it'll do ‘em now," he said with venom in his voice. 
 
    He looked at Mitch. “Your mom and I traded text messages the day the tsunami hit—she said she was okay, and at that point she still had power and plenty of food and water…” he glanced at Cami. "We live in a decent neighborhood, and we’re friends with most of our neighbors. I'm pretty hopeful she should be okay." 
 
    "But you have to go to her," Cami said quickly. "She's got to be worried sick about you…” her eyes shifted to Mitch. "About both of you." 
 
    “You’re right,” Gary said with a nod. “I hate to eat and run, but I can't stay here—it’s been almost a week since I've seen Elizabeth. I just…I can't wait any longer." 
 
    "Dad, you're in no condition to go anywhere.” Mitch looked at Cami. "Tell him, Cami—we gotta at least wait until tomorrow. It'll be dark soon anyway, right?" 
 
    Cami nodded. "He's right, Gary. You're exhausted, and you said it yourself: you haven't had a decent night’s sleep in three days.” She raised her hand to stop his argument. “If you're sure your neighborhood is as safe as you say it is, one more night’s not going to be an issue. Elizabeth is smart, she’ll know to lie low and keep out of sight, right?” 
 
    “I hope so,” Gary said. “Yeah.” 
 
    Cami nodded. “Okay. She should be safe enough in your house, then. But you won't do anybody any good if you’re so exhausted you never make it home.” Cami looked at Amber, then back at Gary. Before he could argue, she plowed ahead. "Look—stay here tonight, get some rest—we’ll give you a good dinner tonight, and send you off with a hearty breakfast tomorrow morning. Take my car—” Mitch opened his mouth, but Cami ignored him. "No, I'm serious. If all the stores are looted and there's no food around here, there's no point having the stupid thing, anyway. I'm not going anywhere. I have to stay here and wait for Reese. But you do have a place to go. Take the car, Gary, please—get home to your wife." 
 
    Gary wiped his face. "Cami, it's too much—you’re already taking care of my son, and now this?”  
 
    Cami covered his rough, bruised hand in hers. "Gary, don't worry about it. You and Elizabeth would do the same for me and Reese. We all have to stick together in this.” She grinned. “Just take the stupid car. It’s got plenty of gas, and you can be home in 30 minutes, rather than spend another four days walking on the road." 
 
    "I can ride shotgun—oh, if…” Mitch began. 
 
    Cami frowned. "I can't give you the shotgun, Mitch. It’s…it was Reese's.” 
 
    Gary held up his hand. "No, don't worry about it. You've already given us more than I could've ever asked for." 
 
    "Mitch can keep the pistol,” Cami said quickly. “Don't worry about it." 
 
    "Thank you," Mitch said. 
 
    Cami stood from the table. “Okay then. Mitch, why don’t you take your dad upstairs and let him get cleaned up. You guys sort out your sleeping arrangements and meet back down here for dinner. We’re gonna lose the light soon, and we don't want to draw attention to ourselves by running the electric lights at night, especially if things are as bad as Gary says they are." 
 
    "Oh they're bad…and they're getting worse. I heard yesterday that the state troopers have cordoned off the capital and pretty much given up on patrolling the rest. I’ve heard rumors that gangs are taking over the bigger cities and turning them into war zones. Cops are abandoning their jobs and staying home with their families—and I don't blame a single one of them. But things are going to get nasty real quick." 
 
    "All the more reason for us to practice some light discipline,” Cami agreed, “and make sure you and Mitch get on the road tomorrow. You can’t waste any more time." 
 
    "I won't forget what you've done, Cami,” Gary replied solemnly. “Ever." 
 
    Cami looked at Gary and nodded. "Like I said, you’d do the same for me. Now listen, if for any reason you can't stay at your house, or if, God forbid, Elizabeth is hurt—come straight back here, okay?" she said quickly. Cami looked at Mitch. "Promise me, both of you, you’ll come back here and bring Elizabeth. If you’re nervous for any reason about staying in your house, gather up everything you can and drive back here. Don't wait, just do it. We have plenty of room, and with the garden, we can easily support the five of us. Okay?" 
 
    Gary nodded, reached a hand across the table and shook hands with Cami. "Deal." 
 
    Amber and Cami found themselves alone after Mitch and Gary went upstairs to get sorted out. Amber crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. "I can't believe things are getting this bad. It all seems like some kind of nightmare." 
 
    "I think the nightmare hasn't even really started yet," Cami muttered. "Can you get started on whipping together some pasta?" 
 
    "Why? Where are you going?" Amber asked, nervousness creeping into her voice. 
 
    "I want to go talk to Marty. He needs to know what's going on." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Boston, Massachusetts 
 
      
 
    Reese wiped the sweat from his face again and tried to find a more comfortable position in the pile of broken wood and wet fiberglass underneath the overturned sailboat. He and Jo had spent the better part of the afternoon in their impromptu hideout. Jo slept on her side and snored softly, completely exhausted from her ordeal at the convention center. Reese’s body screamed for sleep as well, but his mind refused to let go of consciousness. He couldn't. As exposed as they were along the shoreline, there was no way he felt safe enough to go to sleep. 
 
    And so he sat, as the sun dropped closer to the horizon behind them. He watched the waves; he watched the debris field float and shift with unseen currents in front of him. He watched for hours. He watched the seagulls, terns, and sandpipers go about their business as if nothing had happened. He'd never seen so many shorebirds, on the ground and in the air in massive flocks. 
 
    He half-dozed, his mind pleasantly lulled into neutral and his eyelids heavy as he watched the relentless motion of the wreckage as it floated on the water of Massachusetts Bay.  The warmth of the day, tempered by the moisture in the air, made sleep seem lovely and impossible at the same time. He hated wet clothes on his skin. Reese plucked at the filthy, sticky fabric of his shirt and wrinkled his nose. He’d have to clean his shoulder again or risk infection. 
 
    When two sailboats popped into view just north up the coast, he thought he'd imagined it, like a mirage. Reese blinked, rubbed his face again with a salt-crusted, muddy hand, and stared hard. "It is two boats…” he muttered. He got to his feet, stumbled, and tripped over Jo.  
 
    "What?" she groaned. 
 
    "Get up," he hissed. "There's boats out there—two of them!" 
 
    "What?" Jo said again as she sat up. The hair on one side of her head stood up at an awkward angle, held in place by sweat, saltwater, and dried mud. "What boat? Where—where did they come from?" she mumbled when she spotted the two sailboats. 
 
    "They just ghosted into port. Must've been running their outboards, I didn't see any sails at all. Only saw the glint of binoculars or something from the deck of that first one." Reese squinted. "It looks like they’re towing the second one." 
 
    "Look, there’s a little boat coming out!" Jo remarked and pointed. 
 
    "Come on, we gotta go meet them on the shore. Maybe they can give us a ride. Even if it's only for a day or two, it'll get us out of this hellhole!” 
 
    Reese helped Jo stand, and they picked their way along the shoreline, as Reese watched the boats, and Jo watched for movement on the surface streets. The last thing they needed was to be spotted by the survivors from the convention center and taken out before they could talk to whoever was on the sailboats. 
 
    Reese continued to push hard, despite the fact that they tripped and fell on debris more than once. The risk of injury—and all the consequences that entailed—-paled in comparison to what Sean Mayo would do if they were caught. He shoved all thoughts and worries about the crazy politics among the survivors in tsunami-ravaged Boston out of his mind, and focused all of his attention, energy, and will upon the dock just a few hundred yards away where the small tender from the sailboats came to a stop.  
 
    By the time Reese saw actual people in the distance climb up out of the boat and move cautiously down the dock toward the shore, his mood had lifted so much that he practically ran to meet them. He left Jo far behind, with instructions to catch up when she could, and sprinted along every clear stretch of shoreline he found. Long before he reached the dock, however, the people spotted him and trained weapons on him. Someone called out for him to halt.  
 
    Reese tried to stop, tripped, and fell face first onto the pebble beach. He lay there for a moment and panted, while he caught his breath and let the waves of pain from his elbows and arms and his injured shoulder subside. Reese rolled to his good side and groaned, then looked up the slope to see a white-haired man and one who looked similar but with dark hair, and a woman with short white hair—all with shotguns—stare down at him from the raised dock. He raised his good arm and waved at them.  
 
    "I'm unarmed—or, I think I am." He looked down and patted the ground around him. "Yeah, my guns’ over there," he said and pointed to the revolver that Jo had taken from her attackers. It lay just out of arm's reach on a piece of broken deck planking. 
 
    "Make a move for it, and I’ll cut you in half," the older man on the dock growled. 
 
    "Trust me, I don't want any trouble. My friend and I—“ Reese began. 
 
    “What friend?" demanded the younger man. 
 
    Reese craned his neck and looked over his shoulder. Jo was nowhere in sight. He turned from the people on the dock. "Jo?" he called. 
 
    "I'll say it again, what friend?" 
 
    "You two spread out,” said the gruff, older one. “Whoever he’s talking about could be trying to flank us—keep an eye on this guy. If anything happens, shoot him.” 
 
    Reese turned around to face them again. "No, wait, please! We’re just trying to get out of here. She was kidnapped by the Scavengers—at the convention center," he said, the words spewed from his mouth faster and faster. Everything came out at once when the dam broke. He tried to explain about Maine and got tripped up over details, and instead rambled on about the kidnapping and how he'd come to find Jo in the convention center. 
 
    "Hold up, hold up," said the younger man. He lowered his shotgun and raised his trigger hand to indicate to Reese he was in no immediate danger. “Slow down there, man.” 
 
    "What are you doing? We can't trust this guy—he could be setting up a trap!" warned the surly, older one. 
 
    “He doesn't look very threatening," said the woman as she shifted her stance. "I don't see anybody else, either." 
 
    "No, I swear,” Reese said with his hand up. “Her name is Jo—she's my friend…” Reese turned around, still unable to find her. "Jo!" 
 
    "Shut up!" said both men on the dock. "What are you trying to do, let everyone in Boston know where we are?” demanded the older one. 
 
    "I have to get out of here, my family’s in South Carolina,” Reese begged, “I’ve been trying to make it home since we left Maine. Jo's with me, she's from Texas.“ 
 
    “Enough with the personal story,” interrupted the gray-haired man. “I don't care who you are, where you come from, or where you're going! We’re here to find supplies, not take on passengers!" 
 
    "Over there!" said the woman. She spun suddenly and leveled her shotgun on the other side of the dock. 
 
    "Don't shoot!" Reese shouted. "Jo, drop your gun!" 
 
    "Keep them covered," said the leader. The older man raised his shotgun and aimed it at Reese but continued to look over his shoulder at the action on the other side of the dock. The leader turned and jumped off the dock and disappeared out of Reese's site. "Don't move! I'm warning you…” 
 
    “Uncle Byron!” the young man yelled. 
 
    A gunshot cracked, and two shotguns thundered in response. The sound echoed up and down the shoreline and caused hundreds of birds to scatter from the wreckage along the coast. Reese flinched and staggered back. Someone wailed in pain on the other side of the dock.  
 
    No!" he screamed. "Don't shoot her! Jo!” 
 
    “Tony! Tony, what's going on?” the woman with the gun trained on Reese yelled over her shoulder. She glanced back and though Reese had the opportunity to bolt forward while she was preoccupied, he remained frozen in place. While a brief but violent gunfight erupted on the other side of the dock Reese spotted movement up at street level.  
 
    Two men pointed toward the sailboats and the people on the dock. He narrowed his eyes and strained to see details. Reese wasn't sure if they were from the convention center or not, but the way they reacted in such an animated fashion made him think they were part of Mayo’s group. Before he could raise the alarm with the woman up on the dock, one of the figures in the distance turned and ran away. The other remained where he was and watched. 
 
    "What's going on?" Reese demanded, his eyes still locked on the strange figure in the distance. 
 
    "I don't know!" the woman snapped. 
 
    Someone screamed, another gunshot went off, then an unearthly quiet settled along the waterfront once more. 
 
    "Please, please tell me my friend isn't dead!" Reese begged, his vision blurry. 
 
    "Unless your lady friend was a middle-aged black man, I don't think you have anything to worry about," the woman on the dock replied evenly. “It’s my husband I’m worried about.” 
 
    "Jo!" Reese called again. 
 
    The younger man from the sailboat climbed back up on the dock next to the woman. Blood streamed from a cut on his face, and he was soaking wet from the chest down. He turned around and reached down to help pull the older man up to the dock. 
 
    “Oh, look what they’ve done to you,” the woman cried. She dropped her weapon and knelt next to her husband, who collapsed to the dock and disappeared from Reese’s view. The split second he saw the man was enough for Reese to realize he’d been gravely injured. Blood soaked his shirt and ran down his face and neck. The man had taken a nasty wound to his head. 
 
    Then Jo climbed up on the dock and Reese all but choked in surprise. 
 
    She adjusted the campaign hat on her head, shook hands with the woman, then waved at Reese. "What’re you still doing down there?" she called. "Get up here and help me tend to this man." 
 
    Reese blinked. "What...?” 
 
    "I left my bag down there—get it, and climb up here, quick!" Jo said, in full-on medic mode. 
 
    Reese, unable to process everything at the moment, snatched his pistol from the rocks, tucked it behind his waistband, and scrambled underneath the pier’s pillars. He emerged on the other side of the dock to find Jo's red first aid pack on the ground on the shore by the waterline. He slung the wet pack over his good shoulder and did his best to climb one-handed up the rickety boards nailed to the side of the dock support post. Grateful for assistance, he grasped the younger man's hand and felt himself lifted to the dock surface. 
 
    "I don't understand," Reese said as he handed over the pack. Jo snatched it and turned, intent on Byron, who left a pool of blood on the dock. 
 
    "I don't understand it myself," the younger man from the sailboat said. He stuck out a trembling hand. "I'm Tony. Tony Andrews.” 
 
    "Reese Lavelle," Reese replied. 
 
    "That's my aunt, Libby. And my uncle," Tony said with a nod at the unconscious man on the ground. “Byron.” 
 
    "Nice to meet you," Libby said as she slung her shotgun over one shoulder. "How bad is it?" she asked Jo. 
 
    "Hard to say. Looks like the bullet went clean through him—I can stop the bleeding, but when he fell off the dock, he hit his head pretty good. I don't know what to do for that…” She looked up, her hand stained red with Byron’s blood, and applied a fresh bandage from her pack. 
 
    "That's not the only problem we have," Reese said. He pointed up the hill toward the surface streets. "That guy up there at the corner." 
 
    “Where’d he come from?" Tony asked Jo. He took a pair of field binoculars from a pouch on his cargo shorts and brought them to his eyes. "Guy’s got a gun," he warned. "Just a pistol, but he’s watching us. Crap.” 
 
    "What is it?" asked Reese as he drew his own weapon. 
 
    "He's got a radio,” Tony said as he stared through the binoculars. "He's definitely calling somebody." 
 
    "Before I climbed up, I saw a second guy with him. They had a conversation, and that second guy ran off,” Reese said. 
 
    "Where’d he go?" asked Tony as he pulled the binoculars away. 
 
    "I don't know, but he ran in the direction of the convention center," Reese said. 
 
    Jo's head snapped up, and she stared at him with a wide-eyed look. "You sure?" 
 
    Reese nodded. “As sure as I can be from down here.” 
 
    Jo turned to Libby. "We can't stay put—we gotta get him out of here." 
 
    "Is that safe?” she asked. “I mean…we came here looking for supplies, we hardly have any food—“ 
 
    "I'm not worried about food right now,” Jo snapped. “I’m worried about what those crazy animals back at the convention center will do if they catch us all here, pinned on the shore.” 
 
    “She’s right, we’ve got to move,” Reese added. 
 
    Tony frowned. “What did we just step into?” 
 
    “Them people got religion,” Jo exhaled. 
 
    “What?” Tony asked. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “She can explain later—we need to get you and your aunt and uncle back to those boats so that Jo can take care of you both,” Reese said. “None of us are safe standing here as long as the people from the convention center—the Scavengers, or whoever they are—know that we’re here.” 
 
    “I don't think we can all fit in the dinghy,” said Libby as she peered over the side of the dock down to the water’s surface. A little white rowboat bumped gently against the pier. 
 
    “Doesn't matter,” Reese proclaimed. “That doesn't matter—we gotta get the injured back to the boat." Reese turned and looked at Tony. “I’ll stay here and help defend the dock if you promise you'll take Jo with you.” 
 
    “Oh, no—you’re not gonna pull this self-sacrifice crap on me!” Jo exclaimed. “You’re not gonna give me a guilty conscience for the rest of my life.” She looked at Tony and stabbed a finger coated in Byron’s blood at Reese. “I'm not going anywhere without him.” 
 
    “Lotta love going around here, guys,” Tony said with his hands up showing his palms. 
 
    "Love has nothing to do with it—I swore I'd take care of her when we left Mount Desert Island, and I almost broke that promise when those freaks at the convention center kidnapped her. Please…get her someplace safe." 
 
    "Don't listen to him, the man's delusional,” Jo argued. “All he's trying to do is get back to his wife and kid down in South Carolina. I'm hanging out with him, because there wasn't much better to do, and I quit my job. He's a good guy—well, I guess that's obvious, he's trying to sacrifice himself to save me." 
 
    "Look,” Tony began, “I think there’s enough space on the boats, but the problem is—“ 
 
    “There's no problem," Reese said gently. "Help me get your uncle loaded into the dinghy, and you guys get him out of here. Come back and get the rest of us when he’s safe." 
 
    "Well, you're not doing so hot yourself, Reese," Tony said as he pointed out the blood on Reese's shoulder. 
 
    “Biscuits and gravy, did you rip open the stitches?” demanded Jo as she hauled herself to her feet and moved to Reese. 
 
    Reese rubbed his face with the back of his wrist, careful not to smack himself with the pistol in his hand. "This is insane. Can you please just get somebody out to the boat?" 
 
    “Boats,” Tony corrected. 
 
    "Tony, do it,” Libby said simply. 
 
    "Yes ma'am," Tony replied immediately. 
 
    "Alright, stop right there," Jo said as she stood. She pointed at Reese. "You stay here, you're probably a better shot than I am right now anyway, even with your off hand. At least I got two good arms. I'll help get Byron out there, and I promise to make them come back and get you." 
 
    "I'm not going anywhere," Libby said. "That dinghy wasn't designed for more than four people. Between the three of you and your gear, I don't want to take a chance on you capsizing. Byron’s the sailor among us—there’s nobody else to drive those blasted sailboats, or that rowboat as well as he can." 
 
    "I'm a sailor," Reese offered. He stole a glance up the hill. The man that had kept watch over them was gone. "I can handle the sailboats, but you guys have to get going. The watcher’s gone—I have no idea what's going on, but I bet Sean Mayo’s involved.” 
 
    “Who?” asked Tony. 
 
    “I’ll fill you in—come on, grab Byron’s feet,” Jo ordered. 
 
    After several tense moments filled with curses and sweat, Jo and Tony managed to deposit Byron—-rather awkwardly—in the bottom of the dinghy. They cast off, and Tony yanked the pull cord and the little outward sputtered to life. He spun the dinghy on its stern and hit the gas to work through the debris field. It wasn't the best example of seamanship Reese had ever seen, but it was passable. He estimated by their speed that it would take them about five minutes to reach the sailboats. 
 
    “Looks like we got ourselves about ten, maybe fifteen minutes before Tony comes back," Reese said. He moved down the dock and stood next to Libby. "Whatever happens, if we can hold the dock, Tony should be able to pick us up." 
 
    Libby pulled the shotgun from her shoulder and checked the chamber. "I wish I knew what was going on," she muttered. 
 
    "That makes two of us,” Reese said. “Yesterday, I woke up among a group of strangers hellbent on fighting a war. They found me staggering into a trap, gave me food and shelter for the night, and helped me rescue Jo." 
 
    “A war?” Libby asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Reese paused before he replied. “Wait. You hear that?” 
 
    Libby cocked her head and closed her eyes. “Sounds like a car…” 
 
    "I don’t like this…” Reese said as he adjusted the grip on his pistol. His left hand was already slick with sweat. "If those are the people from the convention center…they're the ones who kidnapped Jo and tried to kill me. They’re insane. I was told they were the last dregs of all the local gangs combined into one group." 
 
    Libby waited for a moment, and they listened to the sound of the engine in the distance and the water underneath the dock. “What happened?”  
 
    Reese shook his head. “I-I don't know. We stormed the convention center—-like their headquarters or something—and it turned into a big gunfight.” Reese frowned. “There were explosions…it sounded like World War III in there. And when I found Jo…these two guys, they were…” he looked at Libby askance. "Well, they’ll never hurt anybody else again…” 
 
    Libby nodded. "The waves wiped out anything that made sense about a week ago. Everybody's getting desperate now. We've only been on the water a couple days—we were out at sea when it hit. Our homes…our families…” she said, her voice cracked with pain. “Everybody's gone. We don't even know how much time they had before the waves hit. Did anyone make it to safety? We’ve heard nothing but emergency calls on the radio and even those have stopped. It’s like the Coast Guard disappeared…” 
 
    Reese swallowed. “If they were smart, they went home. The waves went almost 12 miles inland—more in some areas. We've been walking since the day they hit. It's real bad—whole towns have been wiped out. Some of the people we’ve met just barely survived…everything changed. They're setting up roadblocks and shooting people that try to enter their towns,” Reese said as he thought back to Ellsworth, Belfast, and Liberty. “Everything is crazy." 
 
    Libby frowned. “What happened to Congress? The government? The President? Aren’t they supposed to be helping…?”  
 
    Reese shrugged. "Haven't heard anything for a few days, but the last rumors we picked up…well, everything’s shut down. Everybody's kind of on their own, and the power is going out over most of the country. I don't know if it’s true, or even if it's related to all this," he said, indicating the ruined coastline, "or something else. But the end result is the same: the whole dadgum country is falling apart. And if this thing was as big as my wife said it was going to be, then everybody—from Canada down to Argentina—is in for a world of hurt.” 
 
    “I-I…I just can’t…” Libby said. Out of the corner of his eye Reese saw the shotgun tremble. He turned and looked at her. "Look, we’re going to get through this…somehow…I don't know how. I just know that my wife and daughter are waiting for me in South Carolina. I have to go to them, so just because of that, we’re going to get through this." 
 
    She scoffed but smiled. "That's sweet that you would try to reassure an old woman, Reese, but I've been through enough in my time to know a con artist when I hear one." 
 
    "I'm no con artist," Reese said with as much sincerity as he could muster. "I swear to you, I'm going home to my wife and child. And if you can give me a lift, or at least get me and Jo a ways down the coast, I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you and your family stay alive while we’re together.” 
 
    Libby stared hard at him for a long moment, then smiled. The tiny crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes filled with moisture. "You got yourself a deal, mister.” 
 
    "It's Reese," he said with a grin. 
 
    Tires squealed up the street, and they both turned to face the new threat. 
 
    "Looks like we got company—where are they?" he asked. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    Libby turned away, then turned back. “Tony’s on his way back, so he must've dropped off your friend and Byron already." 
 
    Reese looked around. Of all the places they'd encountered so far, none had been so clear of debris as the dock. Seaweed, draped over three-foot tall pillars that rose from the water above the dock, offered little protection from incoming rounds if Sean Mayo found them. But it was all they had. "Okay,” he said. “You get over to that side and take cover behind that pillar. I’ll stay on this side.” 
 
    "Thanks for the vote of confidence, but there's no way my big butt will fit behind that," Libby muttered. 
 
    "Well, if you don't try, your butt’s gonna get shot off, if these are the people I think they are. Look! Somebody's coming. Quick, get behind that pillar!” Reese took his own advice and moved left to duck behind the pillar on the opposite side of the dock. 
 
    He risked a glance out to sea—Tony was halfway to the dock and held the throttle wide open. The little dinghy didn't move with nearly as much speed as the black zodiac he’d acquired in Maine, but it plowed through the debris field with as much pluck as possible. 
 
    "Come on…come on…” Reese willed the little boat. 
 
    "We know you're down there! Come on out—don't make this any harder than it has to be," a strong voice yelled from the street. 
 
    Libby looked at Reese and opened her mouth. Reese put a finger in front of his lips and shook his head. 
 
    "Come on, I can see you down there behind those pillars!" 
 
    Libby stood up. "Are you saying I'm fat?" she shouted. 
 
    "No, I’m—who are you?" the deep voice yelled. 
 
    Reese closed his eyes. He stood. “Sean Mayo,” he called out. "What do you want?" 
 
    "What do I want?” the crazy gangster said, his arms wide. “You. That's what I want. I lost most of my people, I lost most of my men. And I still owe you for Charlie.” 
 
    “Who’s Charlie?” 
 
    “His brother. I may have killed him,” Reese said out of the corner of his mouth, “in self-defense.” 
 
    "Gonna take a while for me to build up the strength we had to take out those cops and their families.” He pointed out to sea. “But those boats you brought me go a long way to making us even. I’ll forgive your debt when I have you and your lady friend’s head on spikes.“ 
 
    Libby squeaked in surprise and looked at Reese. 
 
    Reese glanced over his shoulder, spotted Tony pulling up to the end of the dock, and whispered out of the corner of his mouth for Libby to get in the boat. She scurried toward the end of the dock. 
 
    Reese stepped away from the pillar and took two steps back. 
 
    "Don't think you can outrun me!” Mayo said. He raised a hand and an unseen sniper fired. A chunk of concrete exploded at Reese's feet. "You're not going anywhere!” 
 
    Reese took a step back, paused half a heartbeat, then dodged quickly to the right. Another shot fired, and this time he saw a puff of dust emerge from the sniper's position in a second-floor window of the building behind Mayo. The concrete jumped up and stung his face from the impact, but the ploy worked—he knew where the sniper was. 
 
    "Libby, run!” Reese said over his shoulder. 
 
    "Hurry! Jump down!” Tony begged from below the dock.  
 
    Reese raised his pistol as Mayo started to say something else and squeezed the trigger to silence the wannabe warlord. The pistol barked, but Reese didn't wait to see the results of his shot. He turned and sprinted down the dock and hoped the sniper had ducked from his return fire. 
 
    "Get going!" Reese yelled before he reached the end of the dock. Gunshots erupted behind him from the top of the hill and a line of fire stitched his left arm. He dropped the pistol in surprise, horrified that it clattered off the dock and splashed into Boston Harbor below. 
 
    Out of sight, Reese heard Libby scream and the outboard engine roared to life. He turned as he approached the edge of the dock and saw two men flat out sprint down the dock toward his position. They raised weapons, but when they fired, the bullets went wide.  
 
    Reese turned and launched himself off the end of the dock. Below him Tony and Libby moved in time with him. He hit the water on his bad shoulder and screamed through the mouthful of seawater. He flung out his left arm and felt a strong hand grip his. The tug of the dinghy nearly dislocated his good shoulder, but Reese exploded from the water and gasped for air as he was pulled alongside the dinghy. “Don’t slow down,” he sputtered as the water along the side of the boat splashed over him. "Go, go, go!" 
 
    "They're shooting at us! Go faster!” Libby screamed. 
 
    “Shoot back, Auntie!” Tony cried as bullets peppered the water’s surface around them and sparked off of the flotsam. 
 
    Reese winced and cursed every time a piece of wood or buoyant plastic smacked into his already injured shoulder, but he hung on to the dinghy’s gunwale for dear life. Tony zigzagged through the debris field as they inched closer and closer to the sailboats, but the people on the dock continued to fire. A bullet punched through the dinghy’s wooden hull just inches from Reese's head, which caused Libby to scream again. She pulled out the shotgun and fired back at the dock. Two of the people on the dock fell into the water. 
 
    Tony hollered as the noise and recoil from the shotgun nearly capsized the dinghy, but managed to keep control over the little vessel and pulled them out of range of the pistols of the attackers on the dock. He opened the throttle and made a beeline for the boats. 
 
    It was perhaps the longest five minutes of Reese's life—and one of the coldest—but they managed to pull up safely alongside the sailboat christened Tiberia. Libby and Tony pulled Reese aboard the boat like a tuna. He rolled from the railing and flopped on the deck, then gasped for air on his back. Water and blood pooled from the reopened knife wound on his shoulder. 
 
    "What happened?" Jo cried as she rushed to his side from her other patient. "Did you get shot?" 
 
    Reese nodded and displayed his left arm. "And my stitches are out I think…” 
 
    Jo slapped him in the face, hard. "I thought I told you not to break them stitches!" The anger that flashed in her eyes evaporated like a morning fog. "It doesn't matter I suppose, the saltwater will at least disinfect it for us—unless, of course, you happened to drive through some medical waste floating out there on the water…” She looked pensive for a moment, then squeezed the wound which caused Reese to groan in pain. "Probably have to give you another dose of antibiotics just to make sure.” 
 
    "You guys have antibiotics?" Tony asked. 
 
    “You can have it if you want," Reese said as he tried to sit up. 
 
    Jo laughed. “He's just mad because he has to get a shot in his butt again.” 
 
    "You guys can argue about medicine later. I want to know two things, and I want to know them now," Libby said. She fairly trembled with fright and rage at the sailboats wheel. "Is my husband going to die?" 
 
    "No." Jo looked down at Byron, put her hands on her hips and looked back at Libby. "I ain’t a doctor, but I don't think he's dying. His heart’s nice and steady, so's his breathing. I cleaned up that gunshot wound in his side and gave him a dose of Reese's antibiotics. We’ll have to let it drain for a few days, but as long as it doesn't get infected, that shouldn't be any problem. Now, his head?" Jo shrugged. "We'll just have to wait and see…but he ain't dying today." 
 
    Libby nodded curtly. “Then will someone please get us away from this godforsaken place? My skin is already crawling with the thought of those cretins  onshore finding a boat and coming after us." 
 
    Tony sighed. “I suppose we can find supplies further down the coast.” 
 
    "You want to go back and talk with them, be my guest,” Reese said. “But I'm with Libby." He pointed over the bow at the open waters of Boston Harbor with his left arm. “Let’s raise the mainsail and get out of here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Spalding Residence 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Darien leaned against the door frame inside Harriet's kitchen, crossed his arms and watched the executive board meeting of the Bee’s Landing Homeowners Association come to order. There were five members of the executive board, including Harriet. And every one of them, except Harriet, cast furtive glances in his direction, or put heads together to whisper. They knew he was an outsider, and by the look on the face of the short fat one, they had more than an idea of who he was and where he currently lived. None of them looked happy, except Harriet, who’d plastered a manic smile on her face. 
 
    The short fat one raised his hand. "I'd like a point of order, please, before we get going.” 
 
    Harriet paused mid-sentence, cleared her throat, then gracefully sat and gestured for him to take the floor. 
 
    The short fat one—Darien couldn't help himself but nicknamed the man Roly-Poly—clambered to his feet and adjusted his button-down shirt like a professor about to lecture an unruly class. "What exactly is the meaning of this, Harriet? Who is this person? This is supposed to be a closed session—how are we supposed to get board business completed in a swift manner if we've got someone who we don't even know—“ 
 
    “This is Mr. Darien Flynt. He's one of my husband's closest friends at work,” Harriet replied evenly, exactly like they’d discussed. 
 
    Darien nodded at the agreed-upon times during her scripted performance. Harriet did well, he had to admit. They hadn't had enough time to go over it properly, and the story certainly wouldn't hold up in court, but if she kept it together, he felt confident they'd be able to trick the board. She’d made discreet inquiries and discovered that none of them knew all that much about their neighbors. She, of course, knew a little about everyone, but the executive board members were far too busy preening themselves to look good in everyone else’s eyes, rather than make friends in their own neighborhood. 
 
    "He worked with my husband, Henry, and was able to escape Charleston when…” Harriet put a hand to her mouth and caused it to tremble just the right amount. 
 
    Two of the board members softened their stony looks and glanced away. Darien had to give it to her, Harriet knew how to pull one’s heartstrings. She was a superb performer. He wondered how much of her interactions with him were performances and frowned. 
 
    “Darien has brought me word of Henry—he told me how my husband saved his life. It is perhaps the crowning achievement of Henry’s career at the bank, that he would sacrifice…excuse me," she said, right on cue, and dabbed at her eyes. “My husband sacrificed himself so that his friend, Darien Flynt, might live. And now Darien has come here to tell me, at great risk to himself, of Henry’s last moments." 
 
    The two board members who Darien had recognized from the start as the ones Harriet had already told of their plan glanced at the others and frowned. The youngest, the hothead lawyer who’d been most eager to go door to door and confiscate property from those who—in his opinion—had hoarded supplies, slapped the table with an open palm. He stood and pointed at Darien. "This isn't going to work. They’re not going to believe that." 
 
    “What’s going on here?” demanded Roly-Poly as he adjusted his glasses. 
 
    Darien leveled a cool gaze at the young lawyer and smiled from the shadows. "It'll work. No one else is going to think twice about it. You guys have a bigger stake in the game." He pushed off from the door jamb and stepped into the kitchen. Everyone but the young buck subconsciously leaned back.  
 
    They didn't know much about him, of course—Harriet made sure of that—but all prey animals recognized a predator when one strolled into their midst. And among the tender fingered, soft bellied desk jockeys of Bee’s Landing, Darien Flint was most definitely a predator.  
 
    "It doesn't have to convince everybody,” he said. “The story just has to keep people in line." 
 
    The hothead lawyer sneered. “What happens if that doesn't work?" 
 
    "You leave that to me," Darien said with as much menace as he could force into his voice. When push came to shove, Darien wasn’t a fighter—he’d rather think his way out of a tight situation, or even better, steal a car and speed away. But he'd learned over a long, moderately successful criminal career that nothing got a message across faster than sheer, unadulterated violence. And for that, he’d rely heavily on Jon Boy.  
 
    The thought turned his stomach. The poor, simple-minded giant was as innocent as a child, but blessed with more strength than three men. Darien promised himself that no matter what, he would take care of Jon Boy. Without someone like Darien to guide the gentle giant, he was a prime target for someone less scrupled. The big man wouldn’t last more than a week without Darien. 
 
    But without the loot and supplies squirreled away in the fancy houses of Bee’s Landing, none of his crew would survive more than a week. He just had to make sure that the executive board knew they wouldn't last more than a day if they displeased him. To that end, Darien decided he needed to make an example. 
 
    He stepped closer to the marble topped kitchen island in the expansive heart of Harriet's house and changed course from Roly-Poly to the young buck. He was not only taller and broader of chest, but younger and likely stronger than Darien, even in his prime. But there were always equalizers in every negotiation. 
 
    "What, is this where you renege on your promise and decide to intimidate me into going along with your asinine plan?" Young Buck said with a smug look on his face. 
 
    Darien calmly approached the table and looked up at the bigger man. He reached behind his back and pulled out the massive hand cannon he'd acquired from the gun safe at the Westin house. Someone had wanted to compensate for something when they’d purchased the Desert Eagle, but Darien was glad of it. The big gun flashed in the late sunlight that streamed through kitchen windows. The white light that glinted off of its barrel was matched only by the wide white eyes of Young Buck when he saw the maw of the pistol approach his face. 
 
    "Nah,” Darien said slowly, “I ain’t gonna try to intimidate you. I’ll just blow your head off, and that will be all the intimidation I need to cow the others into toeing the line. Don’t you think?” 
 
    "You're a madman!" one of the others gasped. 
 
    "Your point is taken!” said Roly-Poly quickly. He put up both hands in an attempt to stop Darien from about three feet away. "Please, don't do it!" 
 
    Darien took his time and stared at Young Buck. He was tall, strong, and would probably make a good worker. He tilted his head and examined his opponent out of one eye. Tears streamed down his face, and his lip trembled when he blubbered incoherently about a wife and child. His hands came up and shielded his face. 
 
    Darien lowered the pistol and clapped him on the shoulder. "See? That wasn't so bad was it?" He tucked the pistol behind his belt again and addressed the others. "That took less than five seconds. I don't want any more questions going forward about who runs this place. No one's going to investigate me and my crew, no one's going to come by the house unannounced, and no one's gonna cause us any trouble. Right?” 
 
    "And in return?" asked Roly-Poly shrewdly. Darien nodded. This one had some brains. "In return, the board—meaning you," Darien said, “is disbanded. There is no more executive board. I'm dissolving it. The entirety of the Homeowners Association Board of Directors is now sitting in this room. Harriet Spalding is now the Executive Director. Any objections?" Darien asked casually. He grinned. "Seeing a no objections, Harriet Spalding has been unanimously approved.”  
 
    Darien looked around at the stunned faces. “This is what's going to happen next. You're going to feed me information on what houses have supplies, or weapons, or whatever I decide is useful. Food, medical supplies, drugs—you name it. Every empty house belongs to me. And you guys will get a share of the take." 
 
    "But…what about the needy? We were going to redistribute that—“ began Roly-Poly. 
 
    Darien reached behind his back and pulled the pistol free again. "Do I need to redistribute some bullets around here? I. Don't. Care. This is the end of the world ladies," he said to the all-male crowd. Harriet stiffened next to him, but she wisely kept her mouth shut. "What we've seen lately is just the tip of the iceberg. I'm going to take over this neighborhood, and I'm going to defend it. Because trust me, there are bigger dogs out there than me. And once they start sniffing around, they're not gonna go easy on you like I am." 
 
    "Go easy on us? You just put a gun in my face," Young Buck spat in an attempt to regain some of his lost manhood. 
 
    "And the next time you open your mouth without asking for permission, the guns gonna go off in your face," Darien said without missing a beat. "We’re going to roll out some drastic measures. For starters, we’ll need to barricade the front entrances to this place. I don't want anybody else getting in here except those of us who are already in. Trust me, you guys are gonna like this place once we get everything settled down in a week or two.” 
 
    “A week or two?” asked Roly-Poly. 
 
    Darien nodded. “Sure. There's gonna be an adjustment period," he said with a nod. "I'll be upfront with you—some folks ain’t gonna like it. And it’ll be up to you guys to help solve that situation." 
 
    "You mean like a resistance?" asked Roly-Poly. 
 
    "Exactly," Darien replied. "We need to find out who's going to resist and how hard they're gonna push back." 
 
    "I got news for you, nobody's gonna push back harder than that old man on Orchard. What's his name," Young Buck growled. "The one next to that Lavelle woman that pulled out the shotgun on us the other day," he said as he looked at Harriet. 
 
    Harriet scoffed. “Oh, Marty Price. He and Cami, the woman across the street from me that I told you about?” she said to Darien. “Those two will probably be among the top of our shortlist of troublemakers." 
 
    "Well then, I know who me and my boys are going to visit first. But we’ll leave that for tomorrow. For now, you all need to spread the word delicately through the unwashed masses. There's gonna be a change in leadership in this place, and they better get with the program if they expect to stay here." 
 
    "The homeowners association does not have the power to evict members from their homes," Roly-Poly advised. 
 
    "Oh, the homeowners association won't be evicting anybody," Darien shot back with a grin. “I’m gonna need workers to build the roadblocks, right? From now on, me and my crew are going to be the teeth of the Bee’s Landing Homeowners Association. When something needs to be enforced, we’ll be the ones to do it.” He looked around and let that sink in.  
 
    “You just remember, I'm the one telling you what needs to be enforced. Do we have an agreement, gentlemen?" he asked, as he placed both hands on the countertop. The Desert Eagle gleamed against the black marble. All eyes in the room went to the weapon, then looked up quickly, as if the once prominent members of the community were ashamed to be in the same room as Darien. Hearing no objection, Darien grinned. "Good, then this meeting is adjourned, unless any of you have any pressing information regarding Cami Lavelle and…what's his name?" he asked with a snap of his fingers at Young Buck. 
 
    "Marty Price.” 
 
    Darien nodded. "Yeah. Marty. What kind of stupid name is that?" He turned and walked with Harriet to the front door where they said good night to each member of the board as they left. None of them did anything other than shake hands with Darien and avert their eyes. They mumbled pleasantries and left. 
 
    "Daniel is going to give us problems," Harriet said as soon as the door was shut. 
 
    "Who's that?" asked Darien. "The one that gave me some lip?" 
 
    She nodded, then smiled. "I don't think I've ever seen him taken down so quickly. That was amazing," she said as she stepped closer to Darien. 
 
    As much as he was intrigued by where their conversation might lead next, Darien had business to attend to. He had to finalize the plans for another raid in a few hours and didn't have time to play with Harriet. He stepped around her and opened the front door. "Whatever you’re thinking, we’re going to have to shelve that for another time." 
 
    She reached to push the door shut. "What are you doing? You can't go out the front door?" she hissed. 
 
    "Why not? People around here need to see who I am. If they see me leaving your house right after the board meeting, they’ll put two and two together and realize that I'm legit. Now's the perfect time for me to walk home."  
 
    Home. That was a strange thought. Even at the high point of his career, Darien had never been able to steal enough cars to afford a place in a neighborhood like Bee's Landing. It took an apocalypse to correct class inequality. 
 
    "Then I’ll walk with you," Harriet said as they stepped out together. They hadn't reached the end of the driveway when Darien picked up the glint of metal in the dying sunlight down the street. He turned and cursed silently. 
 
    "Oh no…It's the cops…somebody called!" Harriet blurted. "What do we do?” she asked as she froze in place. 
 
    "First off we relax,” Darien soothed. “Nobody called the cops—-nobody's got working telephones or radios, remember? Just be cool. I've handled more than my fair share of police interviews before. Let me do the talking and just stand there and look pretty." 
 
    Harriet relaxed instantly. "Well, apocalypse or no, I know how to do that." 
 
    They waited patiently at the end of the driveway until the sheriff’s deputy car rolled to a stop and the tires crunched on the loose gravel at the end of the driveway. The sound of the supercharged engine at idle was music to Darien's ears. He licked his lips and dreamed for a split second that he might boost the cop car. That was one ride on his bucket list that he'd never been able to swing. He'd snagged luxury cars, imports, American muscle cars, even a tractor-trailer or two…but had never swiped a souped-up police interceptor. 
 
    The passenger window rolled down and the driver, a baby-faced officer in a pressed uniform, leaned over. "You folks doing all right this evening?" 
 
    Darien leaned down and rested a meaty arm on the door. "Doing just fine…” he chuckled. "Or, I guess as well as can be expected…" 
 
    The deputy nodded. “How are folks here getting on?" 
 
    Darien sighed. "You know, I guess about as well as anyone can.” He shrugged. “We’re all a little tight on food and water but we’re managing. I hear it's a lot worse in Charleston," Darien said in an attempt to change the subject. 
 
    The deputy held his gaze a little too long for Darien's comfort, but smiled. "Well, you're not wrong. From what I hear, there's not much left. Not much left of anything across the state, actually. We're extending our patrols through the county just to make sure everyone's doing okay. Got a report the other day that there were some home invasions in this neighborhood. You know anything about that?" 
 
    Darien turned and feigned ignorance toward Harriet. "Gosh, honey, we haven't had any problems. What do you think?” 
 
    Harriet's lips were pressed into a tight line and she shook her head, which made her golden tresses flash in the evening light. 
 
    Darien turned back to the cop. "I wish I could help, but honestly we haven't heard anything. Oh wait," he said with a snap of his fingers. "About four nights ago…or was it five…?” he said with a glance over his shoulder at Harriet. "Anyway, we heard what I thought were fireworks in the middle the night…I talked to a couple of the fellas the next day. Turns out it was gunshots. Somebody was getting feisty over on the other side of the neighborhood. But it's been pretty quiet on this side, if you ask me." 
 
    "It's a nice change of pace, actually," Harriet said. “Everyone walks more, and we actually talk with our neighbors now.” 
 
    The deputy nodded and looked out the windshield. "Well, if it's been quiet over here, I guess I should go check out the other side. Listen, we know communications are down, but if anybody happens to have a ham radio, we can still get messages through. That's how we originally contacted someone in this neighborhood." 
 
    "Oh? I wasn't aware anybody had a ham radio in Bee's Landing,” Darien said. 
 
    "It's against the HOA rules," Harriet supplied. 
 
    The deputy stared at them with a blank look. "Is that so? Well, it seems like that's a pretty stupid rule to have, given what we’re looking at right now. I wish everybody had those things. Sure would make my life a lot easier," he groused. 
 
    "Well, who's your contact? I might be able to give you directions?" asked Darien. 
 
    "Guy name Price. The deputy looked at a scrap of paper taped to the dashboard. “Uh…Marty Price. You know him?" 
 
    The blood in Darien's veins ran cold. Harriet had been right about the old man as a potential threat. The deputy’s question bumped Mr. Price to the top of his threat list. 
 
    "Why yes, that's his house right over there," Harriet said as she pointed a slender white arm across the street to the unassuming house. 
 
    The deputy craned his neck to look over his shoulder and the leather of his utility belt squeaked in protest. "Of course, it's behind me. All right, well you folks have a good night and stay safe, alright? I’ll just drive around the neighborhood and check in with the other side, then I'll come back and visit Mr. Price before I wrap up my patrol. If you guys have any problems, just get word to Mr. Price and he'll contact us." 
 
    Darien stepped back and slapped the roof of the cop car. "Sure thing. And thanks for being out there on the front lines on this, we sure do appreciate it!” 
 
    Darien stood silent and his body trembled with barely contained rage as he watched the squad car pull away. He was so close. His plan, hatched on the back of a napkin at the beginning of the apocalypse, was about to bear fruit. He had the homeowners association in his pocket and some old man with an unauthorized ham radio was about to ruin everything. He ground his teeth in frustration and ignored Harriet as she attempted to put a positive light on the situation. 
 
    "Nothing good is gonna come out of this—that idiot is going to drive around the neighborhood, see how many houses we've busted into, then come back and confirm everything with Price." He pointed at the house across the street. "That man is going to ruin everything! If he can contact the Sheriff, that puts us on the map. And I do not want to be on anyone's radar right now." He turned and stalked away.  
 
    "But…but…where are you going?" Harriet called after him. 
 
    He stopped and turned to face her. "I told you, I've got a raid to plan. But we’re not raiding an empty house. We’re going to have to take down Marty Price. Tonight." 
 
    "I don't understand," Harriet said as she hurried to catch up to him. "Isn't that going to start a bigger problem? Cami Lavelle is not going to just stand there and watch you attack her neighbor." 
 
    Darien sighed. "No, from what you've told me, I don't suppose she will. But we don't have much of a choice. If we don't nip this in the bud right now, he’s gonna cause bigger problems in the future. If we have to take her down too, well...?” 
 
    "She has guns," Harriet hissed in his ear as she looked around to see if anyone had seen them. 
 
    Darien grinned. "So do I,” he whispered back. “I have a lot more people willing to use them than she does, too.” 
 
    “Maybe you can go after someone else…as a warning?” Harriet suggested. 
 
    “Like who?” asked Darien. 
 
    Harriet wrung her hands. “I don’t know…there must be someone you can use as an example.” 
 
    Darien pursed his lips in thought as they walked along the road back to his house. His house. He loved the way that sounded. 
 
    He snapped his fingers. “There is someone…my boys have taken notice of a house over on Archer. Woman with two kids…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Lavelle Homestead 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami sat up on the couch, her heart ready to burst through her chest. She blinked in the near pitch-black darkness of the upstairs media room. It took her a moment to remember where she was, and then all the memories over the past week came back with a rush. Her back and legs, still sore from the forced march to and from their impromptu weapons training area in the forest preserve, ached as she stood up. What had woken her? 
 
    A desperate pounding at the front door answered that question. Her hand immediately went to her hip and found nothing. Cami cursed. She'd fallen asleep on the couch and left her pistol on the floor. She reached down and groped about in the darkness until she found the solid weight of the Glock. The pounding resumed at the front door. Whoever it was really wanted to get inside.  
 
    "Hey, wake up," she snapped. "Can't you guys hear that? Get your guns!" 
 
    Amber groaned in the darkness. "It's just me, mom. Mitch and Gary are…out there somewhere.” 
 
    "Right…” Cami said with a shake of her head. She felt her way across the room to the door, opened it, and stepped into the hallway. Someone was already on his feet, a dark silhouette in the dim light. "Mitch?" she asked. 
 
    "It's me, Gary.” 
 
    “Oh,” Cami said. 
 
    "Someone's at the front door…” groaned Mitch from a few feet away. 
 
    "Get your weapons," Cami snapped. "It could be a diversion." Cami rushed downstairs, not willing to wait another second. The plan had been for Mitch to keep watch through the night, so that his dad would be able to drive in the morning. Amber and Cami had gone to sleep secure in the knowledge that someone would be awake all night.  
 
    Cami fumed as she took the stairs two at a time in the dark. Their sentry had passed out and left them unguarded and vulnerable. She reached the bottom, held her pistol out and approached the front door. 
 
    A fist thudded against on the door again. "Cami? Are you in there?" 
 
    Cami holstered her weapon and slipped closer to the door. It was Mia's voice, but she had no idea if the poor woman was alone or not. Cami peered through the peep hole and watched a vague shape move on the front porch, with two smaller shapes just behind. She breathed a sigh of relief. Mia and her two kids. "Are you alone?" she asked through the door. 
 
    "Yes, my children are hurt, can we come in? There's been…men broke into my house…” 
 
    Mitch’s dad approached and held Reese's shotgun ready. “Who is it?" 
 
    Mitch and Amber tripped down the stairs and managed to stick their landing in the foyer. "What's up?" Amber asked as she swiped hair out of her face. 
 
    "We’re about to find out—I think it's just Mia," Cami said. She threw back the deadbolt and opened the door. Mia stood on the front porch, a backpack on her shoulders, and one arm around each of her boys. Even in the dim light of the stars—the moon had already set and the sun had yet to rise—Cami saw the abject terror on Mia's face and the whites of her eyes glowed in the darkness. "Mia! Come in, come in. What happened?" she asked as her neighbor led her two children inside the house. Cami took one last look out the front door, then shut it and threw the deadbolt. 
 
    "Cami, it was awful," Mia said. The words tumbled out of her and she collapsed into Cami's embrace and sobbed. "I heard glass breaking, then voices. Men broke into my house, they were trashing the kitchen! I heard them coming up the stairs, and I managed to get us all out." 
 
    Cami led Mia and the kids into the kitchen. "Amber, get them some water please. Here, everybody take a seat. Boys, are you hurt?" 
 
    “Mmmhmmm,” said the youngest around a sniffle and whimper. He nodded and wiped at the tears on his face. “It hurts, Ms. Cami.” 
 
    "Here, I got a flashlight," Mitch said. He clicked it on and held the light for Cami to see. 
 
    Cami gasped. The boys were fairly covered in fresh blood. Scratches lined their faces and upper arms. They shivered and shook with fright and pain. Mia wasn't much better off.  
 
    “What on earth happened?" Amber cried. She knelt next to the youngest boy and tried to smooth his hair. “Oh, you poor little guy…” 
 
    "First aid kit—now," Cami ordered as she pointed across the kitchen. 
 
    Gary spun on his heel and grabbed it, then deposited the converted tackle box on the table and stepped out of the way. Cami set to work and efficiently cleaned the youngsters’ wounds with gauze pads dipped in water. Thankfully, the cuts they'd sustained were more scrapes than deep lacerations. She slathered Neosporin on their wounds and bandaged them, while Mia explained what had happened. 
 
    "I did just like you said, Cami," Mia said over the boys’ crying, and took a sip of water. Her hands trembled, and she almost dropped the bottle when she tried to put it back on the table. "We had a plan in place, and all of us have been sleeping in my bedroom for the past few nights. We took the rope that you gave us, and I tied it to the bed frame. I tied big knots in it every foot, like you suggested, and had it coiled up by the window and ready to go. When I decided it was time to go…” she swallowed, closed her eyes, and balled her hands into fists on the table. "I opened the window, threw the rope out, and had Junior climb down. Then—” 
 
    “It was so scary!” Junior chimed in around sobs. 
 
    "Go on," Cami said as she dabbed at a scratch on little Caleb’s forehead. He flinched and wailed like someone had cut off his leg. It wasn't deep, but it leaked blood profusely, so Cami broke out a butterfly bandage as she tried to calm the little boy. 
 
    “I grabbed Caleb here," Mia said as she put a hand on her youngest boy’s head, "and put the backpack on—just like you told me. I had everything that was important in there, all of our documents and papers, a flashlight, some first aid stuff, and the food and water that you gave us. Oh, and a change of clothes for everybody." She smiled at Cami. "I don't think we’d be alive if it weren't for you. You saved our lives." 
 
    "I don't know about that," Cami said as she smiled at the young boy. "There we are, good as new," she said as she ruffled Caleb’s hair. He turned and immediately climbed into his mother's lap. Mia closed her eyes and sighed as she wrapped her arms around her child.  
 
    "We were halfway down the rope when it gave way. I guess…maybe I didn't tie it as well as I should have around the bed post. I don't know what happened—all I know is that we fell, and all landed on top of each other." 
 
    “On lots of broken glass!" said Junior. He lifted up his freshly bandaged arm and pointed. "The bad men broke out most of the windows on the first floor. All that glass fell out and we landed in it! It hurt a lot," he said solemnly. 
 
    "I'm sure it did,” Cami replied, equally as solemn. “You're very brave to have helped your mother get away like that.” Cami leaned in to emphasize the importance of her words. 
 
    The little boy nodded, eyes wide. "I was brave, I took care of mommy and Caleb. Mommy wanted to go around the side of the house and into the street, but I said we should go into the backyard and go through the trees." 
 
    Cami put her hand over her mouth and smiled. She leaned forward and kissed the young boy on the forehead in the only blood-free spot. "You're a real hero, Junior, do you know that?" 
 
    When she looked at Mia, the woman was in tears. 
 
    Mia buried her face in her son's hair for a moment, then looked up again. "They were like animals, Cami. I saw them from the backyard as we slipped into the trees. They had flashlights, and one of them had a gun. It was a big one, but I don't know what kind. If we’d been inside…if they'd caught us…” Mia started to shake. 
 
    Cami stepped over and wrapped her arms around Mia and the boy. "It's okay now…sssh…you're safe. They’re not going to get you here.” 
 
    "That's right," said Gary. "The important thing is that you got away. No matter what they took, it can be replaced." He cleared his throat. "Well, what I mean is…before the tsunami I guess it could be replaced…” 
 
    Mia looked up and smiled through the tears. "I just can't believe people would do such a thing. We don't have anything! We hardly had any food and water…we didn't have any guns…we didn't have anything. I don't know what they were looking for.” 
 
    Cami looked over Mia's head and caught Gary's eye. His mouth was set in a grim, straight-line. He nodded. They’d been looking for her. 
 
    "Well, it's over now and you're going to stay here with us for a while." Cami looked down at the little boy in Mia's lap. "Would you like to hang out with us for a little while, Caleb?” He glanced up at his mother, then back to Cami and nodded. "We have plenty of space," Cami said to Junior. "And I'm sure we can find some of Amber's old toys for you guys to play with. Does that sound like fun?" 
 
    "Would you like that?” Mia asked the boys as she stroked Caleb’s hair. 
 
    "With Reese gone, the house feels empty. And Mitch and his father, Gary,” she said with a nod toward the two men, “are planning on leaving tomorrow morning anyway, so it’ll just be me and Amber." 
 
    Mia looked up at Gary. He shrugged. "Cami, maybe we should stay a little longer…I don’t know if I like leaving while there’s home invasions—” 
 
    Cami picked up the trash from the table. “Nonsense, you've got to get back to Elizabeth. I can’t imagine what she's going through, all by herself. We can handle this," she said. Even as she said it, Cami ran through calculations in her head on just how an extra three people—on a long-term basis—would affect her store of food. She paused as she cleaned the table and thought for a moment.  
 
    As long as they didn't go overboard, she figured even with Mia and the two boys—who weren't very big and couldn't eat that much—they should be fine through the winter. Especially if she managed to hunt for some game over the coming months. Maybe if they set traps… 
 
    "I don't know," Gary said. He put his hands on his hips. "I don't know if Reese would appreciate me leaving you guys alone." 
 
    "It's not like you guys are all that far away," Amber said. "If you're taking our car, you could be home in half an hour. Shoot," she said in a confident voice, "if the roads are clear enough, you might be able to get there and come back by lunchtime. No big deal." 
 
    "I don't even know what we’re going to find when we get home," Gary said quietly. 
 
    "Well, if you make it back," Cami began, "and things are a little too rough, just get Elizabeth and come back here. Okay? Bring everything you want—anything that you think we might be able to use—and come on back. There's safety in numbers, and between us and Marty, I think we’ve got a real chance here in our neighborhood." 
 
    "Our neighborhood isn’t so bad," Gary mused, "but we’re a little more spread out, and I don't think anybody is as prepared as you are."  
 
    "Good, then it’s settled," Cami said with finality. She picked up the first aid kit and latched it shut, then placed it on the kitchen counter. "Now, I think we've all had enough excitement for one night. Let's get everybody tucked away for the rest of the night and all get some good sleep. We can figure things out in the morning and make final decisions then. Fair enough?" 
 
    One of Mia's kids placed his head on the table and closed his eyes. Cami smiled. "Mia, you're welcome to take Amber's room. Mitch, Gary, would you mind sleeping downstairs in the living room?” 
 
    "Not a problem," Gary said. "We'll be able to react faster if someone else comes to the front door." 
 
    Mitch looked at Cami in the dim light. "I'm sorry, Cami. It's not going to happen again. I'm gonna sit here and stay awake the rest of the night." 
 
    Cami put a hand on Mitch's arm. "It's all right. Just remember that things have changed—the world is a harder, more dangerous place now. None of us can afford to take anything for granted, especially our safety." She looked at Amber and smiled.  
 
    "Great," Amber groused. “That means training…” 
 
    Cami reached for the radio. “You awake?” she asked. 
 
    “Who was that banging on your door loud enough to wake the dead?” asked Marty, his voice scratchy over the little handset. “And why’d it take you so long to answer?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you later. Remember you told me you could contact the sheriff?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Cami looked at the bandaged kids and watched as Amber adjusted the dressing on Mia’s arm. She brought the radio to her mouth. “You may need to update them. Our…friends…have escalated things.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Boston Harbor 
 
    Boston, Massachusetts 
 
      
 
    Reese woke with a start when the ground shifted under him. He sat up and regretted it instantly as pain shot through his left arm and right shoulder. He groaned, which elicited a snort from Jo, who sat next to him.  
 
    She looked up from Byron’s unconscious form. “How you feelin’ cowboy?” she asked in her Texas drawl. 
 
    Reese put his free hand to his head and wiped away salt spray and sweat. “I need a shower.” 
 
    She scoffed. “You got closer to a real shower than anyone else, with that ride through the water back at the dock.” She frowned. “I meant, how’s your arm and shoulder?” 
 
    Reese settled into the steady tilt of the boat as the mainsail flapped above him. “The arm’s sore, but the shoulder’s not bad. What’s wrong with the boat?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I hate boats. I’m just glad the Advil I gave you is kicking in.” She turned back to Byron. “I wish I had some ice for him…or anything other than Advil, Tylenol, and Imodium AD.” 
 
    “How are you?” asked Libby as she knelt next to Reese. A wave rocked the boat, and she fell against the cable railing along the deck. She grunted under the impact and shot a glance over her shoulder at Tony, who had the helm. He looked green. 
 
    Reese glanced between Tony and Libby as he got to his feet. “I feel better than your nephew looks. He doesn’t have his sea legs, does he?” 
 
    Libby smiled. “Byron and I were the sailors of the family. It’s not his fault he’s my landlubber sister’s child. He’s only been with us a few days since we left Portsmouth,” she explained. Libby touched his right arm in the fresh sling. “Does it hurt much?” 
 
    “My arm?” Reese asked. He inhaled the clean ocean air. “Hurts less every minute I’m out here.” 
 
    Libby smiled. “You remind me of Byron twenty years ago…” 
 
    “I’m not that old,” a rough voice croaked. 
 
    “Byron!” Libby squealed. She turned and dropped to her knees beside her husband. Her hands went to his face, and her fingertips brushed his cheeks. “Oh, Byron, I was so scared—don’t you ever do something so stupidly heroic again!” 
 
    He grimaced and closed his eyes. “We’re under way,” he observed. 
 
    Reese checked his watch. “Have been for about three hours, I’d say.” He glanced at the horizon and squinted west toward the setting sun. “Heading south-southeast.” He leaned over the railing and judged the speed of the boat.  
 
    "I'd say we’re doing…two, maybe three knots?" 
 
    Byron grunted and squinted at Libby. "What's he doing here?" 
 
    “Byron Alexander Jennings,” she said in a voice that would have been perfect for scolding a child, “I couldn't leave them. The people that shot at you, the people that did this," she said as she gingerly touched his face. "They were hunting Reese and Jo. I couldn't just leave them there on the dock to fend for themselves. Besides, Reese is a sailor, and you’re in no condition—“ 
 
    “Says who?" Byron growled. He tried to sit up, but his eyes rolled up and he eased himself back to the deck with a groan. 
 
    Jo rushed to him and rolled him over on his side. 
 
    "What are you doing?" called Tony from the helm. 
 
    "If he has a head wound, we probably shouldn't be moving him," Libby warned. 
 
    "He moved too fast, dadgum it," Jo muttered. "I'm getting ready for when—“ 
 
    Byron threw up on the deck, his body convulsed by spasms. 
 
    "You did this to yourself, you old fool," Libby scolded. "We need to keep him stable then, right?" she asked. 
 
    Jo nodded. "Ideally, yeah. I don't want him up and moving around for at least a couple days. If we can do that, then I think he's gonna be okay…this is a good sign, that he wanted to get up so soon." 
 
    "Fine,” Libby said, “if you'll help me, we can get the old fool down into the main cabin. It's quiet and dark down there—he can get some rest and we’ll handle the ship." 
 
    "Boat," Reese gently corrected. "A ship is much bigger than this." 
 
    Libby turned and smiled at Reese. "Now you sound like Byron twenty years ago." The smile faded from her face. "He learned a long time ago to stop correcting me." 
 
    Reese swallowed and nodded. "Yes ma'am." 
 
    Tony snorted at the helm. "Now you sound like me." 
 
    After much consideration, Reese, Jo, and Libby managed to drag Byron down the short steps through the midships hatch. The sailboat wasn't the biggest in the world, about the same size as Reese’s own, so he had a general idea that the main cabin would be directly ahead, just past the cramped galley. They dragged Byron in and laid him on the twin bed.  
 
    As Jo and Libby fussed over Byron, Reese stepped back out into the galley and got his bearings. Tiberia had enough space for three or four people to sleep comfortably. The main seating area in the galley had been converted into a bunk for Tony. The little table folded up and out of the way to provide a walkway, and Reese found a coffee maker, mini fridge, and small cupboards at least partially stocked with food. It wasn’t a lot. No wonder they’d stopped in Boston to resupply. 
 
    Directly across the main walkway that led from the midships hatch was a small radio room. Reese smirked. Room was a bit of an overstatement, as there weren’t any walls to block it off from the galley. It was more of a nook. But it contained enough radio gear, charts, and equipment to tell Reese that Byron was a serious blue water sailor, despite the diminutive size of his boat. Reese nodded in approval as he flipped through the charts. It looked like Byron and Libby spent most of their time sailing off New England—he found charts for Nova Scotia, Maine, New Hampshire, and Massachusetts. 
 
    Reese wanted to know how much fuel they had as well. If they’d been underway for a few hours, there was no telling how much fuel Tony had expended, especially as Tiberia currently towed a second sailboat. Reese nodded to himself. He had to find out what the deal with that was, too. 
 
    Satisfied that below decks was shipshape, Reese exited through the hatch and climbed the short ladder to the main deck. He blinked in the sunlight and couldn't help but smile. Every time he emerged onto the deck of a sailboat at sea, he couldn't help but smile—unless of course that sailboat was in the middle of a storm.  
 
    His throat tightened at that thought, and he did a quick 360 scan of the horizon. With no threatening clouds in sight, Reese relaxed. That was the last thing he needed to deal with, and him sporting only one halfway healed arm.  
 
    The first order of business was to clean up the vomit Byron had left on the starboard deck. He looked around for a moment, then found a plastic bucket with a rope tied to the handle. He tossed it overboard, scooped up some water, and splashed the deck clean. After he stowed the bucket on its hook, he returned to the helm and greeted Tony with a nod. "How's it going?" 
 
    Tony took a deep breath. "If you know your way around a sailboat, I'd be happy if you took over. This is nerve-racking—Uncle Byron never let me drive the thing before…” 
 
    Reese nodded, but didn't reach for the helm right away. Instead, he examined the lines and the sails. "You know if there are any problems with the lines up there?" he asked, with a jerk of his chin to indicate the mainsail. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I just don't know what I'm doing. I tried to raise up the sail when we left port or harbor, or…wherever we were back there…but the thing started flapping and it kind of spooked me so I was afraid I'd done something wrong, or would do something wrong, so I just left the motor on." 
 
    Reese ducked under the large boom attached to the mast in the center of the deck and examined the other side. The rigging looked secure, and he couldn't see any immediate damage. "Well, she looks sound enough. There's no sense in wasting fuel when we can probably get better speed just by using the wind.”  
 
    He turned and looked beyond Tony at the second sailboat that dutifully followed them, tied to Tiberia’s stern. "What's the story with that one?" 
 
    Tony looked down and his hands tightened on the silver ship’s wheel with white knuckles. "That's Intrepid. It's Uncle Byron’s friend’s boat. Aunt Libby said when they came back to shore and found…well, you know, all the destruction. They were supposed to meet up with their friends. They found the boat, right where it was supposed to be, and a note." 
 
    Reese waited for a long moment and enjoyed the sound of wind as it whistled through the rigging. He glanced out at the eastern horizon. There wasn't a single other vessel in view. They were still well within sight of land, maybe only a mile offshore. Other than smoke that rose from more than a dozen locations along the coastline, there was no indication that anything was wrong on land. But he could feel it.  
 
    Everything was too quiet. The radio didn't have its usual constant chatter. There weren't any seagulls that circled overhead. Reese remembered the giant flocks of shorebirds as they wheeled overhead along the shore in Boston and realized that most of the birds must've congregated over the mass of debris in hopes of finding more food than out at sea. 
 
    "What’d the letter say?" Reese asked, almost afraid to know the answer.  
 
    Libby poked her head, with her long silver mane, through the hatch and emerged from below decks, followed by Jo. "The letter said our dear friends Saul and Mary Wilson had gone ashore to find their grandchildren. Their daughter had been in town to meet them, staying at a hotel nearby. The letter was dated the day after the tsunami." Libby clutched at the aft railing and stared across the gap of water to Intrepid. "They loved that boat. They spent more time on it than Byron and I did on this tub that's for sure. Saul told us to take it," she said finally. 
 
    "Take the boat?" asked Jo. "I thought you said he loved it?" 
 
    "He did, and that's why he wanted us to have it. I think he knew what they would find onshore, and he knew…” Libby closed her eyes. "He knew that Mary wouldn't be able to handle the truth…the truth of what they’d find in the wreckage. There was no way their daughter and grandchildren survived that. There was no way anybody survived it. The only people that made it out alive were the ones who left when they had the chance. At least that's what we’ve found so far.” 
 
    "So you guys sat around how long…?” prompted Reese. 
 
    "We watched the remains of Portsmouth burn for the last four days. We saw a handful of survivors roaming around on the shore, but there was too much debris in the water—no one was able to get to us, and we weren't able to get to them. It was worse than Boston. The buildings were smaller, or less well constructed—I don't know,” she said and stared out at the water. “But it looked like an atomic bomb went off up there. Everything was wiped out." Libby looked down at the wake as it foamed and swirled behind Tiberia. "There were so many bodies…I’ve never seen anything…I never want to see that again." 
 
    Jo put a hand on Libby’s shoulder, and the older woman graciously covered the comforting hand with her own and squeezed. "Thank you, dear." She turned and faced Jo, then enveloped her in a hug. "Thank you so much for saving my Byron’s life. I don't know what I would've done if I'd lost him." 
 
    "As much as it pains me to say so, we’d be a lot more stable and a lot better able to face rough weather if we weren’t towing another boat," Reese observed. 
 
    Libby extricated herself from Jo's arms and stared at Reese for a moment. "No," she said quietly. "That boat is the last thing we have left of our lives, of our friends. We can't leave it. Besides, we checked it out before we left, she’s fully loaded with food and water and lots of things we need. Things that we were trying to find in Boston."  
 
    Reese frowned and rubbed the stubble on his chin. If he didn't find a razor soon, he’d end up with a full beard before long. He’d never liked the look—facial hair made him look like his father—but mostly he didn't like beards because as he aged, there were a lot more gray hairs visible. 
 
    Jo stepped up to the helm next to him. "What are you thinking?” she muttered as Libby hugged Tony. Reese put his hands on the wheel and felt the confident heartbeat of the boat as it plowed through the water, the twitch of the rudder made his hand move ever so slightly on the wheel.  
 
    It felt good to be at the helm again. "First thing we gotta do is shut that engine off and raise the mainsail. Gas is going to be hard to come by, and we don't need to be wasting it when we've got perfectly good sails and a good breeze to keep us moving. We’re going to have to do some tricky tacking with that boat behind us," he said, "but it can be done. We won't be going anywhere very fast, that's for sure," he added. 
 
    "Well, that fits the pattern…we were crawling down the coast as it was when we slipped into Boston." Libby shrugged. "We just can't do it. We don't have it in us to cut Intrepid loose, and Byron said there's too much stuff on there that's too valuable for us to just throw away." 
 
    Reese nodded. "I have a suggestion for you. How about we drag her as long as possible, and when Byron recovers, I'll go across and sail Intrepid. We can move as a team and stay together." 
 
    Libby’s eyes flashed. "I don't know if I like that idea overly much…no offense, but we just met you." 
 
    "Aunt Libby, they did save Uncle Byron’s life,” Tony pointed out. 
 
    "Then how about this? Tony can come with me to Intrepid,” Reese continued, “and Jo will stay with you and Byron here. I'm not going anywhere without her, and to be honest, I probably wouldn't go very far with one arm by myself, anyway." 
 
    Libby thought about it for a long moment and watched the ocean slip by the hull. When Reese got to the point where he needed to clear his throat to remind her the rest of the world still existed, she blinked and looked up. "It sounds like the best plan we’re going to get." She looked at Tony. "What do you say, Tony?" 
 
    Tony looked from Libby back to Reese and Jo. "They seem nice enough to me, Auntie. Besides, I can probably take him in a fight," the younger man said with a grin. He flexed his broad shoulders, and Reese had no doubt the boy could put a hurting on anyone who threatened his family. "I say we do it. The quicker we get to Baltimore, the better." 
 
    Reese cocked an eyebrow. "Baltimore? What's in Baltimore?" 
 
    "My home. My parents. My mom inherited a farm from Grandma Alice,” Tony explained. "That's why I never got much experience on the water." 
 
    "I told you, landlubbers, my whole family,” Libby said with a smile. “We originated in New Hampshire from good Yankee farming stock, but my sister married some southern dandy, and they moved down to Maryland." 
 
    Reese coughed and grinned. "Maryland is not the south.” 
 
    "Honey,” retorted Libby with an equally wide grin, “when you live in New Hampshire, everything is the south except Maine. And Canada." 
 
    Reese nodded. "Fair enough." The breeze tickled his skin, and the hair on the back of his neck rose. It was time. "Well folks, if we’re going to raise the mainsail, now's the time. The wind’s changing for a favorable tack." 
 
    Libby held Tony’s hand and took Jo's in her other. "Let's do it." 
 
    "What do you need us to do?" asked Tony. 
 
    "I need you to find a seat. When we raise the sail, I'll let loose the boom, and it's gonna swing around to port—that side," he said as he pointed at the left side of the boat. "You don't want this thing to hit you in the head." 
 
    Once Libby and Jo found seats on the starboard side, Reese instructed Tony to make ready the sail. He loosened the halyard and Reese killed the engine. "Okay, haul away—all the way to the top. That's it, keep going," he instructed. As Tony pulled, the sail rose up and flapped in the breeze.  
 
    "Okay, she's at the top, tie it off. That's it—good, now watch your head, I'm going to swing us around." Reese spun the wheel hard over, and the boat responded immediately, turning into the wind. The sail snapped one more time, then billowed as it caught the wind, and the boom rushed to the other side of the boat. It stopped and was held fast by the lines Reese had set. The boat immediately tilted as the wind tried to push it over, but Tiberia’s long keel bit into the water, and she picked up speed. It wasn't much, since they towed another fully loaded boat almost the same size, but the increase was noticeable over the straining outboard engines Tony had used. 
 
    Tony scrambled to find a foothold and held onto the port railing for dear life as that side of the boat lifted up slightly. Libby laughed with delight and let her hand fall over the side and trail in the water as it slipped past the hull. Jo had an expression on her face that mirrored Tony’s, and neither looked like they enjoyed the experience very much. 
 
    Reese laughed as the deck hummed beneath his feet, and the wind ruffled his hair. He had a sail overhead and the wind at his back. He was at the helm where he belonged. The only shame was—it wasn’t his boat. 
 
    Reese glanced at the boat’s compass built into the captain's console and turned the helm just slightly to point them east. 
 
    "What are you doing?" asked Tony. “Baltimore is that way," he said and thrust a thick arm south. 
 
    Reese nodded. "Trust me, there is no other direction I want to go than south, but if we go that way, we’re going to run right into Cape Cod. We've got to get around the hook first." 
 
    "The hook?” Tony asked. 
 
    "What are they teaching in school these days?" demanded Jo from her position closer to the water on the tilted deck. "He's talking about Cape Cod, boy," she snapped. "We gotta get around that thing before we can turn south." 
 
    Reese stared at the horizon as Tony and Jo traded good-natured barbs about education and the coastline of the United States. He smiled to himself as the bow lifted over a slight wave and Tiberia continued to make her way east. 
 
    Open ocean lay before him—the open expanse of Massachusetts Bay, and beyond that, the Atlantic. The water would be far rougher on the other side of Cape Cod, but Reese didn't care. They sailed in the right direction. There wasn't a single soul around that threatened them, and the weather was clear. 
 
    "I'm coming home, baby…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Lavelle Homestead 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami sat back and smiled. The expanded kitchen table, once they’d added the missing leaves, was just big enough for Amber, Mitch, Gary, Mia, Junior, Caleb, and herself. There was also enough space for one more setting, and Cami forced herself not to look there. That was where Reese would sit…if he were home. She inhaled a deep breath and stood. It was time for work. 
 
    “Okay everyone, now that we’re all together and somewhat rested—” 
 
    “And full, after that delicious breakfast,” Mia added. 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Cami,” Gary said, which ignited a chorus of thanks from around the table. 
 
    Cami smiled. “It’s my pleasure. Now, before we get started on what’s going on and what’s going to happen today—” she held up her hand to stop Gary. “We’ll get to you and Mitch in a minute. Just hear me out first, please.” He nodded, so she continued. “I think we have to delegate a very important task.” 
 
    The boys looked at her with wide eyes, as if they found themselves privy to top secret information for adults only.  
 
    “We need two strong people to be lookouts.” She crossed her arms. “They need to be fast, smart, and able to spy on people without being seen. And they have to pretend to be doing something else…like…I don’t know,” Cami said, as she stepped away from the table and looked outside through the slit in the plywood over the kitchen window. “Like, playing or something. Do we know two people who can do that?” 
 
    Junior shot his hand up, and when Cami didn’t call on him, put both hands up, then grabbed one of his brother’s hands and raised that, too. “Ms. Cami! Ms. Cami! We can!” 
 
    Cami turned around. “Really? It’s very important. You’d need to pretend to play but keep a close eye out on anyone who walks or drives down the street. You’d have to come tell us when anyone is coming near the house. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    The boys nodded vigorously. Then they looked at their mom. Mia smiled and gave her consent. 
 
    “Okay then, you two head outside and start spying…I mean, playing,” Cami said with an exaggerated wink. The boys scrambled from the table, in a tangle of pushes, shoves, and squeals, until the back door slammed, and they disappeared into the yard with a final hoot. 
 
    The adults shared a laugh, then Cami got down to the real business. “Now. Gary, Mitch—did you two make any decisions last night? If you want to go, the car is still yours and it’s got at least half a tank, which should be more than enough to get you home and back—if you need to.” 
 
    Gary looked at Mitch and nodded. “We talked it over, and you’re right, Cami.” 
 
    Cami grinned. “Of course, I am, but go on…” 
 
    “Hooo boy, it’s gettin’ thick in here…” muttered Amber. 
 
    “It feels wrong to take off after hearing about such an awful attack as last night,” Gary said with a nod toward Mia, “but I can’t leave Elizabeth alone.” 
 
    Cami nodded in agreement, then noticed Amber and Mitch share a look. “Like I said last night, you two are more than welcome to stay here if you change your mind, and of course you can bring Elizabeth here as well, if things get too rough at your place.” 
 
    “And you’re free to visit whenever you want,” Amber added, then blushed. 
 
    Mitch grinned through his beard. “I’d like that.” 
 
    Gary smiled at the kids, then looked at Mia and finally Cami. “You’re sure you’ll be okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cami said with a smile. “Mia, Amber, and I talked it over last night. We’ll be fine. We don’t need a man around the house—we can fend for ourselves.” 
 
    “Well, I have two men—Smith and Wesson…” Amber said as she patted her holster. 
 
    As the adults shared a laugh, Caleb erupted through the back door. “There’s people coming! They parked a car in the street, and they’re being all sneaky. They’re going to the front door!” 
 
    “Caleb, take your brother up to the media room,” Cami instructed. “You know the little room with the little door?” The little boy nodded. “Good, go on up there and be sure to go through the little door and hide. Can you do that? Don’t come back till your mom gets you, okay?” 
 
    “Cami, my boys—” Mia began, already out of her chair. 
 
    “Will be safer in the FROG if something bad happens and they can retreat to the attic,” Cami replied. “Everyone get your weapons!” 
 
    Before she could tell Mia where to go, someone pounded on the front door. “Cami Lavelle! Open up! We need to talk to you!” They knocked again.  
 
    “Okay, people, here we go. Everyone ready?” Cami asked. They all nodded and brandished firearms. “Good. Mia, I know you don’t like guns, so you stay here in the kitchen. Keep an eye on the boys and be ready with the first aid kit.” 
 
    Mia nodded, on the verge of tears. “My boys…” 
 
    “Trust me, if something goes down, you don’t want them trapped in here with us.” Cami looked around. All the plywood had been installed on the first-floor windows. “Amber, get upstairs in the FROG and tell me what you see.” 
 
    Amber turned and sprinted from the room, the scoped rifle in her hands. 
 
    “Gary, you stay back here—guard the rear. Mitch, bring that shotgun and follow me. You’re my backup.” She took a breath and ignored the noise from the front door. “Okay.” 
 
    “Lavelle! I’m losing patience here!” It sounded like someone hit the door with a hammer. 
 
    “Who does this fool think he is?” Cami growled on her way to the front door. She didn’t bother to keep the pistol behind her back this time. Cami glanced through the peephole and saw a short bald man with wide shoulders, backed by two large men she’d never seen before. None of them looked friendly or willing to negotiate in any way. Only one person she recognized—the guy from the HOA that thought he had authority to come in her house the other day. He was young and probably had a cushy job as a lawyer or a doctor or something. 
 
    “What do you want?” she yelled through the door. 
 
    “I wanna talk to you face to face, not through a door, that’s what I want,” said the short bald one. When he turned to say something to the guy from the HOA, Cami got a look at a wicked tattoo on his bull-like neck. The man may be small, but he was built like a tank. She tightened her grip on the Glock. 
 
    “What if I don’t want to talk to you?”  
 
    That caused a brief, but animated conversation between Shorty and the HOA goon. Eventually, Shorty called it off and turned back to the door. One of the big guys behind him nodded, then left. He waved at something in the distance, and turned left, out of the peep hole’s limited view. 
 
    “Crap,” she said under her breath. “Mitch, warn Amber: they’re splitting up. I think they’re trying to flank us!” 
 
    “On it!” Mitch turned and started up the stairs. 
 
    “Mom—there’s three guys in the side yard—they have guns! They’re going around back!” Amber hollered before Mitch made it to the second floor. 
 
    “We know,” Cami called. “See if you can find a shooting position—but stay hidden!” Cami hissed. 
 
    Mitch doubled back down the stairs and bolted into the kitchen to warn the others. He returned a moment later as Shorty slammed his hand against the door again and again. 
 
    “I’m not going to stay out here forever,” he warned. “You need to open up now and save us both a lot of trouble.” 
 
    Cami threw back the deadbolt and ripped the door open. Shorty blinked and stepped back, his hand raised to hit the door again. His eyes went to the pistol in Cami’s hand, still pointed at the ground, then finally rested on her face. He swallowed. 
 
    “Get off my property.” 
 
    He cracked a smile. “Who says it’s yours? Some piece of paper? From a bank that don’t exist no more?” He grinned. “What if I told you I had a member of the HOA executive board right here—“ 
 
    “The what?” Cami demanded. 
 
    “It’s a thing now,” Shorty went on with a half-shrug. 
 
    “Not to me it isn’t,” Cami insisted. 
 
    “Whatever. I’m done with this.” Shorty turned to the HOA goon. “Give me the word.” 
 
    “By order of the executive board of the Bee’s Landing Homeowner’s Association, I authorize you to not only search the premises but remove anyone not willing to allow your entry.” He smiled at Cami, but the expression didn’t reach his eyes. It was clear to her he planned to enjoy whatever happened next. 
 
    Shorty looked back at Cami. “See? You got no right to keep us out, now.” He took a step forward. 
 
    “I got something that starts with ‘We the People,’” Cami replied and raised her pistol. She aimed straight at Shorty’s forehead, about level with her own. 
 
    He didn’t miss a beat and kept the smile. “Just a piece of paper from some old dead guys.” 
 
    Cami smiled back and noticed Shorty’s grin wavered. “I like the idea that the last thing you’ll ever think about is the Constitution.” 
 
    Shorty frowned. “Put the gun down, lady, before I lose my temper.” 
 
    “Get off my property, Shorty, before you lose your face.” When he didn’t move, she called over her shoulder, “Mitch?” 
 
    The stainless-steel barrel of Reese’s marine shotgun appeared over her shoulder and took aim at the group on the porch. Cami smiled to see their reactions. The HOA guy looked ready to wet his pants. 
 
    Shorty smiled again. “I’m sorry you want to do this the hard way…” He raised one hand, and the group retreated—slowly. 
 
    He looked her up and down, and it was painfully obvious to Cami what transpired in his mind. She shivered in revulsion and slammed the front door as soon as they’d backed off the porch. Where are you Reese? 
 
    Mitch exhaled a mighty sigh. “That was intense, Cami-san.” 
 
    A gunshot cracked from the backyard, Amber screamed upstairs, and all hell broke loose. Mitch glanced at Cami, then flew up the stairs two at a time. Gary opened fire from the kitchen, the sharp bark of Reese’s favorite AR in contrast to the almost lazy clap of a handgun outside. Cami bolted the front door and ran for the kitchen, only to find Mia in the hallway, hands over her ears. 
 
    “What’s going on over there?” Marty Price yelled over the radio on Cami’s belt. 
 
    Cami snatched at the radio with a hand that trembled. She ducked down below the sink to answer as Gary looked for a target through the slot in the plywood. “We’re under attack!” Cami reported. “The HOA sent some thugs to break in and take our supplies—they’re not messing around anymore!” 
 
    “Roger that. Keep your heads down—I’ll see if I can’t even the odds a little. You kicked over quite the hornet’s nest, missy,” Marty reported. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” she replied. 
 
    “I see…at least half a dozen men—big ‘uns, too—in your backyard. Another group out front. Going loud.” 
 
    “What?” Cami asked, but Marty didn’t reply. 
 
    A thunderous boom reverberated through the house and a man screamed outside, a sound shrill enough to shatter glass. 
 
    “Whoa!” Gary said as he stepped back from the window. He looked at Cami, his eyes wide. “Some guy just lost an arm out there! It…it blew right off!” 
 
    Cami grinned. “Marty just joined the fight.” 
 
    “With what?” asked Gary. He turned back to the window and raised the AR, then fired off a quick shot. “Missed! Dang it…” he shifted his aim and looked for another target. 
 
    Cami scrambled from the kitchen and raced for the stairs. She found Mitch at the front door. “I’ll watch the front—Amber’s okay—they shot at her and missed, it just surprised her, that’s all.” 
 
    Cami nodded and ran up the stairs. She had to see for herself that her daughter was okay. “Amber!” She cried when she went into the empty FROG. 
 
    “Back here—my room!” 
 
    Cami thudded down the hallway and flew into Amber’s room. 
 
    “Get down!” Amber hissed from the corner nearest the only window. Shattered glass peppered the floor, and Cami dropped immediately. A rifle shot cracked from outside and bits of drywall dust rained down on Cami. She looked up and saw two bullet holes in the ceiling. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she whispered. 
 
    Amber nodded. “It just scared me—they know I’m up here now and I can’t shoot back…I’m sorry…” 
 
    Fury roiled in Cami’s chest. Some dirtbag not only shot at her home but tried to kill her daughter. “Pass me the rifle.” Amber slid the scoped weapon across the glass-covered floor, and Cami backed out of the room. “Wait until I shoot. Use your pistol.” Amber nodded, tears on her cheeks. “You can do this, baby. These people out there, they’re the ones who started this, never forget that. But we’re the ones who are going to finish it. You understand me? They don’t want you to ever see your father again.” 
 
    Amber narrowed her eyes. That was exactly the response Cami had hoped for. She stood in the hallway and ran to the second guest room where she and Reese kept the bulk of their emergency food and supplies. The blinds were still drawn, so she moved quickly and managed to open the window just wide enough for her to get the rifle through without being seen. 
 
    In the face of the incoming gunfire that chewed up her house, Cami slowly raised the blinds and found her targets halfway between the house and the garden. They hid behind the shed and took random shots at her daughter. They laughed. 
 
    “I got a joke for you…” she muttered as she put the crosshairs on the snarling face of one of the targets. She dropped the reticle to his chest, but before she could fire, he ducked behind the corner again. She spotted his foot, still visible on the ground, so she knew he hadn’t gone too far around the corner. The shed was made of mostly OSB clad in thin cedar siding. Cami shifted aim a little in from the corner and squeezed the trigger.  
 
    The rifle bucked and a chunk of wood flew from the corner of the shed, followed by a man who toppled over into the grass and writhed on the ground. She hoped he screamed, too, but she couldn’t hear because the rifle’s report, contained inside the guest room, had been deafening. 
 
    When Cami's ears stopped ringing, she peeked around the corner and saw a body on the ground behind the shed. The second man had disappeared. She swung the rifle around, and hoped to find another target, but they'd all taken cover. Incoming fire against her house seemed to have slacked off as well. She crept down the hallway back to Amber's room. 
 
    "How's everything in here?" she asked Amber. 
 
    "They got real quiet after you shot that guy by the shed. Nice one, mom." 
 
    Cami raced back down the stairs and decided to deal with her daughter’s congratulations upon killing a man in her backyard later. Much later. Downstairs, she found Mitch still at the front door, though he danced from one foot to the other.  
 
    "I can hear them outside Cami, they're up to something—but I can't tell what."  
 
    She moved forward and cautiously looked out the peephole. Shorty was back, along with two other men, all of them armed. She stepped aside just in time for a bullet hole to appear in the center of the door. "Get back," she yelled, and shooed Mitch into the living room. He crept up to the plywood-covered window and peered out the slot. "I can't see them from here.” 
 
    More gunshots crackled at the back of the house, and someone screamed from the kitchen. "Stay here, and blast anybody that gets through that door!" 
 
    Mitch nodded and took up a position in the corner of the living room that allowed him to cover the front door with minimal exposure to himself. “Good to go!” he reported. 
 
    Cami sprinted down the hallway and skidded to a stop in the kitchen. Gary lay propped against the fridge, his hand covered the side of his head. Blood leaked between his fingers, and Mia struggled to open the first aid kit on the floor. 
 
    "What happened?" Cami demanded. Her eyes fell upon the chunk of plywood that had been blown from the panel over the kitchen sink window. Gary's blood had splattered against the sink. "Are you hit?" 
 
    Gary shook his head. "Lucky shot—the wood splintered and got me pretty good. I'll be fine," he said. 
 
    "Where are they?" Cami complained. "I can't see anything!" 
 
    Another boom echoed from Marty's house, and someone outside screamed again. "Whatever Marty’s shooting, he’s certainly getting their attention!" Gary said. 
 
    "Some of the guys are peeling off from the front door,” Mitch warned from the living room. "They’re heading around the side of the house!" 
 
    Cami moved to the far corner of the kitchen and peered out the window. "I see them.” She fumbled on the counter for the Marty's radio. "Marty! They're coming for you!" 
 
    “Let ‘em,” he snarled. "This house is hardened." 
 
    Cami watched through the jagged slot in the plywood as several attackers sprinted across the side yard and took up position behind trees. They poured fire on Marty's house to little effect. Every window was encased in steel shutters. Bullets sparked off the window coverings and took chunks of brick and wood off of the siding, but the house held firm. 
 
    "Cami! There's a huge guy out in the front yard! He's got a bag of…oh, man—they got Molotov cocktails!" 
 
    Cami froze. "Amber!" Cami yelled. "Get down here!" 
 
    "What is it?" asked Gary as Mia wrapped his head in gauze. Blood had already seeped over his ear where he’d been clipped by the plywood shrapnel.  
 
    Cami raced to the front door and called over her shoulder, “They're fixing to firebomb us! Get ready to evacuate!" 
 
    "Incoming!" Mitch warned. 
 
    Cami flinched when she heard a bottle smash against the front door. She met Amber at the bottom of the stairs and urged her to retreat back to the kitchen. "Mitch, get over here," she said. "Give me the shotgun and get back to the kitchen." 
 
    Cami stood alone at the front door and waited for smoke to seep in. She waited, and another bottle smashed against the door. Still no smoke appeared, but she did notice the bottom of the door seemed wet. Outside, on the other side, she heard a muffled curse. 
 
    “What's going on?" Gary called from the kitchen. 
 
    "It's not as easy as it looks in the movies,” Cami replied with a smile. She crept up and peered through the peephole, careful not to leave her body directly behind the door. "The biggest man she'd ever seen appeared at the edge of the driveway. He had to be 6’ 8”, maybe 6‘ 10” and 300 pounds of pure muscle. Cami swallowed.  
 
    The giant took instructions from Shorty, who hid behind one of the decorative bushes next to her front walkway. The big man nodded, then turned, lowered his shoulder and charged at the front door. Cami gasped, and backpedaled, barely able to bring the shotgun up as the front door shuddered in its frame. She tripped and fell down in the hallway, but managed to keep the shotgun aimed at the door. Gunfire crackled in the distance, and she heard Amber yell something incoherent to Marty over the radio. Her world shrank to the front door as it shook again under the impact of the massive human on the other side. 
 
    “Enough is enough," Cami growled to herself. She jumped to her feet and raced into the living room. Just like Mitch had said, she couldn't see the man by the front door through the living room window—the angle was too shallow. Desperate, she stuck the barrel of Reese's shotgun through the crack and pulled the trigger, nonetheless.  
 
    The shotgun kicked and exploded flame and noise. The front window shattered, and a spread of steel BBs ripped through the air. A guttural howl erupted by the front door, and Cami saw the huge man stagger back, fingers stained red with blood as he gripped his side. She’d managed to wing him after all. He cried like a child and alternated between coughs and shouts but staggered away from her house to collapse behind one of the shrubs. Shorty emerged, fired a shot at the front room—which spent most of its energy when it hit the 3/4” thick plywood—and ran to the big man’s side. 
 
    Amber appeared around the corner of the living room. "Mom! Marty's house is on fire! They're throwing Molotov cocktails over there!" 
 
    Cami followed her daughter back into the kitchen and peered through the slits in the plywood. Smoke billowed from the front of Marty's house, but the gunfire continued unabated. 
 
    Cami raised the radio to her lips. "Marty! Your house is on fire!"  
 
    No response. 
 
    Cami looked at her motley crew of defenders. Amber had a small cut on her cheek and a thin line of dried blood down her chin. Mitch appeared uninjured, but his hands were stained with the blood of his father. Gary still sat on the floor and leaned against the fridge, his head wrapped in bloodied gauze, and his eyes glazed over. Mia crouched next to him and held her reddened hands to her ears as she curled into a ball and attempted to hide. 
 
    "Amber, honey—check the bandage on Gary. I think Mia put it on a little too tight. He looks like he's ready to pass out, but I don't think he’s lost that much blood." 
 
    Amber ducked down to check on Gary while Mitch hovered nervously. Cami brought the radio back to her lips. "Marty! Do you read me?" 
 
    Another earsplitting boom erupted from Marty's house, and Cami watched as the head on one of the attackers turned into a pink mist. The body stood erect for a moment, then toppled over. 
 
    "Holy crap, Marty! What are you shooting over there?" she screamed into the radio. 
 
    The old man cackled. “A little something I picked up after the Gulf War. Only got a couple rounds left, on account of them bein’ so expensive. But hooo-whee, she drops the hammer, don’t she?" 
 
    "Marty, your house is on fire—we’re going to try to draw them off so you can get out,” Cami said. 
 
    "Negative!” he snapped. “We just have to hold them a little longer…” 
 
    "What are you talking about?" asked Cami. "Even counting the three guys that we’ve managed to take out, they still outnumber us two to one!" 
 
    The gunfire from the side yard stopped and as Cami watched, the attackers in front of Marty’s house looked as one toward the street, lowered their weapons, and ran. "Mitch, something's going on—get to the front! Hurry!" 
 
    She tossed the shotgun at him, and he caught it in midair as he ran from the kitchen. 
 
    "Marty! What's going on?" Cami begged. "Talk to me!" 
 
    "Mom, do you hear that? It sounds like…cops?" Amber asked. 
 
    Cami shook her head and worked her jaw. "No, sweetie, I don't hear much except this ringing…” 
 
    "Cami! There's a bunch of cops out here!” Mitch reported from the front room. 
 
    Gunfire erupted from the front of the house. Cami was relieved to find when she reached the living room that the attackers were now focused on three sheriff's deputy cars that blocked the road in front of her house. The deputies had emerged from behind their vehicles, all in tactical gear and bulletproof vests. AR-15's crackled and rattled over the hoods of their cars, and two more attackers went down. 
 
    "Let ‘em have it!" Cami ordered. She stepped up next to Mitch and drew her pistol. Mitch placed the shotgun barrel through the slot in the plywood over the broken front windows, and sent lead downrange. The shot tore into the rear ranks of the attackers, and two more men went down screaming. Cami fired off several blind shots in the direction of Shorty and the last thugs. 
 
    Bullets sparked off of cop cars and the beat-up gold Toyota that sat at the end of her driveway. Mitch looked at her. "That's the car that we saw—these are the same guys that attacked me and Amber,” Mitch racked another round in the shotgun and roared as he fired once more. 
 
    Cami watched as Shorty gathered his surviving troops and they scattered across the street toward Harriet's house. Shorty and the giant ran forward and dove into the gold Toyota. As the deputies poured fire into the front of the car, the rear wheels spun in a cloud of smoke and plowed across the ditch in front of the squad cars, and out of the battle. The deputies swung their automatic rifles toward the surviving attackers who’d fled to Harriet's house, but everyone froze when a second vehicle barreled down the Spaldings’ driveway, fishtailed into the street—and took out Cami's mailbox—and followed the gold Camry toward the north end of the neighborhood.  
 
    Two of the deputies jumped in their vehicles and raced after the attackers on tires that squealed in protest. Sirens wailed and lights flashed, and the cop cars were gone in a heartbeat. 
 
    The last deputy ran across her front yard toward her house, stopped to check the bodies in the driveway and examine the damage to the house. "Hello in the house! My name is Richard McIntyre—Knox County Sheriff! Is anyone in there in need of medical assistance?"  
 
    Cami felt the tears stream down her face as she threw back the deadbolt and opened the bullet riddled front door. It reeked of spiced rum and a puddle of wasted alcohol covered her front porch—along with a generous helping of broken glass and rags—but she smiled, nonetheless. 
 
    "I've got wounded people inside, but nothing serious. Please check on my neighbor! He's over 80 years old!" 
 
    The sheriff nodded and tucked his chin to his shoulder where he squeezed the radio attached to epaulets on his uniform. "Two and three, get back here, we've got casualties and a fire to put out." 
 
    The Sheriff holstered his weapon, and Cami did likewise. They shook hands—his clean, if sweaty, and hers caked in mud, blood, and booze. "Cami Lavelle. It’s really nice to meet you, Sheriff McIntyre.” 
 
    He nodded. “You folks stay put. We’ll be back in a minute—I’ll go check on your neighbor. What's his name?” 
 
    "Marty Price,” Cami called after him. 
 
    The sheriff waved his thanks and sprinted around the house. The gear on his utility belt made an awful racket as he ran. 
 
    Cami shut the door, locked the deadbolt, and ran back to the kitchen. Amber had Gary on his feet, and Mitch's dad leaned against the table to steady himself. Mia clawed her way to her feet and looked at Cami. “Is it over?" 
 
    "I think so," Cami replied. 
 
    "Come on, let's get your boys," Amber said. She took Mia by the arm, and the two of them ran for the stairs. Mia screamed for her children as she went down the hall. Cami smiled as she heard the pitter-patter of little feet on the upstairs floor as the boys exploded from the media room and reunited with their mother. There was plenty of crying and sobbing, but all of it happy. 
 
    Sighing, Cami turned her attention to Marty's house and saw Sheriff McIntyre assist the old man through the front door. They stepped out as Kirk ran in circles around both of them and barked excitedly. The smoke still billowed from Marty's house, as the blaze continued unchecked. She threw open the back door, ran across the yard, and caught up with them a safe distance from the flames. 
 
    "What can we do?" she asked the sheriff. 
 
    "There's not much we can do," Marty said. "None of us has the water pressure to put that out. Trust me, it won't be a total loss. I've got plenty of fireproof material built into the attic. It should go out soon enough." 
 
    Cami shook her head. "You’re full of surprises, Marty Price.” Before the old man could reply, she embraced him in a hug. 
 
    "Looks like you folks are knee-deep in a gang war," the sheriff said. He whistled. “Good grief, what were you shooting?" he asked as he stepped over to the headless corpse. The yard all around the body had been painted in blood and gore. 
 
    Marty grinned and hooked a thumb at his house. "Got my M82A1 in there.” He pulled a massive .50 caliber round from his pocket and handed it over to the sheriff with fingers that trembled. "Them babies put a hurtin’ on just about anything." 
 
    The sheriff whistled again and loosened the chinstrap on his tactical helmet. "Well, now I know who to call for backup," he said. He handed the round back and grinned. 
 
    “You’re not gonna ask me if I got a permit for this here toy?” asked Marty. 
 
    The Sheriff wiped sweat from his face. “Ha! Even if the legislature was foolish enough to try something like that, I’d never enforce it.” He looked at Marty with a lopsided grin. “I might ask if I can borrow it sometime, though.” 
 
    Marty grunted as if McIntyre had passed a test. “I knew I voted for the right man.” 
 
    Cami watched from the side yard as Mia and the kids joined Amber, Mitch, and Gary on the back deck. Everyone hugged. Amber disappeared into the house and came out again with bottles of water. 
 
    The sheriff adjusted his helmet. “If you’ll excuse me, folks, my men are coming back now. We need to secure the area and haul away these bodies. I don't want anybody outside for the next hour or so.” 
 
    She nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    Can you all go inside for a bit or has your house been damaged?” he asked Cami. 
 
    “We took some damage to the lower floors,” she replied and cast a critical eye at her bullet riddled house. “But mostly just broken windows. It should be okay. If you or your men need a drink of water, just holler,” she added. 
 
    “Much obliged,” replied the sheriff as he touched his fingers to the edge of his helmet in salute. "I’ll come let you know once we’ve secured the neighborhood. There's no telling how many more of those guys are out there. When it’s all said and done, I’ll be needing statements from you all, of course.” 
 
    "Gladly," said Cami as she glanced around, sure another attacker would jump out from behind a tree any second. "Come on, Marty, let's get you inside and get you something to drink." 
 
    As they shuffled together across the yard, Marty patted her hand. "You're a good woman, missy." 
 
    "Thanks…I think. You’re a good neighbor," she said with a chuckle. “And full of surprises.” 
 
    "This is only the beginning, you know," Marty said ominously. "If this here Apple Dumplin’ gang has gotten bold enough to full-on attack both our houses like this…there's no telling what stupidity they’re going to get to next." He looked up at Cami as they walked. Kirk ran around them and barked. "If I hadn't got word to the sheriff…” 
 
    Cami nodded and wiped the grime from her face with her free hand. "I know. I don't think we would've made it. If that idiot had been able to make the Molotov cocktails work on my house like they did yours…” Cami shivered. 
 
    "But they didn't," Marty reminded her. "What I'm trying to say is we got a long road ahead of us." 
 
    "We'll have to rebuild and repair both houses…” Cami mused as they approached her back deck. "But we’ll get through it together." 
 
    Mitch raised a bottle of water in salute, and the survivors of the Battle of Bee’s Landing cheered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Darien rubbed the knuckles of his left hand. He’d busted them against the road when he’d hauled Jon Boy back to the car to escape the disaster at the Lavelle woman’s place. He ground his teeth at the thought. Half his crew unaccounted for…including the two new guys they’d brought in when they’d raided the first house. He had no idea how many of his men had been killed or just ran off into the woods. 
 
    They were just as likely to run to the next town and try to set themselves up as the new kingpin. He looked over at Harriet, who sat in the front seat next to him. At least she’d stopped her incessant whimpering. She hadn’t even taken part in the fight but had watched from the safety of her house.  
 
    He reached out and touched her hair as gently as possible. She flinched, then looked at him and forced a smile. Her makeup had run with her tears and she looked like a demonic circus clown, but the smile was genuine. She had faith in him, despite the horrific setback they’d suffered earlier. 
 
    Darien sighed and put both hands on the steering wheel. They’d driven for hours, until Jon Boy, wounded and hysterical, had finally passed out. It was like they had a 300-pound baby that refused to sleep unless in a moving car. Darien glanced in the review mirror. Jon Boy’s bulk shifted as he spread out across the entire back seat, let loose a terrible machine gun fart, then resumed his loud snores. 
 
    “Oh, my word,” Harriet said as she waved a hand in front of her face. “Open the windows!” 
 
    Darien hit the button on his door and the front windows rolled down. Cicadas buzzed loud, right outside the car. He’d pulled them off the road into a service area—from the looks of it, no one had been down the little driveway in years. Once they’d gone ten feet from the road, the little gold Camry all but vanished. 
 
    They sat there a few moments and listened to the insects cry to each other and Jon Boy rattle the windows with his snoring. “This isn’t the end,” Harriet said at last. 
 
    “Oh no, not by a long shot,” agreed Darien. “This is just the beginning. The world isn’t coming back anytime soon, but we will.” 
 
    “I want revenge on that woman,” Harriet snarled softly. “I want my things, my house…I want it all back…and I want it now.” 
 
    Darien looked over at her and noticed her hands balled into fists on her thighs. A wadded, makeup-stained tissue clutched in each fist, she fairly shook with rage. “You and me both,” he said quietly. 
 
    “She ruined everything…” Harriet continued, as if he weren’t there. “I’ve spent the past ten years building my position in that neighborhood…the sacrifices I’ve made…and this…this event gave me the perfect opportunity to teach those cretins…of all the nerve…and her husband isn’t even home…” 
 
    Darien arched an eyebrow. “He isn’t?” he asked calmly, though his tone implied why am I just now hearing about this? “Where is he?” 
 
    Harriet sniffed and waved one hand dismissively. “On some stupid fishing trip. New England, I think. He’s never going to come home, and she knows it. That’s why she’s so uppity.” Harriet dabbed at her face with the messy tissues. “I bet she doesn’t even like men.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” Darien asked as he looked out the windshield.  
 
    “Oh, I could definitely see it. No self-respecting woman would go off into the woods like she does and spend so much time with other women—camping,” Harriet simpered, and flashed air quotes. “And her and those guns! Deplorable.” She opened a compact and cursed politely at her own image, then set about rectifying the situation as best she could with two damp tissues. 
 
    Darien ignored her while she fumed to herself. He needed to take stock and plan his next move. Jon Boy wasn’t injured too bad—he’d been grazed by that first shotgun blast—but it had been enough to send him into a temper tantrum of pain and fear. It was all he could do to drag the mountain of a man back to the car and make their escape. With all the noise the big man had made, Darien had thought he’d surely die, but the bleeding stopped by the time they’d found Harriet on the other side of the neighborhood and made their escape. 
 
    He’d seen Spanner go down behind the shed out back, so he was at least wounded, too—but Darien wasn’t positive his lieutenant was dead. The next chance he’d had to look, Spanner’s body was gone. That would be hard to overcome, if Spanner, his always faithful right-hand man, was gone for good. They had backup plans though, and after the sun went down, he’d try to make contact. 
 
    Cisco and Lopez hadn’t fared so well. Lopez lost his head to a godawful big rifle the old man next door to Lavelle had fired. Darien had heard the big gun go off and thought someone had fired a cannon. But hearing it and seeing a man’s head explode were two very different things. Darien would have nightmares about that for the rest of his life. 
 
    The other one, Cisco—the smart one—slipped away at some point during the fight. Darien ground his teeth in frustration. That one might be trouble if he gets his feet under him and starts over, outside Darien’s sphere of influence. 
 
    He snorted. That sphere of influence happened to be a ’92 Toyota Camry with about 200,000 miles on it, and two rusted quarter panels. 
 
    Where had the cops come from? One second he was about to tear down the front door of the Lavelle woman’s house, the next, three squads roll up with cops in full battle rattle: ballistic armor, helmets, fully automatic rifles, the works. 
 
    Darien pounded his injured fist into the steering wheel. It wasn’t fair. He’d been so close. They’d gathered enough food and water in the Westin house to last the whole crew for a month, and the morons in that neighborhood were primed and ready to accept Harriet as their new boss. He was only one step from taking over the whole thing as soon as he could explain to everyone that she took her orders from him. 
 
    And then that Lavelle woman and her crotchety neighbor had blown everything to kingdom come. If those Molotov cocktails had worked like they did at the neighbor’s house…that was Cisco—he’d known how to do it right.  
 
    Darien nodded to himself. Cisco warranted closer scrutiny, there was no doubt about that. The man was too arrogant by far, but he was smart—and that was a dangerous commodity in the new world they inhabited. A smart man got things done. A smart man could be king—but only if he acted with speed and power. 
 
    “I promise you we’ll get it all back, and more…” he muttered. 
 
    “Well,” Harriet said, as she finished her makeup repair work and closed the compact with the snap. “At least you still have me.” She snorted. “I’d simply hate to think where you’d be otherwise.” 
 
    Darien looked at her and smiled. Harriet was dangerous in her own way. The woman was beautiful, experienced, and ruthless. She wasn’t able to compete against any one of the men on his crew physically, but the things she whispered to him in the quiet closeness of the room they shared…Darien shivered. If she’d been born a man, she’d be an emperor. 
 
    He reached out and caressed her cheek with one bloodied hand. She took his hand in hers and gently kissed the bruised, cracked knuckles. The skin of her lips barely brushed his wounds. He sighed and rested his head against the driver’s seat. “This is a mess, but I’ll fix it.” 
 
    “We’ll fix it,” she replied confidently. “It’s not insurmountable—we’ll come back. We’ll take our revenge, and we’ll take control. Of the whole neighborhood.” 
 
    Darien shook his head. “Now that the cops are on to us, it won’t be easy. We blew our chance at a quick takeover.” 
 
    “No, we didn’t—she did,” Harriet said and primly folded her hands in her lap. 
 
    Darien smiled. “I’m glad you’re on my side.” 
 
    “Oh, aren’t you just the sweetest?” Harriet cooed and placed a hand on his rough cheek. 
 
    “You deserve more than this,” he muttered over the incessant sound of the cicadas in the bushes and trees. 
 
    “You’re right,” she agreed with a wicked smile. “But I have faith that you’ll provide me with what I deserve.” 
 
    Darien’s smile widened. What a woman I’ve found. 
 
    A faint electronic wail echoed across the open meadows behind them, accompanied by a blue strobe light far in the distance down a side road. A moment later a cop car, small as a toy, appeared out of the woods and drove off away to the east. Darien lost his smile. “They’re still looking for us.” 
 
    “Oh, never-mind all that—he’s at least a mile away and besides, he’s going in the wrong direction. They’ll give up soon enough—you drove us around for hours. They have no idea where we are.  I have no idea where we are. Trust me,” she said as she patted his thigh, “there’s enough chaos out there that they’ll write us off as dead or…scared off or something.” She shrugged. “You heard that deputy the other day—they’re stretched thin as it is. They’ll have more important things to worry about than us before long.” She settled in her seat and sighed.  
 
    “You got it all figured out, huh?” asked Darien, unable to hide a lopsided grin. 
 
    She nodded and the tight ponytail at the back of her head bobbed. “We just need to wait here until sunset, then we can return to my house. I can’t possibly sleep in this smelly old car.” She turned to smile at him. “My bed is so much more comfortable, don’t you think?” 
 
    Darien looked at her and blinked. “You know it is,” he said with a grin. “But I have to ask…who’s really in charge here?” 
 
    “Bless your heart,” she said with a smile and a hand to his cheek. “You thought there was any doubt?” She glanced out the open window, then slapped at her other arm. “Oh, of all the...mosquitoes are coming out. It’s close to sunset, look.” 
 
    Darien raised the windows and started the car to engage the air conditioning. “I’ll drive us the long way back—should take another couple hours and keep the cops guessing.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Harriet said, as if her consent were required. 
 
    Darien smirked to himself. She was a handful, no doubt about it. He waited another few moments, and when the coast remained clear, he put the car in gear and left the lights off, then pulled them back onto the country road. He took a glance both ways and saw nothing but trees and Spanish moss. “Coast looks clear.” 
 
    Harriet peered west in the gathering gloom, down the road the cop had gone. “Look at those clouds. I do believe we’re in for a storm tonight. I just love a good thunderstorm at night. Don’t you?” she asked, and her eyes sparkled in the shadows. 
 
    Darien squinted at the faraway clouds. A tall anvil-shaped thunderhead loomed over the world, still lit by the sun in pastel pinks and oranges, while the base was a gloomy gray-blue. “Even better. The storm will cover our return. If we’re smart about it and don’t make too much noise, no one will even know we came back.” 
 
    She smirked. “For now.” 
 
    Darien glanced at her in the already dim light. Night would be on them soon, and with it, plenty of safety. Law-abiding folk always feared the night, and that was where he felt most confident. He wasn’t thrilled with the idea of a retreat to Harriet’s house—it was right across the street from his bungled attack. Still…it would be the last place anyone would think to look for him and his crew. And in the meantime, he had Harriet to occupy himself. 
 
    The smile returned to his face. “Come on, then. Let’s go home.” 
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