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Sailing Vessel Tiberia

Southeast of Cape Cod, Massachusetts

Reese Lavelle stood at the helm of the thirty-six-foot sailboat Tiberia and smiled. His feet were planted wide on the deck as it gently rolled on the calm waters off Cape Cod. They'd been underway for two days, and in the distance, he could just see Nantucket. The sun warmed his face, the breeze cooled the sweat on his skin, and the gentle motion of the boat calmed his frayed nerves. 

He’d been away from home almost two weeks. The trip, a corporate sponsored deep-sea fishing excursion, had only been planned for four days. Reese frowned as he manned the helm. The mega-tsunami had flipped Reese’s life upside down the moment it crashed ashore. His best friend and closest colleague at work, Ben Helmer, had died after they'd made it safely to the mainland. 

It turned out surviving the tsunami had been the easy part. 

Once they’d made it to shore and got to high ground, events on the mainland went downhill—fast. Reese’s frown deepened as he gripped the silver ship’s wheel and corrected Tiberia’s course ever so slightly. He kept a weather eye on the mainsail as the breeze had proved fickle that morning—he was wasn't positive the afternoon winds would behave any better.

Despite the hardships he and Jo had suffered over the past two weeks, they were still alive. His smile broadened. Nothing lifted Reese Lavelle’s spirits like sailing. He peered up at Tiberia’s mast as it towered over the deck. True, it wasn't exactly like being the master and commander of one’s own vessel, but he was still sailing. 

Nothing about the trip had been normal since the tsunami hit. Tiberia’s owner lay below deck in the V-berth at the bow, semi-conscious after the wound he’d received on the dock in Boston. Byron Jennings had been briefly lucid as they’d escaped the doomed city and had made known his objection to Reese taking over as skipper. 

Reese glanced at Tony Andrews, Byron's nephew. Though the young man wasn't as green as he been the last couple days, he clearly was not a sailor. Reese turned his head as the mainsail snapped in a brief gust of wind. Libby, Byron's wife, sat against the starboard rail and chatted with Jo as the two sorted through the remains of Jo's battered first-aid kit.

A brief glance at the steering compass confirmed they were still headed due south, which was a good thing—he'd purposely sailed them just far enough offshore to avoid Cape Cod. The last thing he wanted was to run into a fickle wind along an unfamiliar shore. Reese would never get on Byron’s good side if he drove Tiberia into the rocks.

Reese turned and glanced aft so that his gaze followed the taut rope tied to Tiberia’s stern. Intrepid, the other sailboat in their little flotilla, trailed behind like a duckling, pulled by Tiberia. Reese had never successfully towed another boat with a sailboat, and he didn't like the extra stress it put on Tiberia’s hull and mast, but if what Byron and Libby had said were true, that Intrepid was fully stocked with food and provisions, Reese couldn't fathom the idea of leaving her behind. 

He watched the waves slap against Intrepid’s sleek hull. She was a bit bigger than Tiberia—maybe a 40 footer—and there was no doubt that if they cast her free and someone sailed her alongside Tiberia, it would allow them all to make better time, but Libby was sure Byron would be a hundred percent against it. He didn’t trust the two survivors they’d picked up in Boston, plain and simple. 

Reese sighed and turned forward once more, both his hands on the wheel. He couldn't blame Byron, though—if he were in the older man's shoes, he’d hesitate before giving the treasure ship over to a stranger, too. And he certainly wouldn't let someone he didn't know sail his own ship.

Reese grinned to himself again. Byron assumed Tony was at the helm, but it was all the poor young man could do to keep his breakfast down, let alone steer the boat.

"You sure seem full of yourself today," Jo commented from the starboard bench with a hint of a smile in her voice. "What are you smiling about?”

Reese shrugged. "I can't help it—we’re on the open water, we've got a good breeze, there's no one shooting at us, and the weather is on our side."

Jo nodded. "Life’s good, huh?”

The smile faded from Reese’s face as he thought of Cami and Amber. The last text message he'd received from his family had been days ago—when they'd been on the outskirts of Boston. Cami had been overjoyed to learn that he'd survived the tsunami and made his way inland and reassured him that all was well at the house. But the turn of phrase she used, that Marty had given her pointers on ”hardening the house,” had raised Reese's anxiety level to the stratosphere. 

Marty Price was a crotchety old man, a military veteran—though of what branch—no one knew—and if he’d been forced to come out of his hermit-like existence and give Cami tips on how to defend her home, then the destruction and chaos that he'd witnessed every step of the way from Mount Desert Island south had also managed to land at his doorstep. 

Reese clenched his jaw and turned into the wind. The idea that Cami and Amber had faced what he'd seen so far by themselves made him at turns weak in the knees and furious beyond recognition.

"Don't you agree?" asked Libby.

Reese blinked. "Sorry?"

"I said, when Byron wakes up, I think it would be a good time to suggest that we let you sail Intrepid—don't you agree?" Reese stared at the endless blue swells that rolled into the distance before them. Eight hundred miles south along the coast, his wife and daughter waited for him. "Well," he said thoughtfully, "I won't argue that splitting the boats up and sailing them side by side would get us south a lot faster. But I don't want you to think I'm trying to take over your boat or anything," Reese added quickly.

Libby scoffed and adjusted the wide floppy straw hat she’d pulled up out of storage below deck. The bill flapped up against her forehead. "I don't think that at all. I want to get south as fast as possible. You helped rescue us when those wretched people tried to trap us back in Boston."

"Yeah, but would those people have been there to attack you if they hadn’t been looking for me and Jo?” Reese asked.

Jo frowned into the morning sun. “You sure know how to look a gift horse in the mouth, don't you?"

"I just don't want to come off as—“ Reese began.

"Don't worry about it, dear," Libby said as she waved off his concerns. "I understand completely—you're not trying to take over, this isn't your boat, and no man is satisfied sailing another man's ship. Boat," she corrected herself with a nod and a smile toward Reese. "Byron would feel—has felt—the same way before. Deep down, he understands you're not trying to steal his girl. The boat will always be his. But if we don't get south, and soon...”

"You worried about mom, aren't you?" Tony asked. He swallowed and looked ready to throw up again.

Libby shared a gentle, if sad smile for her nephew who sat on the opposite side of the boat. "I wouldn't be a very good big sister if I wasn’t, now would I?” She sighed and adjusted her hat. “I've always worried about your mother, dear. Took care of her since the time we both could walk.” She shrugged. “It's just who we are. But if what we've seen since New Hampshire is any indication of what the rest of the country looks like...” Libby looked from Tony to Reese. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to imply—“

Reese shook his head. "Don't worry about it. It's not like I haven’t been thinking it since the tsunami hit. Cami—my wife—is a resourceful woman, and one of the strongest people I've ever met. She won't crack, I just worry about the people around her."

Jo snorted. "Sounds like my kinda gal.”

“Oh, you two will get along great,” Reese said with a grin.

"Well I, for one, can't wait to get back on solid ground," Tony said as he clutched at his stomach and moaned. "I hate feeling like I want to throw up 24 hours a day...”

"You get used to it," Reese and Libby said at the same time. Jo laughed.

He turned aft again and stared wistfully at Intrepid. "She does look fast," he muttered more to himself than anyone else.

"Oh, she is—as far as I know," Libby said. "I've only been aboard her when...Saul and Mary...” she said, as her voice trailed off. "When we were at harbor. But Byron always said she was a real rocket on the water. Saul had aspirations of racing her, you know.”

"Yeah, count me out,” Tony said with a wave of his hand. “I saw that once on TV, those boats are tipped over sideways. I don't know how the crew holds on...” 

"The point is, we need to get south as fast as possible,” Libby persisted. “Not only for your family but also for mine," Libby said with finality. "My sister and her husband are pretty far back in the hills away from the Chesapeake," Libby explained to Jo when she raised an eyebrow.

"Yeah but, that should be a good thing, Aunt Libby," Tony argued. "They're out there by themselves on the farm." He groaned. “What I wouldn’t give to be on the farm right now...”

Libby nodded and adjusted her hat is it flapped in the breeze. "That's also the problem—they’re out in the middle of nowhere, sitting on good land. They have some animals and some crops—it's been that way in our family for the past 200 years.”

Jo frowned. “I guess I don't see the problem?"

"Well,” Libby said as she turned on the bench to face Jo and held onto her hat. “If people are turning into savages like we've seen in Boston, what's to say they won't go out into the country when the cities are all burned to the ground?" asked Libby. "Look at Boston—you can't tell me there's enough food for the people that are still trapped in the city to stay there much longer. People are going to have to go out into the countryside to find food or they'll starve to death. Without electricity, without trucks and trains and planes all delivering food on a daily basis, anyone still alive will be forced to head north, west, and south to find food and safe water. It's only a matter of time before people start getting sick...”

Reese hadn't even considered such lovely post-apocalyptic door prizes like typhoid fever, dysentery, and cholera. Boston—what was left of it—would be a cesspool before long. He glanced up at the sun as it reigned supreme in a clear, blue sky. Out on the water, with the breeze and the salt spray, a person could forget how warm it truly was. Back on land, without a stiff breeze, the humidity would quickly increase to an unbearable level, especially with...bodies and rotting garbage strewn everywhere thanks to the tsunami. 

He suppressed an internal shudder. "You're right, I think," Reese said. "Wild horses couldn't keep me in a city as it fell apart—the only reason I even considered going further into Boston was to rescue Jo."

"And I’m much obliged, I tell you what,” Jo replied quickly.

“Especially with gangs taking over and all the violence...” Reese shook his head. "You're definitely right, Libby. Survivors will flood out of the cities and head to the countryside."

Libby nodded. "Now you see my point. People will be starving and looking for food—they'll naturally go to farms, where it's peaceful, quiet, and loaded with meals on the hoof." She squinted up at the sky thoughtfully. "We’re getting onto the end of summer now, and the harvest will soon be ready to be brought in. That can be even more tempting for starving, desperate people. If they make it out into the countryside and find crops ripe and ready for the taking...it’ll be a recipe for disaster. There's just my sister and her husband and young Tony's older brother and his family on the farm."

Tony laughed. "Greg's as mean as they come. I wouldn't want to be messing with him or his family at a time like this. I bet he's got that place turned into a fortress by now."

Libby nodded. "I hope so." She looked back at Reese. "But that's why I want to get to Baltimore as fast as possible. Poor Byron just doesn't get it. He's an only child and doesn't have any relatives that he knows of. To him, life revolves around the ocean and me," she said with a small private smile. "But I have to think of my family. I can't not go to them at a time like this." She looked hard at Reese. “I think you, more than anyone else on this boat, can understand that.”

"Understand what?" asked Byron in an unused voice that was thick with sleep. He cleared his throat and squinted up at them from the mid deck hatch. One eye was almost swollen shut, but the other locked on Reese in an unabashed glare. "What's all this?" he demanded. "What’re you still doing on my boat?" he growled as he staggered up the steps.

"Uncle Byron!" Tony yelped. He jumped to his feet and rushed across the deck to help his elderly uncle make it up from the cabin below. The old sailor angrily shrugged out of his nephew's grasp and glared at him for a moment before he steadied himself against the mainmast. “Answer my question," he said simply at Reese.

"Byron Leonard Jennings," Libby said formally as she got to her feet and ripped her hat off in a fit of matronly outrage. "Of all the ungrateful—you haven't acted this way since the night of my sister’s wedding!”

Byron turned his one-eyed glare upon his wife. "Don't talk to me like a child," he snapped.

“Then stop acting like one!" Libby snapped just as harshly. "You apologize right this instant. Reese and Jo have done everything they could to rescue us and keep you safe and get us out of harm’s way."

Byron appeared mollified, but still made his way toward the wheel. Reese waited until the older man was close enough to take the wheel, then lifted his hand from it and stepped back in surrender. "I never intended any harm—I certainly didn't want you to get hurt."

"But you didn't have any problems taking over my boat, did you?" Byron blurted. He ignored Reese's apology and continued to settle himself behind the wheel. He checked the mainmast, the sail, the rigging, and glanced over his shoulder. He gazed on Intrepid behind them, still following along its taught towline. He grunted and settled himself in a sailor’s wide-legged stance on the slightly tilted deck.

"Well?" Libby demanded, her hands on her hips

Reese was about to say something, then caught Jo’s look and kept his mouth shut. She gave the barest shake of her head to indicate he should remain silent and then looked at Libby and grinned.

The old man cleared his throat. “Well...you appear to know what you're doing, I’ll give you that much," Byron said grudgingly. "I would've trimmed the main a bit more, but...” He glanced over his shoulder at Intrepid again. "She's a little too low in the water for my likes, but all in all...not bad. I guess.”

“Thanks...” Reese said warily. "I think?"

"Byron!” Libby hissed.

Byron's ferocious attitude evaporated, and he scrunched his shoulders as if flinching from an impending blow. "Fine. Sorry," he said sullenly.

"Stop acting like a 70-year-old teenager," Libby said, exasperated. "I am so sorry, Reese—Jo," she said to both of them. "I can only assume the blow my husband suffered to his head is the cause of this unseemly rudeness."

"Well, what was I supposed to think?" Byron argued.

Reese sucked air in through his teeth. He’d been down that road with Cami before. Byron was only digging a hole deeper and deeper by not giving in. Again, he opened his mouth to say something, and again Jo prevented him with a stern gaze.

"I get knocked on the head and dragged down into the main cabin, then wake up and we’re God-knows-where out in the middle of the ocean, and a stranger with one arm is manning the helm—“

“Uh, for the record, I do have two arms," Reese pointed out. He raised he raised his right arm slightly, still bound by the sling. "I can actually move it now, too,” he added with a smile.

"It's about time," groused Jo. "We’ll just start some physical therapy to get that shoulder moving. Come on," she commanded and pointed at the deck next to her.

"Yes ma'am," Reese said, all too happy to get away from the marital dispute at the helm.

Jo and Reese moved to the bow where the ship at sail was more exuberant but afforded them a bit more privacy than amidships.

"Good thinking," Reese said under his breath when they regrouped on the front half of the boat.

“Of course, it's good thinking," Jo snapped. "Any woman who's been married would know that Byron's in for a tongue lashing. That’s something that should stay in the family—ain’t no business of ours."

"How long you think he’s gonna be mad at me?" Reese asked, as he tried to sneak a glance at the arguing couple back by the helm.

"Hey, eyes up front," Jo demanded with a snap of her fingers. "There's no telling, but I have a feeling Libby will get him sorted out quicker than we think," she said with a lopsided smile. "We've been talking, she and I, and that gal’s got her head on straight. She may look soft and innocent, like somebody's grandma, but she's got a Texan streak a mile wide."

Reese looked at Jo and whistled. "Poor Byron."

Jo nodded. "Exactly—wait, what's that supposed to mean?" she demanded, going from gratitude to mock-suspicion in the blink of an eye.

Reese laughed, the first time in a long time. In a second, Jo joined in, and they both sat down on the forward bench. "Seriously though, lean over here,” Jo said eventually. “I meant to take that filthy thing off you yesterday, but lost track of time dealing with everything else."

Reese waited patiently as she undid the sling and removed the salt-crusted rag from around his neck and arm. The fresh air felt luxurious on the exposed skin of his arm. He smiled as he cradled his right hand in his lap.

"Now,” Jo asked as she gave a critical eye to the half-healed wound over his deltoids. “How high can you raise your arm?” 

“A bit, I guess," Reese admitted. He raised the limb in question about halfway and winced when the skin and muscles tightened to the point of pain.

Jo pursed her lips and nodded. "Not bad. It's only been about a week and a half—or is it two?—whatever, we have to keep working on it. Don’t want that scar tissue to limit your mobility. I have a feeling you're going to need both arms before long."

Reese grunted as he massaged the tender skin of his shoulder. "Ain't that the truth. I'm sick of doing things like a one-armed pirate."

"Better that than a one-eyed pirate, I guess," Jo replied with a snort.

Heavy footfalls on the deck approached from behind. They turned to see Byron, with a look on his face that came close to someone about to throw up. He cleared his throat and planted his feet firmly on the deck, put his hands behind his back as if he were at ease, and looked a foot over Reese's head, out to sea. "I just wanted to say I'm sorry," he said in a gruff voice.

Reese stood and waved off the apology with his left hand. "Seriously, Byron, there's no need to apologize. Things are rough for everybody right now."

Byron shifted his gaze and looked at Reese for the first time without a frown. "I appreciate you saying that. It's not easy for me to give up control over anything—especially my boat. And I just...” He cleared his throat. "I guess I just wanted to say thank you. For everything." He turned and walked away without another word. 

Jo stood next to Reese, and they looked at each other. She grinned. "Well ain't that something?”

"Yeah, and I just learned a valuable lesson,” Reese said as he watched Byron move back to the wheel. Libby patted him on the arm and sat, one had on her hat as she smiled at the ocean.

"Oh?" asked Jo.

“Yeah,” Reese said as he looked at the little old lady that had cowed the grumpy sailor. “Don't make Libby mad."
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Lavelle Homestead

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Cami Lavelle stepped back from the plywood she’d just placed over Marty’s kitchen window and admired her handiwork. The screws didn't line up perfectly, but the window was secure from the elements. They'd wrapped the scrap of plywood in a heavy tarp before she’d attached it to the charred frame. At the very least, it would keep moisture and critters from getting inside Marty Price’s fire-damaged house.

Someone let out a shrill whistle and all repair work on the house stopped. A collective sigh went up from the dozen workers who scrambled over the old man's half-charred house. A shout went up for chow time and Cami gratefully removed the work gloves from her hand before she used a bandanna in her back pocket to wipe the sweat from her brow. Barely noon, and the day was already one of the hottest she could remember—certainly the hottest day since the tsunami had changed the world and made air conditioning nothing but a dream.

She walked across the side yard shared with her house and up to the back deck where a pavilion had been borrowed and erected for the work crew. It'd been a couple days since the ill-fated assault on Cami's house—which had spread to Marty’s—by unknown attackers. But in that short amount of time, the neighborhood—at least those people who lived on the same street as Marty—had pitched in and helped as best they could. 

A handful of people became the work crew that, along with Cami, toiled to board up broken windows, cut out burned sections of the roof, and attempted to seal the house up from the elements. The goal wasn’t perfection, but according to Marty, it only needed to be “good enough.” 

No one had air conditioning or electricity, not for almost a full week since the tsunami, so sealing the house wasn't necessary or needed. What was necessary, Cami realized as she accepted a bottle of lukewarm water from her daughter, Amber, was a simple barrier between the old man and the elements. As long as he could stay dry and free of pests, he’d be fine.

For his part, Marty took everything in stride. He sat in the shade on the porch under a ridiculous wide-brimmed hat and sipped sun tea while Kirk, the cheeky vizsla that had become the neighborhood’s unofficial mascot, napped at his feet. He smiled genially at the workers and offered his thanks and support whenever anyone passed near him. Word had spread of how the confrontation at Cami's house would have gone completely different if Marty hadn’t joined the fight with his .50 caliber rifle. Where the old man had gotten such a beast of a weapon no one knew, and he refused to talk about it.

Cami grinned as she picked up a sandwich made from bread baked by one of the women in the neighborhood in a rustic oven. Rumor had it that her husband had cobbled together the oven from bricks found in their garage. The bread was crusty—overly so for Cami's likes—but it was bread, it was fresh, and the inside was chewy and delicious. She closed her eyes in bliss savored the taste of the fresh bread.

Cami stepped away from the buffet table and took her bread and sun tea to the corner of the deck where Amber stood with Mia Stevens and her two boys. Cami and Amber both knew the amount of supplies in the Lavelle household, including flour, salt, and yeast, would last them well into the next year. They had easily stored up a year’s worth of baking supplies. But that wasn't something she wanted to advertise to the neighborhood—as everyone enjoyed the lukewarm water and sun tea, no one knew that just on the other side of the kitchen wall Cami's fridge functioned normally thanks to the solar set up hidden in her backyard.

She grimaced as she thought of the extra work required to keep the source of their electricity secret from the rest of the neighborhood. She and Amber felt more than a little shame in doing so, but the life of her daughter—and those of the people that she had promised to protect—came before anyone else. She wouldn't put them at jeopardy for any reason, even one as egalitarian as providing ice to the neighborhood. It would only be a matter of time before people in the neighborhood demanded more than Cami could make in a day. With tempers already on short food fuses, Cami wasn't about to risk another blow up at her house. 

Cami grimaced as she chewed the crusty bread. One epic gunfight was enough, thank you very much.

The fact that they had to pull down the solar cells and hide them in the shed before repairs began on Marty's house a couple days ago had been uppermost in  Cami's mind. The batteries in the shed could only power the fridge—now the only appliance that used electricity—for another day or so before they need to be fully recharged. Cami had already talked to Marty, and the two of them had pushed the volunteer workers at a breakneck pace to get as much accomplished as possible before she called a general hiatus for 24 or 48 hours to recharge the batteries. Marty, ever the practical one, had agreed readily. He wanted to reap the benefits of the secret electricity and was in no mood to share with anyone.

And so, Cami had pushed everyone to their limits. A few people had already quit, but the ones who'd stayed had done so out of pride and stubbornness. Those were exactly the traits that Cami needed to get the house put back into shape in such record time. Now, two days after the attack, they neared completion on the majority of the work that needed to be done. It would be a long time before Marty would be able to use the front door, or even the front rooms, but they were at least secured from the elements, curious animals, and anyone who attempted to loot the place. Cami had already offered Marty a place to stay at her house, but the old man had stubbornly refused.

"I had this house built, I lived here with my wife through our retirement, and I’ve lived here since her death. Just because some fools tried to set fire to it don't mean much to me. I'm gonna die in this house one day, and that's just the way I want it,” the old man had said earlier in the day.

"Well, I for one, don't want you dying anytime soon, so if we do get a storm and you start seeing leaks, don't hesitate to come over to my place for goodness’ sake," Cami had replied.

She looked over at Amber and Marty, and Mia, all focused on their meager food.

"Sure will be glad when all these people clear on outta here," Marty grumbled.

"Well, that's some gratitude for you," Amber replied with a smile.

"Oh, don't get me wrong—I appreciate what they're doin’ more than I can say," Marty replied quickly. He glanced around, leaned in conspiratorially, and winked. "I just miss my iced tea."

The little group of survivors shared a quiet laugh as their friends and neighbors gathered food and drinks and spread out into Cami's yard to seek the cool shade under the trees that lined her property. Cami smiled as she looked out over her yard and saw people laugh and socialize. It was the first sense of normalcy anyone had experienced since the tsunami had struck Charleston. Cami frowned. Since the tsunami had struck the entire coast.

She closed her eyes and looked down. It was impossible not to think of her husband, out on a boat off the coast of Maine when the tsunami struck. It was miracle enough that he’d gotten a text message through to her from a little town in Maine called Ellsworth. She knew that he’d survived the tsunami and that he’d made it to shore and planned to walk to Boston. All he had to do once he left Boston was cross a thousand miles of devastation, scorched earth, and utter chaos to come home.

She smiled. If anyone out there could do it, Reese could. Amber pulled her phone out to show one of Mia’s kids a funny picture that made them laugh, and Cami frowned anew. She’d have to talk with her daughter—they had to remember not to display fully-charged cell phones in front of people whose own phones had been dead for almost a week with no way to recharge them. It would be an easy giveaway that they had a source of electricity where the rest of the neighborhood did not.

Everywhere Cami turned, she found more security issues that she had to stay on top of, more threats to overcome, more challenges to face. After ten—or was it eleven?—days of attempting to keep the house from falling apart by herself, Cami had long since approached the point of exhaustion. She took a drink of tea and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. There was always something to do—she was easily busier after the tsunami than she ever had been before the end of the world as she knew it.

As Cami pondered that paradox and chewed bread, Marty stood from his perch on the edge of the deck and faced Amber, Mia, and Cami. "I think it's about time we had a talk," he said.

"Boys, want to go play in the garden?” Mia suggested.

"Can we see if we can find any zucchini?" asked Junior.

Cami laughed. "Of course," she said. "If you find any, I'll be sure to fry ‘em up for dinner tonight!"

Caleb looked at his older brother with a wide-open mouth and they broke into laughter. The boys cheered and scampered off straight for the garden. They shoved at each other as they tore through the entrance.

The smile on Cami's face faded as soon as she saw the serious look on Marty's. "What is it?" she asked warily. Her hand immediately went to the pistol at her side, and so did Amber's. They both looked around, alert for trouble.

"Nothing like that," Marty said quickly with an arthritic hand in the air. When they relaxed, he continued. "Though it makes this old fart happy to see you two react like that.” The wrinkled smile left his face. “Only took the end of the world for y'all to get some situational awareness, but I suppose we’ll have to take what we can get.” He chuckled to himself, then cleared his throat and spat noisily off the deck. "No, what I want to talk with y’all about is contingency plans."

"Contingency plans for what?" Amber asked. “We’ve already survived a gunfight at our freakin’ house...”

"In case them fools come back for round two," Marty snapped. "We ran them off once, sure—but we didn't get their leader. They came here with six or seven guys, I figure, and we only took down three, including the one Sheriff McIntyre bagged.”

Amber frowned, and a little furrow appeared between her eyebrows. “But didn’t he say that they all ran off?”

Marty nodded. “He did indeed, but he also said this morning on the radio he can't be coming by as he was. There's some trouble brewing in the northern half of the county. Startin’ to get serious, and he's pullin’ most of his men to deal with that, now that we're handled...”

“Why you worried about that? Didn’t he say he wasn’t coming around here—specifically—anymore, just that he’d have to reduce patrols in general...” asked Cami.

“Because it occurs to me," Marty said as he leaned forward and rested his weight on his cane, “that we don't know who was harboring the scumbags what hit us. They couldn't have been hiding out this neighborhood without help.” He looked at Cami, Amber, and Mia in the eye. “Someone would've noticed, and word would've spread."

Cami nodded. "I was thinking Harriet...but I just can't see her associating with riffraff. She's too...”

"Hoity-toity?" suggested Mia, even as she blushed.

Amber snorted. "I was gonna say uptight, but yeah. That fits.”

"Problem is,” Marty mused, ”I haven't seen her do anything...have y’all?” 

Cami sighed. "Nope. But I still have this feeling that she's behind it...”

Marty nodded. "So that means anybody could be helping these boys out." His eyes shifted askance, and he took in the rest of the group. "Could be anybody here that's working on my house, as a matter fact."

"Okay, that's a little paranoid," Amber muttered.

"But it does make sense...” added Mia. "I mean, it would kinda be the perfect cover, right?" 

Cami turned and narrowed her eyes at the group of neighbors as they chatted in the shade. She shook her head. "No, I can't believe that it's anybody here. That just...it would just be too much."

"Well,” Marty said, “it stands to reason that it's somebody else in the neighborhood. Somebody that's watching us right now, maybe." 

"So, what are we supposed to do?" asked Amber. "In case you haven't noticed, we’re getting a little thin on manpower."

Marty cocked an eyebrow at Cami. "Heard anything from that young man that was here before?"

Cami sighed. "Nope. Although I'm not sure Gary and Mitch have a radio." Cami said. “We have to prepare for them not coming back...”

Her words hung in the air for a moment, and they listened to the cicadas in the trees. Then Amber spoke up. “If they have a working car, I would hope they'd bring ours back.” She crossed her arms. "And I did suggest that they come and visit...”

"I think Mitch will be back at some point," Mia said with a crooked smile.

Amber scoffed. "Maybe, maybe not...”

Mia laughed. "I've seen the way he looked at you! It's obvious—he likes you."

Amber blushed, and it was enough to take Cami's mind off the grim reality that they might indeed have to face whatever the future held with two fewer people to help. It wasn't something that she found exciting in the least. "We’re going to have to assume they're not coming back anytime soon, though. We can’t count on the cavalry arriving when we need help.” She watched the boys play in the garden for a moment. “We need to plan accordingly and make sure we come up with a guard rotation.”

Mia frowned. “Guards?”

Cami nodded. “We need to keep watch over our places at night.” 

“Yep,” Marty agreed as he poked at a clump of grass with his cane. "Just because the people who did this aren't around right now doesn't mean they won't come back.”

One of the guys who'd been working on the roof shot Cami a questioning glance. She nodded, and he stood, the unspoken signal to get back to work. The others gathered around him, as they put on their tool belts. Reluctantly, Cami put her glass of sun tea on the deck next to Marty and helped Amber to her feet. "Okay guys, break’s over. We need to finish getting Marty's house fixed up."

Marty grimaced and glanced at the sky. "I got a bad feeling...”

"What? About the thugs?” Cami asked. "We'll take care of them if they come back...”

Marty shook his head. "No, my knees ache. Every time that happens, we get bad weather. But I ain't felt them hurt like this in a good long time. Been several years as a matter of fact...” he muttered as he stared off into the middle distance of his memories.

Cami and Amber shared a look. "Well, maybe you're just tired—you haven't gotten a lot of sleep since the attack...”

Marty grunted. "I don't think so, missy. I don't need to get all that much sleep, and this is a different type of ache.” He shook his head. “Nope, I think we got us some bad weather comin’."

Mia glanced up and shielded her eyes with her hands. “Could be a thunderstorm...”

“I’m thinking more like a hurricane,” Marty said.

Cami scoffed. “Come on, let’s get back to work and leave the forecaster to his aching knees. I can only worry about one disaster at a time...”
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Chapter 3
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Sailing Vessel Tiberia

South of Massachusetts

Reese stretched the next morning with a groan. He sat up on Tiberia’s deck where he'd set himself a makeshift bunk out of the starboard bench cushions. He swayed to the gentle roll of the deck as the boat ghosted over low swells that had lulled him into the deepest sleep of his life. He yawned as he stretched his back. 

It'd been a remarkably restorative sleep, too. For the first time in almost two weeks he hadn't been personally responsible for the safety of Jo and himself through the night. Even more remarkable, he hadn’t gone to bed hungry and woken up starving. Libby and Jo had made a filling, if simple, meal of canned tuna and pasta the night before.

Recent blinked in the pink light of dawn and gently stretched his arms over his knees. His wounded shoulder twinged in protest only briefly, then the muscles relaxed he sighed. He hadn’t been able to raise his arm very high at all in the past dozen days, so the simple pleasure of stretching brought a smile to his face.

"Glad to see you're in a good mood," Byron said. 

Reese grunted as he got to his feet and joined the older man at the helm. “It’s morning and we’re at sea and still alive...”

"Coffee?" Byron asked.

"Please," Reese groaned.

"There's a thermos on the aft bench," Byron said with a jerk of his hand over his shoulder.

Reese poured himself a cup of steaming black gold and returned to Byron’s side. The older man stared forward around the mainmast and kept one hand firmly planted on the wheel, while the other held a wide coffee mug proclaiming him to be the world's best captain.

A moment later, Tony emerged from below decks and joined the two older men at the wheel. He nodded in greeting, then stared at his uncle for a moment. "You know Uncle Byron, they've got this thing that you can attach to the wheel there so that you don't have to hold it all the time..."

"A real sailor doesn't need an autopilot," Reese and Byron said at the same time.

Tony laughed, shook his head at their confused looks, and moved toward the coffee. "Aunt Libby's right, you guys do sound alike."

Reese and Byron cleared their throats and looked away. Byron was the first to speak. "About yesterday..."

Reese swallowed the coffee in his mouth and held up his right hand on instinct, then winced at the pain in his shoulder. "Seriously, Byron—forget about it. It's not that big a deal."

Byron shook his head. "No, I need to get this off my chest. I acted like an idiot, and I need to apologize. What happened at the dock wasn't your fault—- even if those people were chasing you—I slipped and fell when I tried to get down and hit my head out of sheer clumsiness. The fact that you took a bullet in the arm trying to get me back to the boat says a lot about your character.”

Reese shook off the apology. "Seriously, it was nothing. Just a scratch," he said as he showed his bandaged arm. The angry red scratch across the bicep looked painful enough, but compared to his shoulder, was little more than a mosquito bite. "I've done a lot worse than this to myself just working on my own boat."

Byron grunted over the rim of his mug. "How big?" 

Reese grinned. "Camilla's a thirty-eight-foot Hunter.”

"Camilla?" Byron asked with a raised eyebrow.

Reese snorted. "My wife's first name. She hates it."

Byron grunted in amusement. "You know, you're not so bad." They waited the time it took to go over three swells, then Byron turned and faced him again. "You said you’re from South Carolina? You sail the Intercoastal Waterway?"

Reese nodded. "Quite a bit, actually, when my daughter’s with us. She doesn't like bluewater cruising, but when it's just me and Cami, we've been known to hit the Caribbean from time to time." Reese pointed east with his coffee mug. "Always wanted to head up and see New England for myself, but never got around to it yet."

"Well, you could've picked a better time,” Tony said.

Byron scoffed. “He’s right, you have terrible timing. But I'm glad you're here.” He coughed and looked away. "Libby and I prefer Maine and Nova Scotia. Some beautiful scenery up there, but the wind’s a little tricky."

"Done any sailing in the Caribbean?" asked Reese.

"Oh, a few times. It's too hot for us, mostly. We were gearing up for a transatlantic run next month before the winter storms set in," Byron explained.

"No joke?" asked Reese." "That's not messing around."

Byron shook his head. "No, sir. I love a challenge," he said with a twinkle in his eye.

“I’ll say,” Reese agreed.

"Well, no sense beating around the bush.” Byron exhaled and looked Reese in the eye. “I've made up my mind. I think it's a good idea to have you sail Intrepid. She's a good boat, and you’ve proven to me you know what you're doing."

Reese blinked. "Wow, you really get right to the point, don't you?"

"Noticed that, did you?" asked Byron with a grin. "It just makes sense. I figure now's not the time to be hashing words and exploring feelings. We need to get to Baltimore as fast as possible, the only way we’re going to do that is if somebody can sail Intrepid." 

“But—” Reese began.

Byron sighed and raised his hand to stop Reese. "I'd prefer it if Tony was the skipper, but you've seen him," he said with a nod toward his nephew. "Goes green around the gills just thinking about it."

"He's not lyin’," Tony said as he blew on his coffee. "This sailing stuff just isn't for me." He took a sip of coffee and grinned. "Give me fresh turned soil any day."

"And be trapped in one place forever?" asked Byron, a horrified look on his face. He shivered. "Perish the thought." Byron cleared his throat. "Anyway. If you're still willing to do it, and you think you can handle running the boat with a gimpy arm," Byron said with a glance at Reese's arm. "I think it's a pretty good idea...or at least I can't come up with a better one."

Reese figured that was about as good as he was going to get from the crotchety old sailor. He nodded. "Sounds good to me."

"Good. Now that's settled, I don't have to eat breakfast on a queasy stomach."

"Worried I was going to say no?" asked Reese.

"Worried you’d say yes a little too fast."

Reese grinned. "Fair enough. I'll get breakfast started."

Tony sniffed the air and clutched his stomach. "By the smell of it, I'd say somebody already has."

Libby emerged from the hatch a moment later with a large tray covered in scrambled eggs and toast.

"Where'd you get the eggs?" asked Reese.

Tony made a face. "Don't get too excited. Those are dehydrated eggs. I think they're nasty, but I'm hungry enough to eat just about anything right now."

"Well, don't eat too much," Libby chided, "I don't need you throwing them up ten minutes later and wasting all this food. You haven’t kept anything down for two days—go slow." She turned to Reese and smiled as she presented the tray.

Reese smiled, but noticed the way Libby carefully watched him as he reached with his right arm to take the plate. Her smile widened as Reese settled on the starboard bench and waited for the others to sit.

"Looks like your arm is healing nicely," Libby observed as she offered Byron a plate of eggs and toast.

Jo emerged from below with a couple coffee mugs and an urn of fresh coffee. "It's about time. I haven't said it yet, but he needs to pull his weight around here if he wants to eat..."

"Good morning to you, too," Reese said as he raised his coffee mug in salute.

As everyone took a plate of food and found their spots, Tony released the halyard and let the mainsail drop, which effectively stalled their forward momentum. 

Byron watched Intrepid carefully and adjusted Tiberia’s course to make sure they didn’t collide as the two sailboats drifted on the current. They  didn't make any headway south, but the loss of forward momentum allowed the boats to stabilize enough for everyone to enjoy a relatively calm breakfast.

"I take it you've come to a decision," Libby said casually as she picked at her eggs.

"I have," Byron replied around a mouthful of food. He swallowed and sat up, sure of everyone’s attention. "Reese here has graciously agreed to skipper Intrepid. Once we’re done eating, we’ll pull her alongside and get everything squared away."

"I was thinking about that," Reese announced. He pointed a fork at the boat in question. "I'm not comfortable with how low she's riding in the water.” 

Byron watched him carefully. 

"You said that she was full of food supplies and water, right?" Reese asked. 

Byron nodded, still silent. 

"Well, if it's all right with you, I'd like to transfer as much of that as possible over here. No sense in having all our eggs in one basket."

Byron smiled. "I was hoping you'd say that."

"Byron," Reese said as he laid his fork down on the plate. "I hope by now you realize Jo and I aren't out to do anything shady. I'm grateful for the ride that you're giving us to Baltimore. I have no aspirations beyond that. Jo and I can find our way back to South Carolina from there by land."

"Speak for yourself," Jo said over the top of her coffee mug. "Now that I got my sea legs, this sailing thing ain’t so bad. Sure beats walking a thousand miles!"

Everyone shared a laugh, and they continued their breakfast, but Reese noticed Byron watched him closely. The suspicion in his gaze from yesterday had all but vanished, but Reese could tell he wasn’t ready to trust him completely.

The sun was well up above the horizon by the time they pulled Intrepid alongside Tiberia. Tony dropped rubber fenders between the two boats, and Reese slipped aboard to tie the two sailboats together. Once they were locked, Tony and Reese proceeded to transfer boxes of prepackaged long term storage food from Intrepid's galley up the hooded companionway.

Though his shoulder burned with the effort of transferring the dense boxes, Reese grit his teeth and bore the pain. As long as the scar tissue didn’t tear, he felt strong enough to push through the pain.

Reese whistled when he saw the interior of the second boat. Saul and Mary had spared no expense. Polished walnut glistened from every available surface. They had evidently taken a fancy to 18th-century naval vessels, from the looks of all the wood adornments and carvings.

After they’d carried out half the boxes and cans of food, Reese and Tony started with the bottled water. They found a dozen cases and split the pile evenly.

"How far do you think this'll take us?" Reese asked Byron as he handed over a case of bottled water.

The older man grunted as he took the cargo and passed it to Jo, who then took it below. "Hard to say. We’ve been making pretty poor time ever since we left Boston—not saying anything against you and your abilities to sail," Byron added quickly. "Towing this fat pig behind us really slowed us down, didn't it?"

"That it did," said Reese as he wiped the sweat from his brow. "We've got plenty of food, but there's not really all that much fresh water over here," he observed.

Byron grunted. "I was thinking the same thing. We'll probably have to put ashore near Newport. See if we can find any supplies before we continue south...”

Reese nodded. "I was looking at the nautical maps you had down in the galley last night," he confessed. "Looks like Long Island's got some serious cliffs that might've stopped the tsunami from doing much damage inland."

"There's a fair bit, that's for sure," Byron said as he crossed his suntanned arms. "I'm hoping there's a fair amount of people still alive, too, or at least not terribly affected by the waves. If not, we'll have to rely on the desalinator board Intrepid."

Reese coughed in surprise. "There's a desalinator here? Why didn’t you say so?"

Byron looked uncomfortable and put his hands in the pockets of his white deck shorts. "To be honest? Stupid foolish pride—I wasn’t sure about you, and I didn't want to let you know that if you took Intrepid, you’d have all the food and water, plus the only way of getting fresh water short of catching rain.” He shrugged. “Thought it might prove too much of a temptation, even if you were an upstanding guy."

"Well, I can't say I'm pleased with the lack of trust, but that's understandable," Reese said. 

"I had a change of heart," Byron added. "You're okay."

Reese grinned. "Thanks for the ringing endorsement."

"Hey, you done chit-chatting, or you want to help me down here?" Tony called from Intrepid's hatch. He handed up another case of water. "This stuff's heavy."

Reese laughed as he took the water, walked across the deck and handed it to Byron, who stood on Tiberia’s deck.

He grunted under the weight of the water. "How much more?"

"There were a dozen cases, and that’s number six, so now we’re even.” Reese wiped his face. “I guess that's about it."

Byron nodded and looked at the sun in the sky. "Well, we wasted enough of the day. You ready to get underway?"

Reese grinned. "I was born ready." 

Tony hugged Libby and shook hands with Byron, then accepted one of the shotguns and a box of shells from Tiberia’s armory. 

"Really?" asked Tony. "You really think I need to have this? Trust me, Uncle B, if he tries to take the boat, I'll be able to beat him down with my bare hands."

"Hey," Reese said, only half indignant. “Standing right here...”

"What?" Tony asked innocently. "You're old."

Jo coughed on her own laughter from Tiberia’s deck.

"Don't forget—he's got a busted shoulder, dear," Libby offered helpfully.

"You guys must have the best family reunions," Reese said. He hugged Jo, and she checked his arm one more time. 

"Remember, don't overdo it,” she warned. “Let Tony do the heavy work. You just make sure to keep up. I get the feeling Byron's gonna set a hard pace to follow."

"We need to, if my hunch about the weather's right." Byron squinted to the west. "Winds are going to shift soon..."

Reese turned and peered to the west. The barest smudge of gray on the horizon foretold the weather Byron feared. "Could be," he said noncommittally. "But you're right, it's best we get going."

"You said it, we been sitting here drifting for too long," Jo replied. She turned to Byron. "What do I need to do?"

Tony untied the two boats and pulled the rubber fenders back aboard Intrepid.

"Okay, I haven't had much to eat, so I don't feel ready to throw up...yet. What's first on the agenda?"

Reese grinned as he took up position at the boat’s wheel. Unlike the spartan silver wheel aboard Tiberia, the carved wooden monstrosity aboard Intrepid looked like something more comfortable on a pirate ship than a sailboat. "First order of business, we unfurl the mainsail and raise it just like you did when we left Boston."

"On it," Tony said. He clipped the shotgun to a seat on the starboard rail and got to work. While he prepared the mainsail, Reese secured the rigging for the boom and tested the wind with his hand in the air. “Well, the winds in the right position, so..." he muttered.

Tiberia’s sail rose smartly and snapped as it caught the wind. Before Tony had even finished untying the mainsail on Intrepid, Tiberia lurched forward under the slight breeze and pulled ahead.

Reese grinned. "Oh, so it's gonna be like that, huh?"

“Oh, crap,” Tony said. He sat down and wrapped his arm around the railing as the wind filled Intrepid’s sails and the boat began to heel.

“Hold on,” Reese said with a wide grin. “I need to teach your uncle how to race...”
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Chapter 4
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Lavelle Homestead

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Cami sat back from the kitchen table and looked at the notes she'd recorded on the zucchini harvest. They’d finally finished pulling in all the vegetables from the garden, and none too soon. Marty had mentioned the day before that his knees ached. Cami looked up from the table and squinted at the trees outside. Some high, white puffy clouds coasted across the far horizon—at least as far as she could see between the trees, but otherwise the sky remained crystal clear, as it had for the past few days. It wasn't unheard of in the low country to have several days—or even weeks—devoid of rain during the late summer, however afternoon showers were such a frequent part of living in the coastal lowlands of South Carolina that Cami had grown accustomed to the brief, if intense, regular showers. 

She frowned down at the harvest paperwork. Something urged her to keep a close eye on the weather. It'd been years since hurricane Matthew came close to a direct hit on Charleston. Hurricane season traditionally peaked in August-September. Cami sighed. Yet another thing to worry about. 

Amber skidded to a stop in the kitchen which successfully distracted Cami from her troubling thoughts. "Mom, the sheriff’s back!"

Cami got to her feet, picked her pistol off the table and holstered it, then followed Amber outside. She smiled to herself as she watched her daughter move around the corner of the house. Amber wore the pistol on her hip very well. The addition of a weapon to her normal summer clothing of cutoff shorts, tennis shoes and a tank top accentuated Amber's figure in ways she was sure Mitch had found attractive. Cami glanced around—she was sure other men would find Amber attractive, too, and that was one of her constant worries in the crazy new world they lived in.

Cami pushed those thoughts aside as she saw the look on Sheriff McIntyre's face. He stood by his squad car—which sported several fresh bullet-sized holes across the front quarter panel—and drank from a bottle of water.

"Afternoon, Sheriff," Cami said in greeting.

"Mrs. Lavelle.”

"How are you doing?" Cami asked as she folded her arms.

The sheriff paused, the bottle only an inch from his mouth. He looked at Cami and smiled. "You know, since all this started...what, a week and a half ago? Two weeks?” he asked with a shake of his head. “All the days run together. You're the first person to ask me how I'm doing." He smiled, took a drink, and sighed. "Thank you for that. You just reminded me that there’s still some humanity left out there."

The smile on Cami's face faded. "It's that bad, huh?”

The sheriff shook his head and put the empty bottle on the hood. "Worse. I came across a house today full of..." He looked at Amber, then back at Cami. "That...nevermind—probably shouldn’t be talking about an active investigation, anyway."

Cami stepped forward and shot a glance at Amber. "Sheriff, if what you’ve seen might affect me and my family, I'd appreciate it if you shared what you know. Things are bad enough as it is, I don't need to be jumping at shadows in the middle of the night when we’re armed all the time—I’d hate to shoot somebody by accident."

"I'd hate for you to do that," the sheriff said. "Not so much because I'm worried about the trespassers, mind you, there’s nothing left of the judicial system to get you in trouble over that. I'd be more concerned about your mental well-being after shooting somebody that didn't need shootin’.” He crossed his thick arms over a bulletproof vest that stretched his uniform to the breaking point. "I've seen some pretty sick stuff in my time as sheriff," he said somberly. "Not as much as the boys from Charleston, but we get our fair share of twisted crimes out here in the sticks.” He glanced at the construction work wrapping up for the day at Marty's place. "That right there’s proof positive. That's the difference between this neighborhood and some others I've seen. People ain’t got the guts to stand up and say enough is enough. Yet.”

"You mean more neighborhoods have come under attack?" asked Cami. “Like us?”

The sheriff nodded. "Unfortunately. Up in Greenbrier, got word last night that some unsavory elements were causing trouble. We went up and checked it out, didn't see anything, and I don't have the manpower to spare a handful of deputies to sit around all night.” He took off his cowboy hat and mopped his brow. “There's too much going on across the county—between medical emergencies and fights in grocery stores...the ones that still have any food that is...my men are stretched to the limit. That's not takin’ into account the men who’ve just up and quit. Can't blame them," he said more to himself than Cami. He rubbed the stubble on his chin. “If I had me a young wife and child at home, I'd probably tuck tail and run, too.”

“Is there anything we can do to help?” Cami asked.

He looked up at Cami and his eyes, tired and bloodshot, expressed a level of pain and anguish she'd rarely seen in another human. "I'm about at my wits end,” he exhaled. “I haven't had a good night’s sleep since this all went down," he said with a gesture toward the construction on Marty's house. "And then we find Greenbrier today practically burned to the ground. We couldn't even count the bodies. The houses were still too hot..." he said in a choked voice. He punched the hood of his car and turned away.

Cami stepped closer and got a whiff of smoke from his uniform. She put a hand on his shoulder. "Sheriff...you're only human. Don't blame yourself for what these animals are doing. You’re only one man—you can’t stop everything.”

He nodded and tossed his wide-brimmed hat on the hood. "It's kind of you say that, but it is my fault," he said. "When all this went down, word got through from the county board to release nonviolent prisoners from the detention facility. I fought tooth and nail over letting anybody out, but they overruled me.”

“Well, that’s on the politicians—” Cami began.

“And I went along with it,” McIntyre said with finality. “Instead of taking it to the next step and actually sending my deputies out to make sure no one got out, I threw my hands up and turned to more pressing matters. And what happened? A typical bureaucratic nightmare. Somebody fat-fingered something on one of the forms and next thing you know, half the county prisons completely emptied. Everybody got out, from people with overpaid parking tickets to a handful of murderers. Even a couple guys doing federal time and just passing through.” He looked off into the distance. “If I had pushed back harder...”

“They might've tried to remove you from office or done something else equally stupid.” She put her hands on her hips. “The politicians were determined to let those guys out—this wasn't your fault. What's done is done—now it's up to you to maintain control." Cami looked at Amber, then back at the sheriff. “So, you have to tell me what we can do to help."

The sheriff glanced at Cami and grinned, then looked at Amber. "Your mother's a special lady, you know that?"

Amber smiled broadly. "I sure do, sheriff—I don't know where any of us would be without her. She's kind of taking care of most of the neighborhood."

The sheriff nodded and leaned back against the squad car. "Well, that's why I'm here, honestly. I got some grim news that probably shouldn't be unexpected."

Cami took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "You're here to tell us that we’re on our own, aren’t you?”

The sheriff's shoulders slumped. "I surely hate to say it, but you're right. I'm doing all I can. But between officers going down with wounds—John Parks was killed last night in a scuffle over on the county line. His death’ll be hard to bear—he was my right-hand man for the past ten years.”

Cami put a hand in front of her mouth. "I'm so sorry...did he have family?"

The sheriff sniffed. "Thankfully no. John was a...well, he was a lone wolf. But my pack is going to be significantly less useful without him. What I'm trying to say is that I'm going to have to reduce my patrols."

"We've noticed that you haven't been by as often in the past couple days,” Amber said.

"And I apologize for that," the sheriff said to Cami and Amber. "I'm doing the best I can, but you folks look like you got things in hand. I doubt those dirtbags would’ve lasted much longer the other day, even if me and my boys hadn't shown up when we did."

"Well...it would've been a near thing, but I think you're right. We probably have the numbers to take them out, but we don't have any way of maintaining control of the neighborhood. We’re too disorganized, and we don't have an effective way to communicate. I mean, Marty's got his ham radio..." Cami shrugged. "But that's about it."

The sheriff looked thoughtful for a moment. He scratched the stubble on his jaw and smiled. "I might not be here in person or send any deputies to come check on things, but we can still maintain radio communications through that rig Mr. Price has. But you're right, that won't be enough to patrol the neighborhood if you're doing it on your own. However," he said as he opened the trunk. "Me and the boys were thinking about how to reduce the pressure on us, and we came to the conclusion that the more communities out here like Bee’s Landing that can take care of themselves, the better we can serve as a countywide quick reaction force.”

“What’s that?” asked Amber.

The sheriff looked at her. “When you get into some serious trouble you call in the cavalry and we can roll in guns blazing. But we’re only effective if we come in as a coordinated unit. If I've only got one deputy that can come to help, it’ll just be a matter of time before the bad guys realize they can pick off communities and leave the entire county undefended. And I guarantee you, them boys in the city ain’t gonna be here to help," the sheriff said as he dug around in his trunk.

Cami looked at Amber, who shrugged. "So, what are you suggesting we do? I mean, the homeowners association tried to organize us last week, but that kinda fell apart once those thugs showed up. Most people are afraid to come out of their homes now—the only ones willing to help Marty on the repair work are pretty much hunters and outdoorsmen. Everybody else is in hiding."

“They’re afraid to come out because nobody has cell phones anymore,” Amber added. “We can't send text messages and check on each other—we have to actually go out and walk down the street. And now that people have actually attacked the neighborhood, nobody wants to take the chance that they're going to be the next one mugged."

Cami looked at her daughter and smiled sadly. How she wished that Amber hadn’t been the first person to be mugged in the neighborhood. "Honey, if there was any way that I could take back what happened—“

Amber stared at the sheriff, her face set in stone. “Mom, it wasn't your fault."

"I may not be able to be here in person,” Sheriff McIntyre said, “but I can definitely help. Take these.” He handed Cami a big black duffel bag. 

She smiled at him, then looked down and unzipped the heavy bag. Inside she found eight sets of two-way radios, all marked with Charleston County Sheriff's Office. Extra batteries and chargers added to the weight of the bag. "Sheriff,” she began, “these are great but...once the batteries die, how are we supposed to recharge them?" She hated pretending to have no means of independent power. The fact that she had to lie to the last true lawman in the county was only poured salt in an open wound. Cami looked down at the radios. Maybe it was time to come clean with the sheriff...

"Well, for the time being, find somebody that has a generator—“ began McIntyre.

“We have a gas powered generator," Amber said. She blushed under Cami's withering glare, then put her hands in her pockets. "We don't use it much."

The sheriff smiled at Amber, then nodded at Cami. "Don't be sorry that you're smart enough to know when to be quiet about things, young lady. Times like these, your mother's likely right—you don't want to charge these things out in the open. The only people you can trust are the ones that’ll have your back in a firefight. How many of them," the sheriff said with a jerk of his chin toward the half-dozen people that clambered over Marty's house, "stood with you when you were under attack?"

"Well..." Cami said with a shrug. "None of them. They didn't know—they were on the other side of the neighborhood. Marty helped, of course, and Mia..."

The sheriff grunted. "But they're here now and no one else is. That ought to tell you something, too. Trust who you can, but always be vigilant. I've seen neighbors turn on each other in an instant the moment someone runs out of food." He shook his head. "It's a crying shame, but it's a fact of the new life we've got." He reached up and slammed the trunk shut. "But, it is what it is. So, take that as a gift," he said with a nod toward the bag Cami held in her hands. "And put ‘em to good use. Organize your people—I think y'all are halfway there. You're certainly a lot further along than most of the other neighborhoods we’re patrolling. If Greenbrier had had half the sense you people have, there might be some folks still alive up there today."

“Are there any threats that you know of nearby?" Cami asked.

"Nah,” the sheriff said with a shrug. "Most all the nasty business is down closer to Charleston. We’re not seeing too much of that leak out into the countryside...yet. Just this business up in Greenbrier. There was another mess not too far from here a couple days ago, right around the same time y'all got hit. But it wasn't nearly as bad as Greenbrier. If it's the same group..." 

“Could it be?” asked Cami.

The sheriff exhaled and shrugged. "If it is the same group, they could be moving away. But, who knows? They could be roaming around out there in separate groups...I just don't know. Without communications, I'm relying on what my deputies can see and hear, and what they pick up from people who flag ‘em down.”

"What about the ham radio?" asked Amber.

“It's good for relaying information, but we’re mostly getting rumors from outside the state. All kinds of bad stuff going on out there." He shook his head and picked up his hat from the hood. "If I was you, I'd make sure Mr. Price stays safe. He's gonna be real important in the coming days and weeks. You got anybody else in the neighborhood that knows how to run a ham radio?" 

Cami and Amber looked at each other. "Not that I know of," Cami admitted. "Why?"

The sheriff squinted at Cami. "How old is Mr. Price?"

Cami swallowed. “Uh...” 

He nodded. "Put them radios to good use, Mrs. Lavelle. You can call us if you need us—just see Mr. Price. But I can't promise you how fast me or one of my men can get here. I also can't promise that we’ll be able to do anything if we do get here in time. We’re just spread too dang thin. But if you can hold out on your own for a while, I have a feeling most of the bad seeds out there are going to weed themselves out. Seen a lot of bad guys catch the wrong end of a home invasion lately."

Cami shook her head. "I don't know anything about organizing...” She looked at the sheriff. "What am I supposed to do?"

The sheriff walked around the car and opened the driver’s door, then leaned on the roof. "Be yourselves. Just talk to people—if you've got enough sense to survive so far, then you got enough sense to lead people. Look at what you're doing over at Mr. Price's house. That didn't just happen because these people decided to come over and help. They saw you take a stand, and they saw you take charge. You've already got the beginnings of a good group. Use it."

"But, what about the homeowner’s association?" Cami asked quickly. "They're trying to go door-to-door and take all the supplies that they declare essential. Is there something that you can give me that I can show them...so that we can—“

The sheriff grinned at her. "Have they...been able to take anything from you?"

"No, but they tried," Amber blurted. "Mom put a shotgun in their face and they backed off."

The sheriff laughed. "I'd say that’d be a lot more effective than any piece of paper I can give you. Like I said, there's no judicial system—all the courts are shut down. There ain't no lawyers out there, no judges hearin’ cases. You're on your own. Much more of this, and we’re going to be seeing some frontier justice spring up. I'm not one to embrace the past, but sometimes things just got to get done. You ever heard of the Regulators?”

Cami swallowed. She wanted no part in taking the law into her own hands and enforcing frontier justice. "Sheriff, we’ll do our best. I want you to know, you and your men—any of then—will always find safe haven here. I don't care if we don't end up setting up a neighborhood watch patrol or whatever...you need anything, you come to my house."

The sheriff tipped his hat. "Much obliged, ma'am. That means a lot. I just hope I don't have occasion to take you up on that offer." He slapped the roof of his car. "Now, if there's nothing else?"

"I think I know who was behind the attack," Cami blurted.

The sheriff cocked his head and waited.

"I think it was Harriet Spalding. She lives across the street there," Cami said with a nod toward Harriet's expansive lawn. 

The sheriff turned and glanced over his shoulder. "Nice digs."

Cami shrugged. "Her husband was some big shot banker down in Charleston. She's kind of a..."

"Pain in the butt," Amber supplied.

The sheriff barked a laugh. "What makes you think she had anything to do with the attack?” he said with a gesture at Cami's bullet-riddled house.

"Well...” Cami began, “she's in charge of the homeowner’s association, and just the day before the attack they had tried to confiscate our stuff."

The sheriff nodded. "Was she there for the attack?"

Cami frowned. "Well, no...but a few of the board members were, and—“

McIntyre tipped his hat back. “Did anyone say they were there because she sent them?" 

"Well...not exactly...”

The sheriff sighed. “In normal times, I might be able to do something for you—file some paperwork, ask some questions, that kind of thing. Generally, make a nuisance of myself to the point that she backs down.” He sighed. “But I'm afraid empty legal threats are just that now. I can file all the papers I want, but there's no judges—Charleston’s gone—and there's no lawyers to back me up with subpoenas and restraining orders. If I tried to do something and it backfires, then that's the end of any perceived authority I have. I don't know if that's worth the risk. You seem to have handled it on your own already—I'd say when the time comes...you'll know what to do."

"Sheriff, I'm not gonna stand by and let people steal the food that I've painstakingly acquired to help feed my daughter in times like this."

The sheriff looked past Cami and Amber at the two houses and the blue tarp that covered Marty's roof. "No, I don't imagine you will." He slapped the roof of his squad car again and smiled. "You ladies stay safe, y’hear?" He nodded, took his hat off and sat in the driver’s seat. The door shut, the engine started, and then he was gone. 

Cami watched the patrol car as it navigated the final bend and disappeared toward the neighborhood entrance. A dreadful silence settled on them, punctured only by the drone of cicadas in the surrounding trees. Cami turned and looked at Amber. "Things have to change around here, huh?" asked Amber.

Cami nodded. "I don't know if it'll be for the good...and I don't know if it it'll make things better or worse...”

"It's all right mom," Amber said with a smile. She turned and walked down the driveway toward home. "I have faith in you."

Cami stood there in the street, the sheriff's duffel bag clutched to her chest. She looked up at the achingly-blue sky overhead. A few more hours and the sun would slide toward the horizon and paint the sky in pastel oranges and pinks. Another glorious late summer evening lay ahead of them.

"I just hope other people might have faith in me too...”
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Chapter 5
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Spalding Residence

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Darien stared through the binoculars and frowned. The Lavelle woman was definitely up to something. He’d just watched her have a ten-minute conversation with the sheriff that had ruined his plans the other day.

“Stop being a peeping Tom and come to dinner,” Harriet called from the kitchen, as if it were a normal day. As if he were her husband.

Darien growled to himself before answering. “She’s up to something...”

Harriet came up the stairs, her feet slapping against the polished wood steps. “You’re always saying that—‘she’s up to something’—I think the only thing she’s up to is trying to repair the damage you and your goon squad did the other day.” 

“Well, that’s because it’s true,” Darien argued, his binoculars still trained on the house across the street. “She’s up to something.” He fumed in silence for a moment. “Now that the sheriff’s involved, there’s no way to take back everything we've gained. We’ll have to abandon the Westin house.”

"Well, honestly," Harriet said as she wiped her hands with a towel. "You already lost everything. Once that wretched man from the other side of the neighborhood discovered all the supplies you’d gathered, well...it’s mostly been divided up."

Darien lowered the binoculars and looked over his shoulder at her. "Just like the HOA said they were going to do, huh?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. "Don't take that tone with me—you're the one that pushed for violence. I was perfectly content to just take things nice and slow—but then you arrived and had to have everything done right now. So, we did, and things blew up in our faces."

"Sounds like you don't have much of a grudge against Lavelle anymore," Darien said as he turned away from the window and crossed his arms.

Harriet laughed, a heartless, cruel sound. "Oh, I'll get my payback, don't worry about that. I'm just not as impatient as you are." She smiled at him and sashayed out the door. "You better hurry up, before Jon Boy eats everything in the house."

Darien frowned and set the binoculars on the bed in the middle of the room as he walked out. "Jon Boy," he muttered to himself. There was another issue he had to solve. The giant of a man had the mind of a 10-year-old, was trapped in the house all day with nothing to keep him occupied and an ever-dwindling supply of food—it was a recipe for disaster. Darien had recognized it the moment they'd returned to the neighborhood after the battle, but there still wasn’t much he could do about it. 

Jon Boy wanted to go out and play at the pond and gig for frogs at night. He wanted to play with toys, he wanted video games, he wanted to watch TV—the list went on and on. It was so unnatural to see such a big man whine and complain like a child that even Darien—who was more than used to having Jon Boy around—found himself at a loss for words at times.

“Do we have any of those little marshmallows like last time?" Jon Boy asked as Darien entered the kitchen.

Harriet leaned over and squeezed Jon Boy's massive shoulder. "I'm sorry Jonny, but we ran out. Remember last night?"

Jon Boy scrunched his face up and looked at the ceiling. “Uh...” His face went blank with sudden recognition. "Oh. Yeah, I wanted to eat them last night, didn't I?"

Harriet nodded. "And did you?" she asked with the patience of a teacher.

Jon Boy looked down at the table and intertwined his fingers. "Yes, ma'am...”

Harriet laughed sweetly and bent down to plant a kiss on the back of the huge man’s head. "Oh, it's okay, Jonny—I’m sure Mr. Spanner will find some more marshmallows for you. We just have to be patient." She looked up at Darien and winked. "Isn't that right, Darien?"

Despite the fact that Jon Boy had been on everyone's nerves lately, the look of sheer joy on the big man's face at the mention of his name brought a smile to Darien's face. "That's right, Jon Boy, we just need to have a little patience. You're doing a great job so far," he added.

The simpleminded man grinned broadly. "Thanks Mr. Darien. I'm gonna do whatever I can to help you guys!"

Darien walked by and clamped a hand on Jon Boy's other shoulder, then touched Harriet's arm as he passed her with a smile. "And you are, you're doing a fantastic job helping us with everything around the house. One of these days I'm gonna take you fishin’.”

"Really?" Jon Boy said with a child's unbridled enthusiasm. "Oh, boy!" He stood from the table, almost knocked it over, and rattled all the dishes and plates Harriet had painstakingly placed for dinner. "I'm gonna get my fishing pole ready right now!" Jon Boy said. He ran from the room, his heavy work boots thudding on the floor as he went.

"Oh, but...” Harriet said as she raised a hand.

Darien smiled at her. "Don't worry about it. He can eat whenever—let's you and I have a quiet meal for once. What do you think?"

Harriet smiled at him and shrugged demurely. "Sounds fine to me."

He moved to the counter and poured water for them from a big jug they'd salvaged from the Westin house. She scooped the plain stew she'd been working on over the gas range into bowls and brought them to the table.

"Looks great," Darien said. He inhaled deeply. Spices tickled his nose. “Smells even better.” Three weeks earlier that would've been an out and out lie. But after the tsunami and the collapse of the electric grid along the East Coast, fresh cooked food was a luxury very few could afford. Darien sat down, grateful for what he had. 

He took a spoonful and placed it in his mouth, then caught himself before he frowned at the overwhelming spice load. Other than pepper, paprika...possibly oregano and sage, there were a few chunks of potatoes and carrots they'd found in a garden across the neighborhood and a couple small pieces of mystery meat Harriet claimed she found in the pantry at the Westin house. 

"Delicious," he mumbled.

"Oh, you don't have to lie. I know it's not," Harriet said as she took a small amount on her own spoon. "But it's sweet of you to say so."

"I swear," Darien said as he leaned an elbow on the table. "I had the window open this afternoon—for the life of me, I thought I was smelling fresh bread.” He chuckled and stirred the stew. “I think I'm hallucinating.”

Harriet smiled but didn't look up from her food. “You're not. One of the women down the street has been baking bread nonstop."

Darien put his spoon down and looked at her. "Are you serious?" 

She looked up and smiled as if it was common knowledge. "Well, of course. Yolinda has her own bakery. Why wouldn't she be baking bread right now? She's been giving it out to everybody who asks.”

Darien swallowed and almost choked. "And you haven't gone to ask for bread?”

“No,” Harriet said with a blank look.

“But...why?” 

"Because," Harriet said carefully as placed her spoon on the table. "Since I took up with you, I think the people in this neighborhood have considered me...tainted. Every time I go out, I get the cold shoulder."

Darien clenched his hands into fists and stared down at the table. "Another thing I've screwed up."

Harriet reached across and placed one of her soft, milk white hands over his. “You needn't trouble yourself about that. They didn't like me much to begin with—and the feeling’s mutual, I assure you. They're just using this as an excuse to ostracize me. It's how inferiors naturally treat someone who's better than them. Everyone loves to see famous people stumble and fall, right?” She picked up her spoon and took another bite of stew. "But there's nothing people like more than a redemption story. I'll get back in their good graces, it's just a matter of time," she said nonchalantly.

Darien leaned back in his chair and smiled at her. "I don't know how you do that."

She looked at him with a blank, pretty expression. "Do what?" she asked innocently.

Darien shook his head and tucked into the stew. "Nevermind. Just keep doing what you're doing."

Harriet grinned at him over her spoon. "I always do."

They ate in silence for a few moments, then Harriet cleared her throat and put her spoon down. "So, I've been meaning to ask you...”

“Uh oh,” Darien muttered.

“Oh, stop,” she teased. “No, this Spanner person," Harriet began. "What's the plan for him?"

Darien arched an eyebrow as he chewed. "Plan? Well, I mean, he's out every night scrounging around the neighborhood looking for stuff for us, since I can't go out in the daytime...”

"No, I understand that. But he can't be satisfied doing that for long. Shouldn't he be trying to find the others?" 

Darien put his own spoon down. The others. It'd been a sore topic of conversation since the fight at the Lavelle house. Spanner, Cisco, Tweedledee, and Tweedledum—the meth head and his rotund partner—had all disappeared during the battle. Spanner came back, the others didn’t. "It's the sheriff," Darien said at last. “There's nothing we can do against him. He's got all the guns, the training, and the manpower. What am I supposed to do with Spanner and Jon Boy?"

"So you've given up on...what's his name?"

Darien looked at the table. "Cisco." He grunted. "Yeah. He was mostly a lost cause to begin with. Now that he's out there on his own—I’m actually more worried than anything else.  He's too smart by half to just go away—he’s seen what's available in this neighborhood, and I guarantee you he's gonna want a piece of the pie. He didn't like the way I ran things from the beginning, and now that Lopez is dead...there’s nothing holding him back.”

"I never liked either one of them, honestly,” Harriet said as she waved her hand in front of her nose, like she’d smelled something foul. “Just the way they looked at me made my skin crawl,” she whispered.

"Me too, sometimes," Darien replied. "But he's too smart to come at me and try to take over. He's going to do something else for a while, then slip back in and take me by surprise. I can feel it."

"So, we need to be ready," Harriet said with a stiff nod. She picked up her spoon and twirled it like a baton. "We can't keep doing what we’re doing, then. We’re barely surviving. We’ve got to branch out again."

Darien nodded slowly. 

Harriet smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. A tingle went down the back of Darien's leg. Harriet could be downright scary when she wanted. "What I suggest we do is find some allies inside the neighborhood. I’ll find out who needs what in the neighborhood—I’ll start tomorrow. Perhaps if someone is in need, I can help them out and rebuild my reputation."

"I've had enough sitting around here watching everything out the window." Darien picked up his bowl and drained the dregs of the thick, gravy-based stew into his mouth. He used a napkin to wipe his face and then sat back with a contented sigh. "I'll go out with Spanner tonight once he wakes up. Maybe we'll even take Jon Boy with us. Who knows, he might find some of those stupid frogs he's been looking for...”

“Mmmm,” Harriet purred. She tapped the spoon against her ruby red lips. "I haven't had frog legs since...I don't know how long it’s been.”

"Well, by the sound of it there's plenty of croakers down there in that pond behind your house."

"If nothing else, it would keep Jon Boy busy."

Darien nodded, then glanced out the kitchen window. “Sun’s about set. I’ll go wake Spanner and we’ll get ready." They stood from the table, and Harriet collected the dishes. 

"Do be careful out there. People in this neighborhood are a little...jumpy." She looked up and stared at him. “I’d hate for something to happen to you because some scared homeowner got trigger-happy when they heard a branch snap.”

The concern on her face and the twinkle in her eye touched Darien in a way that he thought hadn’t been possible for a few decades. He smiled. "I'll be careful. I promise."

Harriet nodded and took the dirty dishes to the sink. "I may or may not be awake when you get back."

"I hope you're not awake," Darien said. "If you're sleeping when we get back, that'll mean we've been out long enough to gather up a decent amount of supplies. It sucks having to start over," Darien said as he walked away from the table and admired Harriet's physique from across the kitchen. "But at least we've got something to tide us over for now. It was a good thing I gave you extra goodies from the stash at the Westin house, ain't it?"

Harriet turned and looked at him coyly over her one shoulder. "I haven't forgotten that," she purred.

Darian's grin widened. "Well, maybe I'll have to make sure Spanner and I get back earlier than I’d planned...”

Harriet shrugged one shoulder and turned, which made the golden hair cascaded over her shoulders again. "Might be a good idea."
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Chapter 6


[image: image]


East of Newport, Rhode Island

Rhode Island Coastal Waters, Atlantic Ocean

Reese stood at Intrepid's wooden ship’s wheel and adjusted their course slightly to stay abreast of Tiberia, which ran just off the starboard bow. The two sailboats had made good time most of the day after the transfer of supplies, and Reese itched to run up all the sails and really let Intrepid spread her wings. Based on the admirable performance the sleek sailboat delivered in moderate winds, with a stiff breeze behind them, she would really fly across the water.

Tony sat starboard further toward the bow and stared across the hundred yards of water at Tiberia. Every now and then, Reese noticed the younger man pull up a pair of binoculars and watch the people on board the other boat intently.

"What's going on over there that's so important?" asked Reese.

"Oh, it's just Aunt Libby," Tony replied. He quickly lowered the binoculars and stood to fidget with a line.

Reese looked at him askance. “What's wrong with Libby?" He turned and squinted across the distance at the other boat. He assumed that with Jo aboard, if there were some kind of medical emergency, she'd be able to handle things.

"Oh...it’s nothing,” Tony replied as he exhaled. He turned and busied himself with re-tying lines coiled up on the deck.

"Doesn't sound like nothing...” Reese muttered to himself. Before he could pursue the thought further, the radio squawked. "Intrepid, this is Tiberia—come in.”

Reese picked up the handheld mic attached at the helm and held it in front of his face. "Go ahead, Tiberia.”

"We just picked up something on Channel 6. Really faint but see if you can catch it. I think it's the Newport lighthouse."

Tony moved back to join Reese at the helm. "I got it," he said as he adjusted the radio. "Didn't hear anything before, I'm surprised that they were able to now...”

“—need to change course,” a scratchy voice said. “Trust me, you don’t want to come here. Can you hear me?”

Reese and Tony shared a look. Whatever was going on, didn't sound good. Reese turned his attention to Tiberia. Byron had pulled the other sailboat a little closer. Reese did likewise and turned the wheel ever so slightly to starboard. Intrepid gracefully sliced through the slight chop and angled closer to match Tiberia’s course change. In only a few moments, the two sailboats were easily within talking distance.

"You catch that?" asked Byron in a shout across the water.

"Yeah, but it didn’t make much sense,” Reese hollered back. “They talking to us? Why don’t they want us to come closer?”

They sailed in silence for another few minutes until the radio crackled to life again aboard both boats. "This is Castle Hill Lighthouse. There are two sailboats east of my position. I can just barely make your sails—if you can hear me, please respond."

"You think he's talking about us?" Tony asked. He squinted forward and shook his head. "I don't see any lighthouses.”

Reese grimaced. "He must be.” Reese shrugged. “We’re still a good ways offshore, but that lighthouse probably sits a hundred feet up, so he can see further than we can—by a long way." Reese turned and looked across the gap of water toward Tiberia. "What do you think?"

Jo stood at the bow and hovered near Libby, who sat by the starboard railing. There was a curious expression on her face, but Reese didn't have time to talk to her before Byron replied.

"He's probably spotted us already,” Byron yelled. “If they have any kind of electricity, the shore radar should've picked us up. I think we should make contact."

Reese nodded in agreement. "Well, I consider you the commodore of this little flotilla," he shouted back.

Byron laughed. "Okay, I'll do the talking."

Tony adjusted the volume on the radio so Reese could hear. "Newport lighthouse, this is sailing vessel Tiberia, alongside sailing vessel Intrepid. We’re about ten miles east of you, assume you're talking to us."

"Tiberia, this is Newport lighthouse. If that’s you that I'm watchin’, you need to change course while you still can."

"Why exactly is that?" asked Byron's voice over the radio.

"Things are bad here,” replied the nasal Yankee accent on the radio. “There's no food, water, or medicine to spare. Whatever you’re looking for, the only thing you'll find is a lot of death and hardship. Your best bet is to steer clear."

After a moment’s pause, Byron came back on the radio, his voice sharp. "I figured the tsunami must have hit pretty hard around here, but we still need to make land so we can get supplies."

"I just told you,” replied the lighthouse operator with exasperation in his voice. “There's nothing here for you. Change course if you know what's good for you."

"What's good for me is making landfall at Newport,” Byron retorted. “I don’t have to explain myself to you, but I appreciate the warning. We know how to take care of ourselves."

The lighthouse operator laughed. "Not from this you don't. It's like the end of the world here, man. I'm telling you, the only reason I'm still broadcasting is because I got nothing better to do. I'm trapped up here on this rock. Last time I tried to go inland, somebody almost killed me. If they knew I was still up here broadcasting and warning ships away, they’d probably burn down the lighthouse. Seems to be a pretty lucrative trade for them."

Byron looked at Reese before he replied. Reese shrugged. “What do you mean, ‘lucrative trade?’”

The lighthouse operator sighed heavily. “I don’t know how many times I can explain this to people. No one ever listens. Whatever...look, they like to get boats and ships in close to the shore, then they capture them. They're like pirates without ships, I guess. Just stay away. I haven't seen anybody survive this, yet.”

“First time for everything,” Byron replied without hesitation.

“Whatever you've got will become theirs,” warned the man in the lighthouse. “People are desperate, bud. They're starving in the streets. Things are really getting medieval among the survivors.”

Reese stood silent for a long moment as Intrepid sailed through the Atlantic. As he glanced over at Tiberia. Jo and Byron were deep in conversation. Whatever had caused Jo to interrupt the transmission had her worked up—she waved her arms at Byron and pointed across at Reese a few times. Their voices were raised, but they were just a bit too far out of range for him to understand what they said.

“Boy, she seems mad about something,” Tony observed.

“Yeah, I can’t wait to find out what Byron said to her...”

"We appreciate the warning,” Bryon said as Jo stalked toward the bow again. “But we don't have much of a choice. We’re running low on water."

Reese looked at Tony, who shrugged. "We’ve got plenty of water, and he knows it." Reese frowned. “What are you up to,” he muttered at Byron, “and why didn’t you tell me?”

“I got nothin’, man...he’s calling an audible,” offered Tony.

"I'm sorry to hear it,” replied the lighthouse operator, “but if your boats are seaworthy, you should take my advice and try to find supplies somewhere else. If you went down the coast a little ways, you might be able to find a safer harbor. Everything is pretty much wrecked—as far as I know—all along the seaboard. We really got smacked hard. Waves went right up our throats and practically destroyed Providence. Not much left, from what I hear.”

"Understood,” Byron said slowly. “But where would you suggest we go? We can't make it too much further without some fresh water."

"What's his deal?" asked Reese. Tony shrugged again and sat down on the aft bench out of Reese's line of sight. Warning bells went off in his mind. That was uncharacteristic of the younger man, too. Tony had an opinion about everything and didn't seem too shy about voicing it—even to Byron and Libby. He was the one who did most of the physical labor when he’d carried up the water from Intrepid’s hold to pass over to Tiberia. He knew better than anyone exactly how much water the two boats had. 

"Hey, at the end of the day, you're the skipper of your own boat,” the lighthouse operator sighed. “My conscience is clean—I tried to get you to turn back. You’re just like all the others. No one ever listens to me...”

"There's nothing more I'd rather do than head home,” Byron said, “but we don't have any home left. And we’re running out of options—if we don't put in at Newport...I don't know where else to go."

"You might want to try Long Island," the lighthouse operator replied. "Been hearing rumors lately that the National Guard set up some kind police presence there."

"I would think the last place we’d want to go is New York," Byron said sarcastically.

"You'd think," agreed the lighthouse operator. "Maybe it was the shape of the Sound—I don't know—everything I'm hearing sounds like Long Island fared better than most places. I doubt it's the same with Manhattan, but...then again, I haven't been there. I don't know what to tell you, other than to stay away from here."

After another long pause, and another heated exchange between Jo and Byron at the helm of Tiberia, Reese watched Byron bring the matching radio handset to his mouth before his words broadcasted over the radio. "Appreciate the warning, friend. Tiberia out."

"Please," the radio operator from the lighthouse said. His voice cracked. "I'm begging you. Don't do this. I don't know how many more people I can watch die before I lose it. You have to stay away."

Byron stared straight ahead at Tiberia’s helm and continued to drive the boat toward Newport. Reese matched course and kept a weather eye on the radio. He never responded to the lighthouse, and eventually the radio operator from Newport spoke again. 

"Well, at least I tried. Good luck to you both. Castle Hill, out."

The channel went dead, and Reese looked over at Byron again. "What was all that about?" he yelled.

In of an example of expert seamanship, Byron angled Tiberia’s bow and brought the sailboat within a dozen feet of Intrepid’s starboard side, then held the position as if they were glued together. "No sense in telling him that we've got plenty of supplies," Byron replied.

"Then why are we even trying to go there? Doesn't sound like a smart move to me," Reese replied. He watched as Jo fumed at the front of the boat, still heads together with Libby. "What's up with Jo?"

Byron didn't so much as glance at Intrepid. "She's your friend, how should I know?" he snapped.

"Ouch," muttered Tony.

"Look, I don't think it's a good idea for us to go to Newport,” Reese argued. “You heard what that guy said...”

Byron turn and looked at Reese. "We’re going, and this discussion is over. I suggest you get your boat ready for landfall."

"Then let me talk to Jo," Reese said. But it was too late. Byron had already spun Tiberia’s wheel and angled the other boat further away from Intrepid. He hooked up a line to hold the rudder steady, then moved toward the bow, hauled on some lines, and raised the jib. Tiberia picked up speed and pulled away from Intrepid as Reese fumed at the wheel. 

"This doesn't make any sense," he said to himself. Reese turned and looked at Tony, stretched out on the aft bench. The younger man stared up at the mainsail and watched with a neutral expression on his face. "What's going on?" Reese demanded.

Tony gave a lackadaisical shrug. "I have no idea. I don't know how to sail...”

"That's not what I meant—why is your uncle so hard pressed to get to Newport? You know as well as I do, we have plenty of food and water to get us through another couple days sailing down the coast. The guy at the lighthouse just told us that nobody seems to make it to Newport and leave alive. So, what gives?"

Tony shrugged again. "Seriously, man, I don't know. You’ll have to ask him."

"I did," Reese insisted. “He raised the jib and took off."

“So, we gotta do the same thing? Otherwise we’ll get left behind...” Tony said as he leaned around Reese to site on Tiberia as it pulled five or six boat lengths ahead.

Reese clenched his jaw. "I'm not doing squat, and I'm not I'm certainly not sailing into a death trap if it means—“

The sound of Tony racking the shotgun made Reese freeze and sent a chill down his spine.

"I really don't want to do this, but my uncle made me promise."

Reese glanced over one shoulder and saw Tony at the aft rail with the shotgun in both hands. It was pointed out to sea, but the threat remained.

"You don't want to do this, Tony. This isn't you."

Anguish played across the younger man's face. He frowned. "I know, but I don't have a choice, do I? This is a family matter."

"You guys have family in Newport? Why didn’t he just say so? Trust me—I understand when it comes to family. I'm doing everything I can to get home to my wife and kid, and I promised to help you guys in whatever way I can in exchange for a ride south."

Tony nodded. "I appreciate that. I don't how to sail and we'd still be way back up by Boston instead of getting ready to sail into Rhode Island if you hadn't been with us." Tony shook his head. "Everything's just...crazy. But he says we gotta go to Newport, so we gotta go."

Reese planted his feet behind the helm and stared straight ahead. "And what if I choose not to follow?"

Tony sighed heavily. "Uncle Byron said you might try that. I'm supposed to shoot you, but I really don't want to."

Reese closed his eyes. "If you shoot me, there’d be no one left to sail this boat—you and I both know that you can't really do it."

"Well...you're probably right. But I can drop the sail, and then Uncle Byron will just circle back and get me. That's what the radio’s for."

Reese tightened his grip on the wheel. For a moment, the thought occurred to him to spin the wheel hard over and try to knock Tony off balance enough to make him either lose the shotgun or for Reese to take control of it.

"Come on man, just raise the sail and let's get on with it."

"You don't sound like you want to go to Newport either," Reese said solemnly. But he put the autopilot rope on the wheel, nonetheless. He moved forward and took careful note of how Tony watched him, ready to snap the shotgun around in an instant. As he loosened the halyard to raise the jib in front of the mast, he frowned. 

"Why are we doing this?"

"Like I said,” Tony replied glumly, “I don't know. And you're right, I really don't want to go to Newport—especially after that guy in the lighthouse told us how bad it was."

The radio crackled. "Tony? What's going on?"

Tony walked over to the radio and picked it up, his eyes on Reese. "It's fine,” he said into the mic. “We had to have a discussion. We'll catch up."

Reese yanked hard on the halyard as he pulled the jib up and the sail snapped taut in the wind. He tied it off quickly and move back to the helm as Intrepid surged forward. Reese manned the helm in silence for the next hour as they caught up and matched speeds with Tiberia. 

The two sailboats continued their course straight for Newport, and it wasn't long after that before Tony spotted the lighthouse with his binoculars. "That's gotta be it,” he warned. “Not as big as I thought.” 

Reese picked up the radio. "Tiberia, Intrepid. We have the lighthouse in sight."

"Good. Follow my lead."

"For the record, I think this is a bad idea," Reese tried.

"For the record, I'm not concerned with what you think. Follow me, or you'll face the consequences. And, might I add, so will your friend."

Reese stared across the distance between the two boats and found Jo next to Libby at Tiberia’s bow. He squinted. Did the older woman have a gun trained on Jo? With the way Byron had acted so far, he wouldn't put such a shady move beyond him, but Reese seriously thought Libby was a better person.

He snapped his mouth shut and slammed the radio back in the receiver. Part of him hoped the stupid thing broke.

"Just follow along,” Tony said. “Nobody's going to get hurt."

Reese turned and glared at the younger man so that Tony backed up on unsteady legs and almost raised the shotgun. "You don't know that! If what that guy at the lighthouse says is true, we could be sailing right into our graves. And the way you and your uncle are acting, I don't know if I trust either one of you as far as I can spit."

Tony frowned. "You're the one we can't trust!" he snapped.

"Says the guy holding a shotgun at my back while his uncle threatens my friend’s life," retorted Reese. "Don't act all high and mighty with me, kid—your uncle might be dead if it hadn't been for Jo."

Tony's bravado crumbled before Reese's eyes, and he lowered the shotgun and sat down. "It's not my fault, okay? I don't want any part of this. I just want to go home."

Reese saw his opening as he kept one eye on the lighthouse in the distance. “Look...you and me both. I'm hoping that this is just a momentary hiccup...but I don't know...your uncle’s just acting...weird."

Tony snorted. "This is normal for him. He's always been, well...gruff." 

"Well,” Reese groused, “if he gets us all killed, I'm coming back to haunt you."

No one said a word until they came within about half a mile of Newport. The destruction caused by the tsunami was just like Maine and Boston...complete. Every building that stood along the shore just two weeks ago now lay either in ruins or stripped bare to the foundation. Piles of timber, broken pieces of boats and homes—even cars—all choked the coastline. But several barges had been stacked up just outside the harbor. They crawled with people who were attempting to clear a path through the wreckage to Newport, and Providence beyond.

"Don't say I didn't warn you," the voice from the lighthouse warned.

"Hey, I can see him!” Tony said, the binoculars glued to his face. "The guy in the lighthouse. He's outside looking at us and waving." Tony waved back with one arm.

"You guys seem like you're okay people. Please...turn back. You don't have much time."

"He's running around the other side of the lighthouse...” Tony reported.

Reese gripped the wheel tight, his head on a swivel. His eyes didn't rest in one spot for long as he searched out threats that might come from the tangle of wreckage along the shore. He couldn't tell where someone might speed out from any one of the larger piles of debris and yet remain hidden from anyone who approached from the open water. His skin crawled as he contemplated what would happen in the next few minutes.

"Too late!" the guy in the lighthouse reported. "They're getting ready to spring the trap! Why didn't you listen to me?"

The sail above Reese's head snapped and a tiny hole appeared. "What—?” he said a split second before the resounding crack from a rifle rolled across the water from the shore.

"They're shooting at us!” Tony cried. He ran forward and grabbed the radio. "They're shooting at us!" he repeated

"I can see that! Keep going, we've got to make it to shore. Maybe we can—“ several more shots erupted from the shoreline, and Byron stopped transmitting. For a split second, Reese worried the old man had been shot, then looked across the water and saw Byron was busy relaying orders to Jo and Libby as he spun Tiberia’s wheel and attempted to go into evasive maneuvers.

Reese cursed, and spun his wheel in the opposite direction to avoid ramming Tiberia as the other sailboat suddenly crossed his bow. “Duck! The boom’s coming around," Reese warned just in time as the boom swung about over their heads to fill with wind as they completed their unexpected tacking maneuver.

Tony yelled in surprise and latched onto the aft railing as he dropped to the bench, his hand wrapped tight around the binoculars. The shotgun clattered across the deck and came to rest at Reese's feet.

Reese spun the wheel again, and the boom zipped back overhead to its original position. The sails snapped back into place, and Reese brought the ship on the opposite tack relative to Tiberia. They'd crossed paths and crossed paths again like a pair of scissors. "What are you doing?" Reese yelled across the Byron. "A little heads up next time!" The rifle shots continued from shore, and more holes appeared in the sail above his head. "We gotta get outta here," he said to Tony.

"We can’t!” Tony replied, his face green. Without saying another word, he turned and puked over the aft railing.

Reese looked down at the shotgun at his feet and thought about ending the situation once and for all.

"The island just ahead—it's a little further down the coast, but it looks like we can go around the backside and get out of range of these shooters. Follow me!" Byron ordered.

As Reese listened to the radio, Tony recovered his composure and snatched the shotgun from the deck. Reese clenched his teeth and adjusted their course as far as he dared to bring them out of range of the people on shore. He couldn't escape the feeling that they were being funneled. 

The obvious route into the harbor was the one they'd originally tried, straight down the open channel. But as soon as the shots erupted from shore, they really only had one choice: west. If they turned east, they’d run straight into the peninsula that the lighthouse sat upon. And they'd be running with the prevailing winds, which would make them lose space to maneuver even faster. 

Their only option was to either turn and head south—back out to sea—which Byron seemed suicidally opposed to, or to run west along the shore. Reese leaned around the mast and eyed the small rocky island Byron aimed for. He didn't like the idea of only one option, but before he could voice his thoughts, his fears came to life.

"Get on the radio and warn Byron!" Reese ordered. "There's a speedboat coming around the south end of that island! Your uncle drove us right into a trap!"

"I tried to warn you,” warned the lighthouse. “Head south—it’s your only chance! They don't have a lot of gas, so they won't chase you!” 

"I know!" Reese shouted into the wind.

Tony relayed the warning, but Byron didn't care. "It doesn't matter, we've got to try to make it to shore."

Reese snatched the radio from Tony's hand. "If those guys have any kind of weapons on that boat, we’re sitting ducks!"

Byron didn't answer, so Reese had Tony hold the wheel. "What are you doing?" the younger man asked suspiciously as he cradled the shotgun with his other arm.

"Your uncle’s gonna get us killed. The only way we can do this is if we add some speed."

"We won't be able to outrun that speedboat no matter what we do," Tony replied. “We’re on sailboats, man."

"I know that, Tony, I know that," Reese growled as he snapped the halyards and ran up the spinnaker. The huge, white, umbrella-shaped sail blossomed in front of the mast, and Intrepid surged forward. Reese tied off the halyards and raced back to the helm. The boat heeled sharply, and Tony once again found himself wrapped around the railing in an attempt to keep from falling overboard. 

Intrepid quickened her pace and easily caught up to Tiberia, then passed the slower sailboat. Byron shouted something, but Reese ignored him. He was convinced the only way to escape the threat was to close the distance with the speedboat before they were ready and force them to circle around behind them, wasting precious fuel. Thus far, the lighthouse operator had not steered them wrong and had given them good advice. If what he said was true about the attackers’ limited fuel, Reese hoped that they would be unwilling to waste too much gas to chase down two sailboats. He put the radio to his mouth. "Throw on all the sail you can! Our only hope is to split up."

"We’re not splitting up! Tony, take command!" Byron ordered.

"Listen to me!" Reese hissed into the radio. "The guy in the lighthouse said they don’t have a lot of gas—they're not going to try to chase both of us. There's still a chance that one of us might be able to get away if we split up. I'm not saying we leave each other behind, just make a gap enough that they'll have to choose which boat to chase! We gotta make this as hard as possible on them so they give up quick!"

"What if they’re listening to the radio?" Tony yelled into the wind.

"We don't have time to worry about it," Reese called over his shoulder. He clipped the radio back to its holster and focused on the wheel. The motorboat raced straight for them, some 300 yards out. It wouldn't be long before any man with weapons on board that boat started to shoot. 

“You might want to get close to the deck and get up front with that shotgun. Maybe we can make him think twice about trying to attack us," Reese said.

"What happens if they shoot you?" Tony asked as he scrambled forward.

"No different than if you shoot me,"" Reese grumbled.

The first shots, while expected, still took Reese by surprise. Several black dots appeared on the spinnaker and Reese cursed. Intrepid was a good boat and didn't deserve to be turned into a floating target. It certainly wouldn't help him get home any faster with all the sails punched full of holes. He didn't know who he was angrier at, Byron for recklessly endangering their lives, or the attackers on the motorboat.

"Here they come!" Tony yelled from the bow. Reese had to strain to hear him. His voice was almost totally lost in the sound of the wind whistling through the rigging, and the waves hissing along the hull. He glanced starboard and saw with gratitude that Byron had adopted his tactic, raised all the sails on Tiberia and lurched closer to shore. 

The gulf between the two sailboats widened, and the motorboat adjusted course to pass between them. Whoever drove the oncoming boat waited until the last second to make their decision. "I think it's working—they don't know who to go after first!” Reese said.

Gunfire erupted from the motorboat, a crude, rusted thing with faded paint and far too many men aboard. It smashed through the waves with the grace of a flying cow and the three men with weapons raked the length of Intrepid.

Reese held firm the wheel and prayed as chunks of fiberglass and wood exploded around him and a bullet sparked off the metal railing. "What are you waiting for?” Reese yelled. "Return fire!"

Oh, what I wouldn't give for a few ten-pounder cannons...

"Pull over!" someone shouted through a bullhorn from the motorboat as they cut between the two sailboats.

Tony aimed and fired. The shotgun roared like the canon Reese wished he had, and several men aboard the motorboat dropped below the railings in a storm of curses and shouts of alarm. The motorboat swerved in its course, and one man flew overboard with a scream that was cut off when he hit the water with an enormous splash of white foam. Reese couldn't help but laugh at the sight of the chaos that Tony's shot had caused. 

"Nice!" he yelled. “Do it again!”

"Keep going—we can make it to the island and turn," Byron ordered over the radio.

Tony ran back to Reese and kept watch over the motorboat as it circled in the water to pick up the man who’d fallen overboard. By the time the men had regained control of themselves and retrieved the man in the water, Tiberia and Intrepid were a couple hundred yards away. The motorboat kicked up a rooster tail of white spray, the bow lifted up out of the water, and it roared after them.

“Uh-oh, here they come again!” warned Tony. 

"Not much I can do about it,” Reese replied through clenched teeth. 

"Just keep going," Byron urged from the deck of Tiberia.

The seconds ticked by like years as the motorboat quickly caught up with them and the men who crowded the bow shot wildly in the direction of both sailboats. Reese didn't wait for Byron to give the command—he spun the wheel hard to port, and the gap between the two sailboats grew wider. The motorboat wavered but maintained a loose formation in the middle.

As they slowed to give their shooters a better shot at the sailboat, Tony took aim and fired over the starboard railing. The thunderous crash of his shotgun shattered the air, and a man on the motorboat clutched one shoulder and fell back onto the deck.

From Tiberia, the sharp report of the pistol Cal Foster had given Reese and Jo cracked across the water. The men on the motorboat ducked again, and eventually the driver had enough. The boat changed course abruptly, sending up another spray of foam, and headed back toward the lighthouse.

"You guys are either really brave, really lucky, or really stupid. Either way,” the man in the lighthouse reported, “looks like they're giving up. Best of luck to you both—and next time, when somebody gives you some good advice—take it!" 

Reese ignored the radio and tried to get his heart rate under control. Adrenaline coursed through his body and tingled up and down his spine. He needed the boat to go faster, he needed more wind, he needed something to shoot back at the guys on the boat—he needed to be home. 

He screamed into the wind and unleashed all of his pent-up fear and anxiety. Anger took control of his heart, and he spun the wheel hard to starboard. He didn't give Tony any warning. As the boom zipped overhead, Reese smiled when the younger man fell to the deck with a curse. The mainsail snapped full of wind as they completed the tack, and Reese bore down on Tiberia, closer to shore. 

Byron noticed and tried to adjust course, but Reese decided to give an example of his own seamanship. He kept the course as tight as possible till the last second, then spun hard to port, completed another tack, and brought Intrepid even closer to Tiberia than Byron had done earlier. 

"You trying to get us both killed?" he shouted across the fifteen-foot gap between the boats.

“You almost rammed us!" Byron shouted back.

"No, I didn't, and you know it! This boat goes where I tell it to go! And I'm telling you this: the next time you think you can trick me into sailing into a death trap, forget it. I don't care if I have to knock your nephew overboard, it's not gonna happen! I didn't sign up for this nonsense! All I want to do is get home—I don't want your stupid boat, and I could care less about whatever problem—“

“Libby needs medicine!” Byron, red-faced and sweating, shouted back to cut off Reese's tirade. Byron’s shoulders slumped and he leaned over the silver wheel on Tiberia. "She's diabetic,” he revealed. “We’ve been out of insulin for the past few days. That’s why we came ashore in Boston. I've got to find some insulin. I don't know what else to do."

Reese turned and watched Tony as he picked himself up off the deck. "He's telling the truth,” he said as he rubbed an elbow. “That's why I was watching her earlier."

"Why didn't somebody tell me?" Reese exclaimed. "It's not like—”

“Because I didn't want you to tuck tail and run!" Byron shot back. "I couldn't trust you, and I still can't!"

"After everything we've done for you since we met at Boston, you can't trust me to help you with this?" Reese said, the hurt plain in his voice. "What more do I need to do to prove that I'm not going to run off and steal your boat?"

"Look," Byron began.

"No, you look," Reese growled as he pointed a finger at Tiberia. "I'm done. I'm not going any further until you bring Jo to me, and we can talk." Reese reached down and let slip the halyards by his side. Intrepid’s mainsail flapped in the wind briefly, then collapsed on itself and the deck righted. Within seconds, Intrepid was adrift on the ocean current. Reese folded his arms across his chest as Tony jumped up next to him. 

"What's wrong with you? You just ring the dinner bell—those guys are gonna be back any second—“

“Then I guess you better reload," Reese said with a nod at the shotgun. He turned and sat on the starboard bench. "You don't like it, you sail the boat. I'm not doing anything else until I get to talk to Jo. I'm done with this crap. Your uncle’s gonna get us all killed."

Tony turned to look back toward Newport, then watched as Tiberia cut across Intrepid’s bow and looped around to the south. Byron yelled something that echoed across the water, but his words were lost in the wind.

When the sails fell on Tiberia, Reese grinned.

"I hope you're happy," Tony grumbled.

"I hope you're keeping a good watch for that motorboat.," Reese snapped. "Soon as I'm satisfied that Jo is okay—and that your uncle isn't completely crazy—we’ll get underway. Until then, I'm done." Reese kept his arms crossed. "I may as well be swimming back to South Carolina. If we have to stop every day because your uncle doesn't trust me, nobody's gonna get anywhere."
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Lavelle Homestead

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Cami handed out the last glass of warm sun tea to Greg Vickers, one of the last volunteers to leave the worksite. They had an impromptu celebration as they completed the lion’s share of the work on the roof and most of the exterior walls. Every window on Marty’s house damaged in the firefight had already been covered with heavy chunks of plywood and tarp donated by other folks in the neighborhood. 

She smiled as Greg shook hands with Marty and accepted the older man's sincerest thanks. Just because the house had been damaged in the firefight hadn't stopped Marty from living there while the repair work had been ongoing. He was lucky they hadn't had any storms, and Cami had told him that every day, but he'd always just smiled in response.

She'd offered Marty shelter at her own house—and had insisted he stay with them so she could keep an eye on him medically—but the tough old buzzard decided his house was still livable. And he'd been right. Cami shook her head. He been right about everything so far.

She checked her watch. They still had an hour or so of sunlight left, but the sky had already taken on a pastel orange hue to the west. As Greg drained his glass and handed it to Amber, who gathered up the cups and plates, Cami moved over next to Marty. "I bet it’ll be nice not having to worry about people banging on your house first thing in the morning tomorrow."

Marty nodded. "Sure will. I need my beauty sleep."

Cami snorted. "I'm glad we got everything put back in order—well, at least as good as we can make it. I can't tell you how nervous I was having you sleep over there with the news that the sheriff had pulled out."

Marty rolled his shoulders, then wiped his face with a handkerchief. "You and me both, missy. You and me both."

"You don’t seem too nervous," Amber said as she wiped her hands on a rag.

"Well, just because I don't say it, don't make it not so."

Cami and Amber shared a look. “Just remember the offer stands, Marty. If for any reason you need to leave your house, don't hesitate to come over. We've got plenty of space."

In a rare show of affection, Marty reached out and patted Cami's hand. "I appreciate that, missy, I surely do. But me an’ old Kirk will be fine when I wake up in the morning."

They shared a laugh as Marty turned and began his slow shuffle across the side yard.

Mia emerged from Cami’s house, a worried look on her face. She stood on the deck and rubbed her hands together, then looked over her shoulder toward the house again. “Uh...Cami?"

The tone of her voice set Cami on edge immediately. Her hand went to her pistol at her waist, and she scanned the yard for threats. "What is it?" she asked quickly. "Where are the boys?"

Mia, shocked at the response her words had on Cami, was quick to explain. "Oh, no—no, they're fine. They’re inside playing. It's just...there's somebody at the front door. He lives on the other side of the neighborhood, and he's asking for your help."

"My help?" asked Cami as she relaxed. She glanced at Amber. “What’s he want my help for?"

"He says his wife is sick, and since you seem to be running the show now, he didn’t know where else to go...”

“Okay...” Cami said, drawing out the word. "Let's go have a look."

Mia led Amber and Cami back through the house to the front door. "Thank you for not just letting them walk through the house, by the way," Cami said with a light touch on Mia's arm. 

The younger woman smiled. "Oh, there's no way I'm going to allow anyone to see what's going on in here. My boys are here too, remember? No one comes through that door unless you tell me it's okay. If they have to talk to you immediately, they can just walk around the house like everybody else."

Cami grinned as she opened the door. Her smile faded immediately as she saw the haggard look on the face of the man who occupied her doorstep. "Merle?"

Merle Orchard, one of Reese's fishing buddies, pulled a boonie hat from his head and crumpled it in his big hands. “Hi, Cami."

"What's going on?" asked Cami as she stepped out on the porch. Mia politely closed the door most of the way behind them and disappeared into the shadowy interior of the house.

"It’s...it's Amy. She's real sick, and I don't know what to do."

Cami crossed her arms. "Merle, I'm no doctor—I hope you know that."

“I—I do. I just—well, ever since the big fight, nobody's really taken charge, you know? Nobody except for you. Everybody's talking about it—you helped save Marty's life—“

Cami raised a hand to stop him. "Hold up—I think you got that backwards. Marty helped save my life, he's the one who came to the rescue and drew the attackers off our house. They hit us first, yes, but they only went after him when he started shooting at them. I didn't save him at all."

Merle shrugged and offered a weak grin. "Well, anyhow...that's what everyone’s saying. Then, when you organized the repair work and took in Mia and her kids..."

Cami wiped the sweat off her forehead with the back of her hand. "Again, I didn't organize anything. People just started showing up—like Mia—and they asked me what they were supposed to do, so we sat down and thought about how best to help Marty...it kinda went from there."

Merle offered the same grin again. "Well, anyhow—“

"I know, I know," Cami said exasperated, "that's what everyone’s saying.” She put her hands on her hips and sighed. “All right, so evidently I'm the neighborhood doctor. What's going on with Amy?"

Merle frowned. "She can't eat anything. Well, she can, but she just throws it up. She's got the runs, and nothing’s stayin’ down—I’m real worried about her. She's got these terrible headaches."

Cami frowned. "That sounds like food poisoning—did she eat anything that had gone bad lately?"

Merle snorted. "Who hasn't? Seriously, we’re scraping the bottom of the barrel of what we got left in the house. I'm sure most of the stuff we've got left is expired. But you gotta eat, right?"

Guilt gripped Cami’s soul, and she swallowed. Her mouth had gone dry. "What about water, do you enough to drink?"

“Well, we haven't had tap water in...I don't know how long—we’re getting so thirsty we drink and just about anything we can find...I’ve been collecting it from the pond—“

“Oh, no, no—please don't tell me you're drinking that nasty water?" asked Cami.

Merle shrugged and took a step back, defensively. "Not like we got a well pump and any way to run it, is it? What would you rather us do, die of thirst or drink some pond water? I ain’t stupid, Cami," Merle said. "I rigged up a filter—we got charcoal and sand and grass. It runs through the bucket and comes out crystal clear on the other side."

Cami looked out across the front yard. “Look, Merle, there’s nothing wrong with filtering water like that, but it only gets rid of cloudiness and big matter, like leaves and stuff. That doesn’t do anything for microbes and diseases.”

Amber opened the door and stepped out. She wiped her hands on a rag and smiled at Merle. “Hi, Mr. Orchard.”

“Hey, Amber.” Merle looked down. “I know I haven’t done the best job of filtering that water, Cami. I had one them LifeStraw things, but after the spring fishin’ season, I can’t find it. The stove don’t work and I tried to boil water over a fire, but I don’t think it’s working, because she’s still getting sick. That’s why I thought it was from the food...”

Cami stepped over to the railing and leaned back. She looked at the sky as it deepened through pinks and oranges. “It could be. I just don’t know. She got a fever?”

“Oh, yeah—constantly sweaty and moaning about how thirsty she is. But nothing stays down!” Merle twisted his hat and paced in a tight circle on the porch like a caged animal.

“Merle, there’s nothing I have that will fight this, if it’s a virus or bacteria.” Cami said slowly. “Amy needs to see a doctor—“

“Yeah, well, you know of any still open? I’d love to take her to the hospital, but Eddie Torrence down the street had took his kid there the other day and they came back with bullet holes in their car!”

“Why’d he have to go to the hospital?” asked Amber.

“Their little boy had stomach flu, I guess,” Merle said with a shrug. “I don’t know. They had to take him back yesterday and didn’t come home. Marylin’s there with the other kids all alone now.” He ran a hand through his greasy hair and turned back to Cami. “I don’t know what to do, Cami. Now I gotta worry about Eddie’s family, too, and Amy’s so sick...”

“There’s nothing we can do about Eddie—let’s focus on Amy,” Cami offered. 

“Mr. Price was talking about people getting sick at some point. I think he’s got a book or something we could use. Want me to check?” asked Amber.

“Please. Thank you, honey,” Cami said. Amber hopped off the porch and ran across the yard.

“Cami, what if she doesn’t get better?” asked Merle, his hat twisted almost into a knot.

Cami put a reassuring hand on his arm. “Merle, we’re not gonna think about that. We’re going to think about how we can help her. For the time being, let’s get as much water and food into her as possible, okay?”

He groaned. “But she just throws everything up...or it all comes out the other end...”

“How about you? Have you been feeling okay?”

Merle swallowed. “Well, I’m not great—but who is, right?—I’m a lot better than her. Ain’t throwing up or got the runs or anything, but I’m none too hungry, either.” He shrugged.

Cami frowned and tilted her head while she looked at him. His skin looked sallow, and dark circles hung under his eyes. Beads of sweat clung to his forehead. “Have you been getting enough rest?”

He laughed, a bitter sound. “Other than taking care of her, trying to keep the house from falling apart, and looking after Eddie’s family—and Eddie’s place—yeah, I get plenty of sleep. Not like there’s anything on TV to watch at night, is there?”

“Merle, you don’t look so hot, but I don’t have the tools to—“

“Mom,” Amber called as she rounded the corner of the house. “Check this out!” She pounded up the front steps and proudly handed over a thick book to Cami. “Marty said this would help.”

“TEOTWAWKI Medic Manual...” Cami muttered. She flipped through the pages. “This looks like it’s got a little of everything in it. Nicely done, sweetie.”

“What’s it say about Amy?” Merle coughed. “About Amy’s condition, I mean...”

Cami flipped to the index and looked up the symptoms. In seconds, she found the page listing for stomach ailments and waterborne diseases. “Never thought I’d be researching this stuff for people in our own neighborhood. This is crap you worry about in third world countries...”

“Never thought a freakin’ wave would mean the end of the world, either...” Merle commiserated. “Look what that did to us...”

Cami smiled sadly and looked down at the book. “It says here...ah, here we go. She’s got a fever—”

“Yep,” Merle said.

“Stomach cramps...”

“Yup.”

“Diarrhea, vomiting...”

Merle nodded. “And it’s nasty, all like mucus...sorry,” he said to Amber.

“No worries,” she replied with a grim face.

“That sounds like...dysentery.” Cami looked up from the book.

“What?” Merle asked as he leaned forward, his eyes wide and bloodshot. “Is she gonna die?”

“Isn’t that from the Civil War or something?” Amber asked.

Cami glanced down at the book. “It is, honey, but it can pop up anywhere there’s...wait a minute. There’s a version caused by an ameba.” She looked up from the page. “I’ll give it to you straight, Merle. This bug likes warm water in the southern states—that’s us, and that’s our pond. If this is what she’s got, she’s in a world of trouble. We’ve got to get her on the right side of this or...yes...there’s a chance she could die from it.” She pointed at the page. “Says here something like 80,000 soldiers died of dysentery in the Civil War.”

“I knew it,” Amber muttered to herself.

Merle closed his eyes and leaned over the railing. “She can’t...she can’t die...not like this...”

Cami put a hand on his back. The heat from his body made her step back. “Merle—you’re burning up. When was the last time you had something to eat or drink?” She caught Amber’s eye and inclined her head toward the door.

Amber nodded and slipped inside the house.

“I don’t know...” Merle moaned, distraught. “Does it matter? Amy’s gonna die...”

“She’s not going to die, not if there’s anything I have to say about it,” Cami replied sternly. She held up the book. “And we’ve got the Medic Manual on our side, remember?”

“I don’t know what to do...” he moaned.

“Merle, there’s a list of things to try in here,” Cami replied, nose back in the book. “But first and foremost, we need her drinking water—clean water—and plenty of it. If that means taking the extra time to keep the water boiling, then you’ve got to do it. Her life is in your hands now.”

Amber returned with a sports bottle full of water and a bag of veggies. “It’s not much, but here’s some stuff from the garden and some water. I found some Gatorade packs from last year in the pantry when we cleaned it out...I don’t know if they go bad or not, but when I had a fever, mom always made me drink Gatorade.”

Merle took the supplies in hands that trembled. “Thank you...thank you both...I can’t believe it...”

“Electrolytes are good for her—for both of you, now that you’re feverish,” Cami said. “Go home and get her to drink, you eat some veggies. Do you have any crackers or rice?”

“Uh...yeah, we got some Saltines...”

“Good, get her to eat those. I’ll see what I can find out about how to treat it, and stop by in the morning, okay? Nothing else for her—water and crackers. ”

Merle nodded eagerly and stepped off the porch. “Thank you, Cami—I won’t forget this!” He turned and walked briskly down the driveway, then jogged down the road toward his home on the other side of the neighborhood.

“You think she’ll be okay tonight?” asked Amber as she put her arm around Cami’s shoulders.

Cami sighed. “I don’t know. We don’t have a record of her temperature...this is about all we can do for now. Let’s get a care package together and see if we can research some more tonight, then visit them tomorrow morning. What do you say?”

“I’ll do the research. This stuff is fascinating. I can’t believe someone wrote a book for the end of the world like this...it’s kinda awesome.”

Cami handed the thick, doorstopper of a book to Amber and raised an eyebrow. “This from the girl who was bemoaning the fact she had to go back to school a few weeks ago?”

“Well...” Amber said with a shy grin, already engrossed in the book as she walked back inside. “Compared to dealing with the end the world, learning’s not so bad, is it?”
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Chapter 8
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Sailing Vessel Intrepid

Northeast of Port Jefferson, New York

Reese checked their position on the chart plastered next to Intrepid’s steering wheel. According to the map, Long Island extended another fifty miles or so southwest. The wind had died as the sun approached the horizon, and as a result, their speed dropped from a brisk six knots down to a sedate three knots. They were almost to the point where Reese was ready to suggest they switch on the outboards just so they can make Port Jefferson by nightfall.

It had been a long, heated discussion when he’d forced Byron’s hand, but the two skippers had buried the hatchet. Temporarily. Reese and Jo talked, and she confirmed everything Bryon had said—Libby did indeed need insulin, and she grew worse by the day. In his mind it still didn’t justify the secrecy, but at least he could understand Byron’s actions. They’d agreed to continue on to Long Island and find help for Libby—who was barely conscious—but Reese couldn’t guarantee that he and Jo would continue south with Byron, Libby, and Tony after they found medicine.

The question remained unspoken, but nagged at the back of Reese’s mind: what if they didn’t find insulin for Libby?

Reese frowned again and looked at the map in the dim light. Port Jefferson. He never thought he'd be so close to New York. But after some apologies and much discussion, Reese and Byron had settled on trying for Port Jefferson as the most likely candidate—and the easiest one to reach—for a safe harbor on the western side of Long Island. When they reached the extreme northeastern tip of the island, Tony had discovered to everyone's disappointment that the tsunami had devastated the eastern end of Long Island where the ground sloped down to meet the water.

Reese couldn't say that he was surprised. Cami had predicted the tsunami would have fifty to one-hundred-foot waves. He couldn't believe it until he'd seen it with his own eyes in Maine. The destruction they'd witnessed all down the coast since leaving Mount Desert Island confirmed that the waves had indeed been of monstrous proportions.

So, they sailed silently around the eastern tip of Long Island and decided that the western half of the island—according to their charts—was considerably higher. As the light faded, Reese hoped that they’d guessed right. If they made their way to Port Jefferson only to find that the entire place of been wiped out as the waves rumbled down Long Island Sound toward New York City, it would be a long night.

"I can't believe your uncle never bothered to tell me that Libby was diabetic and out of medicine...” Reese groused.

“Hey, I would have—but that's just me. Uncle Byron is a bit more...reserved. You know what I mean?"

Reese nodded. "Yeah, I know what you mean. He doesn't like taking help from anybody. I just wish he would've reached out for help on this. Crap like that's gonna get somebody killed.”

Tony nodded. "As long as they have medicine in Port Jefferson, I think we’ll be okay.” He shrugged. "Uncle Byron doesn't really hold grudges, so it should all be water under the bridge."

Reese kept his hand steady on the wheel but turned to look at Tony. "I don't much care if he holds a grudge or not. Honestly, once we make it to Baltimore, we’re all splitting ways, right? You're going to your farm and your aunt and uncle are...going back out to sea or something. I don't know, and I don't really care. I'm headed to South Carolina—it's already been almost two weeks since I’ve seen my wife and daughter. I don't even—” Reese's throat tightened up and he couldn't finish the rest of his thought.

I don't even know if they’re still alive.

"To anyone receiving in Port Jefferson, this is sailing vessel Tiberia approaching from the north east. Anyone receiving in Port Jefferson, over."

Reese looked at Tony, then glanced at the radio. Right on time, Byron had commenced broadcasting on the radio to see if they could get anyone's attention before they arrived. 

Reese grimaced. "I still think this isn’t a good idea.”

Tony sat on the aft bench. "I don't know what to think. I'm just sick of being out on the water. I have a feeling somebody's gonna be shooting at us before long anyway—that seems to be the pattern every time we get close to land."

Reese shook his head. "That might be the pattern of life from now on but announcing our presence before we even have a chance to figure out what we’re going to do and how we’re going to dock isn't what I would call smart.”

"Anyone listening in Port Jefferson?" asked Byron over the radio again. "This is sailing vessel Tiberia approaching Port Jefferson from the northeast. Anyone receiving?"

Reese glanced at the darkening sky, then flipped the switch that illuminated the mast and safety lights, and also the anti-collision lights at the bow and stern.

"What are you doing?" asked Tony as he jumped to his feet. 

"Anybody paying attention already knows where we are," Reese said. "Your uncle made sure of that. But in a couple minutes, I'm not gonna be able to see where he's at. The last thing I want to do is run right into them."

As they worked their way down the northern coast of Long Island, constantly heading southwest, Reese noticed pinpricks of light here and there well up above the ocean surface. "Look, Tony, that's a good sign...”

"Doesn’t look like a lot of lights to me," Tony mumbled.

"That's not the point—there's no electricity anywhere—those are probably fires. There’re survivors up there. That means the land was high enough up that the waves didn't destroy everything. Look—there's light reflecting off of glass windows!" Reese said as he pointed.

"I see it! It's a house—and it’s not destroyed!" Tony called out.

"Sailing vessel Tiberia, this is National Guard Camp Echo. We receive you loud and clear. We haven't seen a lot of ocean traffic lately. How can we assist you?"

Tony cheered, and Reese grinned as the younger man's enthusiasm rebounded across the water.

"Echo, Tiberia. I can't even begin to tell you how good it sounds to hear your voice."

"Roger that, Tiberia. Are you in need of assistance?" was the no-nonsense military reply.

"Yes—my wife—she's sick. We need insulin. She's diabetic."

Reese held his breath as he listened for the response. Several agonizing seconds went by before the radio chirp again. “Copy that, Tiberia—are you declaring a medical emergency?"

Byron's answer was immediate. "Yes. Sailing vessel Tiberia declaring a medical emergency."

“Hard copy, Tiberia. I just confirmed with the doc—-we have insulin here. Proceed to the main harbor. You can’t miss it—we've got the docks cleared of debris and will have the lights on for you."

"Thank you, Echo Base, thank you. Tiberia out."

Reese counted to five, then switched to the private channel he and Byron had arranged beforehand so they could speak and lessen the chance of eavesdroppers. "I thought you said you weren’t going to announce that she was diabetic?" 

"You heard them—they got a whole National Guard base, just like the guy in the lighthouse said."

Reese shook his head. “Not to rain on your parade or anything, but have you ever considered that maybe they guy in the lighthouse was working with the people in Newport?"

“You think this is fake?" asked Byron.

"I don't know,” Reese replied testily. “That’s the problem. I can't see anything out there. The sun’s gone down, and now everything’s getting dark. Could be another set up like Newport. I'm just saying, I think we need to be a little more cautious than telling them everything right off the bat."

"You mean like going in with our running lights on?"

"They already know we’re here—they’ve been talking to us on the radio. I got those lights on to make sure you don't run into me, and if you turn on your lights, I'd appreciate it, because I don't want to smash into you,” Reese snapped. After a moment, the radio chirped again, but instead of Byron it was Jo. 

"Listen to me," she said in her gruff voice. “Libby ain’t doing so good. We don't have much of a choice anymore—she's barely conscious. If we don't get her some insulin now, she's not gonna make it. Don't look at me like that, Byron, you know it's the truth,” she said, her voice muffled as she turned from the mic. “You wouldn't have risked our lives back in Rhode Island if you didn’t believe it. The time for mincing words is over, boys,” she said, her voice louder as she turned back to the mic. “Y’all need to cowboy up, get this done, and get us out of here."

It took another 15 minutes of careful navigation in the dark to bring the sailboats within sight of Port Jefferson proper. They rounded the desolate, partially devastated headlands at the entrance to the harbor, and saw the wreckage of several boats along the shore, their hulls glistening in the moonlight. 

The tsunami had caused damage on the west side of the island as well, but as they grew closer to the shore, it was easier to see where the soil had been laid bare only 20 or 30 feet up from the coast, and where the trees and shrubs had held fast against the oncoming water. The rocky hills and cliffs that lined the north side of Long Island had sheltered the back half of the island from the ill effects of the tsunami. Reese wondered if the people up there knew how lucky they were.

His wonder grew to amazement as they approached. Lights—real, electric lights—illuminated what was left of the harbor and marina. From what Reese could tell, a couple different yacht clubs or sailing clubs had occupied the extreme end of the port before the tsunami. As with anything at sea level, it was a pile of wreckage, but any debris in the water had largely been cleared—unlike in Boston and everywhere else they'd seen along the coast. 

Only the streets, buildings, and houses immediately near the water had been damaged by the wave. Port Jefferson, situated for the most part on the side of a hill that led up toward the spine of Long Island, had only suffered minimal damage compared to Bar Harbor. Hundreds, if not thousands of lights sparkled across the town—most of them clustered around the harbor—but as the town stretched off up into the darkened hills, the lights grew more sporadic.

Reese whistled. “There’s a lot more survivors here than anywhere else we've seen."

Beside him, Tony stood in silence. "Yeah," he said after a long moment. “But what's that mean? A lot more people the National Guard has to take care of and feed...”

"Well, I guess we’re about to find out one way or the other...”

Several sentry positions, on either side of the mouth of the harbor, were manned with soldiers in camouflage and electric lights. The muted roar of the generators rumbled across the water, and several small figures illuminated by arc lights along the coast waved as the sailboats cruised by. Tony waved back. 

Reese narrowed his eyes but saw nothing out of the ordinary—or from what he'd expect of a National Guard encampment in a post-disaster situation. No bodies lined the streets or floated in the water along shore like Boston. True to the radio operator’s word, debris had been cleared, streets plowed, and lights flickered in dozens of houses—electric lights, likely powered by the same massive generators that ran the National Guard camp.

As they approached the shore, Reese got a better understanding of just how big of a presence the National Guard had established at Port Jefferson. Where the waves had demolished several square blocks of buildings, the debris had been bulldozed aside and the ground cleared in the two weeks since the tsunami. Portable fencing and security structures had been erected around a good chunk of property that faced the water. 

The command center—or what Reese assumed to be the command center, since it sprouted dozens of antennae—had been built with a spindly tower that housed even more whip-like antennae and a revolving radar dish. Several tractor-trailer size generators grumbled and belched black smoke into the night sky on the far side of the encampment. At least a dozen modular buildings about the size of a tractor trailer had been constructed, arranged in a grid pattern that looked to Reese like barracks. Mixed in with these were dark green tents that looked like barrels cut in half and on their sides.

"Just how many guys did they bring?" he muttered.

Tony pointed out big camouflage trucks that lumbered down the streets—some equipped with bulldozer blades on the front while others carried crates and boxes of supplies or even people.

"This is amazing...” Byron said over their private channel. 

"Yeah, it looks great," Reese said cautiously, “but we still need to keep our eyes open. Something doesn't feel right about this."

"All right, Obi-Wan," Byron sighed. “Look, you’re right—Newport was a bad idea. But look at this—this is the army, this isn't some fly-by-night gang like we saw in Boston, or a bunch of pirates in Rhode Island. These guys represent the federal government. They're here to help."

Reese snorted into the mic. "Yeah. Okay, Boomer."

"What's that even supposed to mean?" Byron demanded.

Tony guffawed by the aft railing. “Burn.”

"Nevermind,” Byron said. “Just follow us in."

Reese dutifully followed Byron's lead and Intrepid split Tiberia’s wake as they reached the inner port. Reese well understood how Port Jefferson had survived the tsunami as they reached the far corner of the harbor and waved at National Guard troops who stood along the shore with lights to direct where to dock. The land on either side of the V-shaped harbor narrowed and rose up from the water. 

Reese kept his eyes peeled for danger but saw nothing suspicious as they ghosted in, hailed by soldiers on the long wharf. The National Guard troops welcomed them warmly and assisted in tying off the lines cast over from Intrepid and Tiberia.

Tony practically jumped off the boat in order to get to dry land. He gave a hearty handshake to the first soldier, who walked up with a big grin on his face. Another man, with the Red Cross emblazoned on his arm, approached Reese and tilted back his camouflage helmet. "You in charge here?” he asked. "I'm Captain Blevins. Is this Tiberia?”

Reese shook his head. "No, this is Intrepid. Tiberia’s over there. Byron's the skipper." The medic nodded and hurried off, two camouflaged assistants in tow.

Reese accepted a hand to climb over the railing and stood on the wharf next to a small soldier in the ubiquitous digital camouflage pattern the others all wore. Where the others wore backpacks and helmets or rifles slung over their backs, the man who eyed Reese up and down had no helmet, his exposed, his short-cropped hair like a brush on his head. "I'm Lieutenant Hendricks.” He stuck out a hand.

"Reese Lavelle,” he said as he shook hands. “It's nice to meet you, lieutenant.”

The soldier gestured they walk toward the action on Tiberia, and Reese followed. "How long you guys been at sea?"

Reese shrugged as he took in the sights and smells all around them. Seawater mixed with diesel, and trash combined for a potent odor. It was a big change compared to the clean, fresh air of the open ocean.

"I'd say we’re five days out of Boston."

"Boston," Hendricks muttered as he stopped next to the gangplank someone had set up for easy access to Tiberia. "You sure don't sound like a Yankee.”

Reese couldn't help but grin. "You don't sound like a New Yorker, either. I'm from South Carolina—that's where I'm headed."

Lieutenant Hendricks grunted. "Pennsylvania. My unit got pulled up here to reinforce the Guard outside NYC. Been stationed here for the last ten days."

Reese watched the doctor and two medics hunch over Libby on the starboard bench. "Jo?" 

She stepped back from the knot of people in the center of the boat and rushed on unsteady legs over the gangplank. She nodded at the lieutenant, shook hands and introduced herself briefly, then turned to Reese. "It's Libby—she was getting real sleepy just as we got here. Now she won't wake up."

"Is your friend sick?" asked Hendricks.

Jo turned to him and explained. "Well, yes—but not anything infectious. She’s diabetic and ran out of insulin some time ago."

The lieutenant nodded knowingly. "Doc, we got insulin at the sick bay?" 

The doctor stood and allowed the two assistants to load Libby gently onto a stretcher. He put his hands on his hips and turned to look over his shoulder at the lieutenant, as if irritated at the interruption. "Yeah, we’re fine—we got plenty."

Reese took note of the hostility in the doctor’s voice. He glanced at the lieutenant who sported a wicked smirk on his face. He’d never served in the military, but even he knew a lieutenant couldn’t get away with that when talking to a captain. He narrowed his eyes and watched the scene.

Captain Blevins stepped across the gangplank and ignored Byron's machine gun barrage of questions. The two medics dutifully followed, like ducklings, and Byron got in line behind them all.

Reese caught Byron's arm and held him for a second. "Are you going with her and the doctors?"

Byron angrily shrugged out of Reese's grip. "Of course, I am. I'll catch up with you guys later."

"What about the boats?" Tony asked.

"You stay with them,” Byron ordered. He turned away and rushed to catch up to the soldiers as they headed uphill, deeper into Port Jefferson.

The lieutenant shrugged. “Doc’s a little rough around the edges. Come on, follow me,” he said. “I’ll give you a quick tour of the base, get you set up with a rack and some chow. There's hot showers if you want them," he called over his shoulder in a nonchalant fashion.

"Hot showers?" Tony asked. "Screw the boats, where are the showers?"

Hendricks laughed. "Don't worry, they're not going anywhere, and my men will make sure they’re protected. We haven't had hardly any problems with crime or disorder since we established our beachhead."

Reese followed along and mulled over the lieutenant’s words. "Established a beachhead?” Reese asked cautiously. “Sounds more like an invasion them a relief operation.”

Hendricks laughed again. "Sorry, just a habit. It's not like we’re conquering the place—but the process is the same whether you're in a war or not. Establish a perimeter, build the base, and then spread your influence out to provide assistance, however possible." He shook his head. "You should've seen it when we got here on Day Four. Man, what a mess.” He shook his head as he walked. 

“That bad, huh?” asked Reese.

“Trash, busted up homes, broken boats—everything you can think of, all dumped right here where we’re standing. It looked like the waves scooped up the marinas and all the boats and everything tied up here, crunched it all up in a compactor, and dumped it on the edge of town. Took us most of last week just to clear everything out." He pointed to his right as they crossed the street. "Down there is barracks alley."

"Is that what all those rectangular tent things are?" asked Tony.

"Roger that," said Hendricks. "We got ‘em set up in an organized grid pattern, so some of the soldiers are stationed there, and others are stationed on the north, and the rest on the east side of the base. I heard Major Robertson is going to come up with a better name, but for now, it’s just Camp Echo."

"Why do they call it Camp Echo?" asked Reese.

Hendricks sighed. “We’re the fifth base established on Long Island. Now we’re the only one still operating outside of Alpha, way down near the southern tip. If you look over here on the left, you'll see the chow hall,” he said without missing a beat. “We got fresh food set up for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. You need something in between, just go in there and see the cook. He'll set you up with some MREs. If you need anything else, come find me—that's our Battalion headquarters, right there," Hendricks said as he pointed to another tent next to the large portable mess hall. “That’s where I work.”

They walked uphill toward the next intersection, and Hendricks stopped. “Go on in over here," he said and jerked a thumb over his shoulder to another group of rectangular tents. "That's processing for new arrivals. They’ll get you set up with a cot and a pass. Keep it on you at all times—we've got lanyards so you can just put ‘em around your neck like this one," he said as he lifted up an ID card that hung from a green strap around his own neck. "I only wear mine because I'm the liaison officer, but all civilians have to wear them around the neck. They’ll tell you all about it inside.”

"Once you're all checked in, I'll find you at the chow hall. It's kind of where everybody meets when they’re off duty. You'll see.” He stopped and looked around. “Well, if there’re no questions, I'll leave you to it. See you in a couple minutes." Hendricks started to walk away, then stopped and turned back. "Oh, almost forgot—you'll have to go to separate facilities for men and women," he said. "I know it seems silly in this day and age, especially after what's happened, but...” He shrugged. "The army is the army."

He wouldn't leave until Jo agreed and walked toward the big induction tent decorated with a banner across the entrance that read WOMEN. "I'll see you in two shakes of a jackalope’s tail,” she told Reese.

“What?” he replied.

“What are we waiting for? I'm starving," Tony said with a grin on his face. He marched off toward the tent next to the one that Jo approached and disappeared into the entrance underneath a big sign that read MEN.

“Thanks a lot," Reese said. “I appreciate it.” 

The lieutenant nodded, turned on his heel, and walked toward the mess tent. Reese continued on his way toward the induction tent for men and ducked under the flap into the darkened interior. 

A single light glowed over a camp desk set up in the far corner, and Tony stood before two soldiers who sat at the desk with bored looks on their faces. They skimmed through papers attached to clipboards and rattled off instructions.

Reese stepped up behind Tony and waited his turn. Eventually, they handed Tony a card, a paper to sign, and instructed him to pick up the lanyard at the next station, across the tent. He’d be given further instructions there.

Reese went through the same process, gave his and stepped up for the same proceeding. "Hi, I‘m—”

“Name?" the clerk called out. When Reese didn't answer right away after the interruption, the man looked up from his sheet. "Name?" he said pointedly.

"Reese Lavelle."

"Residence?"

Reese rolled his eyes. "Charleston, South Carolina."

The clerk scribbled his note, then looked up under the glow of the single lamp that hung from the ceiling. “You're a long way from home."

"Yeah, actually it’s—“

The clerk looked down before Reese could finish his statement and announced the next bit of data required for the paper. "Age and marital status."

Reese grunted. "46, married."

"That your wife that just went in the tent over there?" he asked with a casual wave of his pencil.

Reese snorted. "No, my family’s still in South Carolina. That's where I was trying to get to, when we were—“

“And where were you when the tsunami hit?" the clerk asked.

"I was just trying to tell you that," Reese began.

"Where?” asked the soldier. He put his pencil down and looked at Reese for a second. "Look, buddy—this’ll go a lot faster for both of us if you just listen to the question and answer when I ask it. Got it? Just tell me what I asked for, then you can get over and meet your girlfriend or whoever that was and get some hot food. Okay? I've been doing this all day, and I'd like to get some sack time."

Reese bit back the scathing retort on his tongue and nodded. "Bar Harbor, Maine."

The clerk nodded, scribbled some more, looked up at him for a second then made one final note. He reached under the desk and pulled out a plastic card about the size of a credit card and slid it across the desk to Reese. "Here's your ID pass card. Take it over there to the next station like that other guy just did—they'll get you set up with the lanyard and give you instructions on where to find your bunk for the night. Chow hall’s just down the street to the right—“

"Yep, got it, thanks," Reese said, enjoying the shocked look on the man's face as he was interrupted. He stepped over, gathered his lanyard, and was given instructions to go to find his bunk in tent 7B. There he'd also find a change of clothes—if the size was not correct, he could find the quartermaster at the battalion commander’s tent in the morning and request an exchange. 

For the most part, the second clerk informed him, no one had any problems except in the clothing assigned to them. It was a pretty standard size all around. Reese looked about average size to the clerk, so he had was informed that he’d probably find plenty of clothes to fit.

Reese stepped out of the tent and found Tony waiting impatiently just outside. "There you are, I was beginning to think that you wanted to marry one of those guys. Come on, I don’t know about you, but I could eat a dead horse right about now."

"You can go on ahead to the mess hall. I'm gonna go find the tent they assigned me—which one did you get? I got 7B."

"Hey, me too. Save me a bunk, will you?" Tony said with a wave as he turned and headed for the dining hall.

Reese waved back absently, then wandered down the avenue of identical tents and examined the signs above each one. He finally found 7B—the very last one on the street—and happened to glance out through the heavy chain-link fence set up just on the other side of his tent. In the distance, under the glow of a collection of arc lights, four armed National Guardsmen stood over at least a dozen people, who hacked and dug away at the ground with axes, picks, and shovels. As he watched, one of the guards stepped forward and gesticulated with his rifle to make the workers move to a different area.

"What in the world...?” Reese muttered as he narrowed his eyes.

"What you looking at, cowboy?" Jo called from the opposite side of the street. Startled, Reese almost walked into the side of the tent. He turned and grinned at her, then jogged over to stand next to her tent. "So you got 7A?" Reese asked with a nod toward the tent.

Jo scoffed and looked at the plastic card in her hand. "Looks like.” She slipped the green lanyard over her head and adjusted her long gray braid to fit through. She slipped the card into a clear plastic pocket that hung from the clip. "Don't see how this is going to be doing anybody much good, but if it gets me a roof over my head and a free meal—“

“Don’t forget the hot shower,” Reese added.

“Amen,” she replied. “I'll spin in circles and do an Irish jig if they want me to."

Reese grinned and clapped her on the back. "Sounds good to me. Don't make a big show of it, because there's a couple people watching us by the next tent, but when you get a chance," he said under his breath as they turned from the tents toward the mess hall tent. "Take a look behind us. What do you make of that?" 

They took two steps, then Jo announced she needed to tie her shoe and turned sideways to take a knee. Reese glanced down and watched as she tied her shoe and surreptitiously took a glance at the end of the street through the chain-link fencing. Reese turned away and nodded a greeting at the two soldiers who watched them about 20 feet away as they sat in lawn chairs in front of tent 5B. The two men smoked cigarettes, the ends glowed red in the darkness, and one made a joke that caused the other to laugh. They turned away and continued to talk amongst themselves.

Jo stood and matched pace with Reese again as they headed to get food. "I don't know what that was over there...but it sure looked like a bunch of soldiers bossin’ around some civilians. We need to keep our eyes open, that's for sure," Jo muttered.

"Roger that," Reese said with a grimace.

“I’m still getting my shower,” she said seriously. “Ain’t no one gonna stop me, either.”
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Lavelle Homestead

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Cami scratched behind Kirk's year, and the cinnamon-colored vizsla leaned into her leg. His cropped tail wagged so fast his entire butt shook. She laughed at the dog’s sheer joy.

"Sometimes I wish we could be more like Kirk," Cami muttered.

Next to her, Marty snorted. He adjusted the wide-brimmed straw hat he wore and used his cane to poke about the ashes on the ground outside his house. "Well, you can scratch my belly, but my leg won't twitch like his will," Marty said.

Cami laughed even harder at the mental image.

A sound, the rough noise of an engine in distress, permeated the thick canopy of trees that surrounded Marty's house and Cami froze. That was the first engine anyone had heard in the neighborhood since the sheriff's last visit almost three days earlier. "You hear that?" she whispered.

Marty frowned at her. "Missy, I couldn't hear a dump truck driving through a nitroglycerin plant. You know how old I am?"

Cami shushed him and waved her hand for silence. The sound was there, and then it wasn't. It flitted through the trees like the echo of a ghost just on the edge of her detection. She closed her eyes in concentration and tried to block the sound of birds chirping in the trees, the wind as it whispered through the pines, and the sound of someone hammering away at something on the other side of the neighborhood. The sharp crack of the hammer every time it hit wood echoed in a steady rhythm. Crack-crack-crack. Pause. Crack-crack-crack. Pause.

In the gap between hammer strokes, Cami's eyes snapped open. "There—I hear it again. It's getting louder—that's an engine. She turned, and her ears pinpointed the location of the sound. "Whoever it is, they’re outside the neighborhood...there,” she said as she pointed toward the trees. On the main road."

"Battle stations," Marty said. He turned abruptly away from her and shuffled back into the house. "Kirk—heel!” he snapped. The dog obeyed instantly and bolted from Cami’s side, ears forward and alert for danger as he followed his owner. 

Cami sprinted across the side yard and glanced over her shoulder as she ran. No sign of the vehicle as she reached her back deck. "Amber! Mia! Somebody's coming!"

The back door opened and Amber stepped out, pistol in her hand. "Who? Where?" she asked as she scanned the tree line.

"The road," Cami said and pointed toward the street in front of their house. "You hear it?"

Amber cocked her head for a second. "An engine—a rough one at that. Sounds like that car’s on its last legs." She listened again. "It's getting closer—you're right, mom.”

"What is it?" Mia asked from a second-floor window.

"Lock the house down!” Cami said urgently. "We may have visitors. Somebody's driving a car and there headed right for the neighborhood."

"Boys!" Mia yelled as only a mother of young children can. The snap of her voice cut through the sounds of the backyard like a knife. Junior popped up above the harvested vegetable plants in the garden. Little Caleb emerged from behind the shed, both hands full of twigs, and covered in mud. 

"Get inside now! Remember what we talked about?" Mia yelled. The boys dropped everything and sprinted for the back door without argument.

Cami drew her pistol and instructed Amber to get back inside and make sure all the doors were locked.

"What about you?"

"I'll be right behind you,” she soothed. “I’m gonna stay here at the corner until I see if the car comes up our street or not. If it does, I promise I'll slip around and get back inside. With all the plywood up on the windows, it's kinda hard to see anything beyond a few feet."

"Why don't we just post somebody at the window upstairs—?”

“We'll figure it out later—just get inside!” Cami snapped. The engine grew exponentially louder as the car turned into the neighborhood. "Here they come!” Cami warned. She pressed her back against the side of the house and raised her pistol into a defensive position that she could adjust into a snap shot if she needed. She held her breath and waited.

After what seemed like an eternity, a familiar sight rounded the bend and chugged slowly toward her house. It was her own car—riddled with bullets and struggling with one flat tire—but the beat-up old Subaru had made it home.

Cami fought the urge to lower her weapon and race around the corner, sure that Mitch was behind the wheel, until she could ascertain whether it was a trap. After the firefight, she wasn't taking anything for granted—even the sight of her own car.

"Mom!" Amber yelled from the deck. "It's our car! It's got to be Mitch!”

“Ssssh!” Cami hissed as she waved her daughter back inside. "It could be a trap! Get by the front door. I'm coming in."

Cami stepped inside the back door and locked it behind her, then sprinted across the ground floor to the front of the house. Amber stood ready next to the door, just inside the living room, with the shotgun already at her shoulder and aimed at the floor. Cami took up position next to the door and raised her hand to indicate Amber should stand ready, but not raise the shotgun yet. She held her breath and waited  to hear the car doors slam, one...two...three.

"Three doors?" she whispered over her shoulder. Amber shook her head and frowned, unable to provide an answer.

Cami adjusted the grip on her pistol, stepped across to the opposite side of the door and peered through the peep hole. A shadow darkened the doorway, and Mitch's face materialized as her eye adjusted to the change in light. Gary followed, and another person stepped up behind him. Whoever it was stood in exactly the wrong spot—soot or blood or dirt smeared the viewport, and the person stood right behind it. Cami cursed inwardly. She watched as Gary leaned forward with a smile on his face and rapped his knuckles on the door. "Cami? Amber? I know you guys saw us come up—we...we brought your car back."

"Who's that with you?" Cami yelled.

“Oh, hey, Cami. This—it’s Elizabeth," Gary said triumphantly. He reached back and put his arm around his wife, but only when Elizabeth stepped forward enough for Cami to see her face clearly did she relax and let out the breath she'd been holding. A smile split her face, and her hand trembled as she retracted the deadbolt and pulled the door open. 

Before she could step through, Amber brushed past and ran right into Mitch, enveloping him with both arms. The adults stepped aside and let Amber and Mitch have a moment, before Cami did the same and rushed forward to embrace Elizabeth.

She hadn't seen her friend in a few years, but Elizabeth Adams had aged remarkably well. She still had the skin of a 30-year-old, and her face, though a little on the dirty side and streaked with tear tracks, split into a broad smile as she gave a little squeal of joy and hugged Cami. "I'm so happy to see you!" Cami said into Elizabeth's hair as the two friends embraced.

"I never thought I'd see you again," Elizabeth said breathlessly. "I never thought I'd see Gary or Mitch again either—ya’ll, I’m so happy!"

"We'll don't cry, because then I’ll start crying and then—“

"Too late," Elizabeth said as she pulled away, still smiling with glistening eyes.

After several minutes of re-introductions, hugs, slaps on the back, and handshakes all around, Amber went inside the house with Mitch to raise the garage door. Cami's poor Subaru started up fitfully and coughed like a 50-year smoker, but Mitch was able to haul the wounded car into the garage so they could shut the door.

With the vehicle secured—along with all the worldly possessions Mitch, Gary, and Elizabeth were able to bring from their house—Cami gathered everyone in the kitchen and introduced Mia and the boys to Elizabeth.

As Amber and Mia busied themselves with passing out ice cold water, iced tea, and chilled veggie strips from the fridge, Cami pulled the radio off her belt and brought it to her mouth. “Reaper—stand down, stand down, stand down."

"Roger that, I take it the incoming guests are friendlies?”

"They are indeed!” Cami said, a wide smile on her face. “Come on over whenever you're ready."

"Roger that. Reaper out."

Cami took a glass of iced tea from Amber with a smile. "Guys, seriously we didn't think you were coming back—and what happened to my car?" she said to Gary with a mock frown on her face.

"Yeah...about that...” Gary said. “We had a little...trouble getting out of the neighborhood."

"I'll say," Cami laughed. "Seriously, I'm not too worried about the car—I’m just glad none of you are hurt. You aren't hurt, right?" she asked. 

Elizabeth shook her head “No, thank God, we’re not. But it was a near thing."

Cami heard the distinctive thump-thump of Marty's cane on the back deck. Amber threw open the porch door. "Marty, look! Gary and Mitch are back!"

Marty stopped in the doorway, took in the scene before him and looked the newcomers up and down. He grunted, accepted the chair Amber provided him, and sat heavily. "Took you long enough."

"So, tell us what happened," Cami said over Marty.

Gary reached out and squeezed Elizabeth's hand. Cami didn’t miss the gesture, and a twinge of jealousy coursed through her body as a result. She would've given anything at that moment for Reese to sit next to her and do the same thing. It was a simple gesture, just a reaffirming human touch, but she saw the relief in Elizabeth's eyes, and the smile that creased Gary's face. Cami turned away and took a drink of iced tea to distract herself.

"There's not much to tell, really," Gary said. He took a deep breath, then looked at Cami and his face turned grave. "When Mitch and I got there, Elizabeth had been hiding."

She nodded, her eyes wide as she looked at Mia, Amber, and Cami. "It'd been almost three days since I went outside at that point. Well, at least in the daylight." She looked down. "I couldn't go to the bathroom inside anymore—I just couldn't. When electricity went out, our water stopped as well. Luckily I was by myself—-we had plenty to get me through the next couple weeks. But I wasn't about to waste drinking water on flushing toilets."

"So what did you do?" asked Amber.

"Well," Elizabeth said with a sigh. "I pretended I was a man and went outside and made the world my bathroom."

They all shared a good laugh for a moment, all except Marty, who sat and watched in silence. "What happened to your neighborhood?" he asked, and his gruff voice cut through the momentary joviality like a hot knife through butter.

Elizabeth swallowed. "Over the course of the first few days, everything was pretty normal. The power was flickering, and a lot of people didn't come home from work or school...” She looked at Cami. “We know a lot of the families around us, and several had school-age children. It was...” She batted her eyes and looked away, then raised a hand to her mouth. "It was hard to bear. All the children...” Gary disentangled his hand from hers and draped his arm over her shoulders.

She looked up at him and smiled, wiped the nascent tears from her eyes, and continued. "Leaving that stuff aside, it was...I don't know, kinda like camping. We've been through hurricanes before," she said and paused when Mia looked down and blushed. "And at first, that's what I treated it like. I made sure to eat the food from the fridge first and tried not to open the fridge or the freezer out in the garage...since it was just me, everything that I made was lasting a good long while. Then the break-ins started happening. It was about a week ago when the first one happened in the middle of the night.” She paused to drink some water.

“Did they come near you?” asked Cami.

Elizabeth shook her head. “I was sound asleep, and then I heard some gunshots. At least I think that's what woke me up. But I didn't go back to sleep, because of my neighbor screaming. I'll never forget that sound," she said, and stared at the space between Cami and Amber. "She was screaming, it was so high-pitched, and she was screaming over and over ‘please don't hurt me, please don't hurt me.’ She just kept screaming...then there was a gunshot, and the most awful silence I've ever heard settled on the whole neighborhood. No birds, no crickets, nothing."

Cami shot Amber a glance, and her daughter nodded. "We had a similar experience here—right around the same time," Cami added.

"Yeah, but the next night people started shooting back,” Amber said with a touch of pride in her voice. “What happened in your neighborhood?"

Elizabeth sat back in her chair and crossed her arms as if hugging herself. "Nothing like that, I’m afraid. After that first gunshot, the next night there were more. Then the first house caught on fire. That fire ended up taking out three houses. The next day, I was out walking around to get some exercise and visit with neighbors, and we went over together and looked." She shook her head and clasped her hands together on the table. "Cami, I saw the bodies—they were charred and...”

"It's okay, you don't have to talk about it," Gary said quietly.

"I beg to differ," Marty muttered. "What y'all seen is good intel. Other than my radio, we've been flying blind the last couple days. The sheriff pulled out and said there was some trouble up north—I wouldn't be surprised if it's around your neck of the woods. If that's the case, then we need to know everything that happened up there.”

“You think they're headed south?" asked Gary.

Marty shrugged one shoulder. "Hard to say, these people we’re dealing with are like wild animals—they're liable to do unpredictable things. Whoever thought they'd get together and attack Cami and me?" Marty shook his head. "It's a crying shame what's going on in this country right now, but we have to get through it as best we can. And we can't do that without actionable intelligence."

Elizabeth nodded. "It's okay," she said to Gary, and patted his hand with one of hers. "I need to tell it." She cleared her throat, and took a long drink from her glass, then wiped her lips and continued. "Real quick, everyone figured out not to go outside at night. That was when the bad things happened—all the gunshots and fires, everything started at night. I couldn't shake this feeling that people were watching houses during the day, so I got real scared to go outside. I took garbage and trash out of the house at night. And I made sure not to use a flashlight or anything and slipped out into the backyard. I even dug a hole and tried to bury most of the trash. In the end, I think that's what gave me away."

"What do you mean?" Amber asked. "Sounds like you are doing everything right."

"She was—but I'm guessing that when you buried your trash, you didn't take care to make sure that the ground didn't look disturbed, did you?" asked Marty.

Elizabeth looked at him, her mouth slightly open, and nodded in silence. "How'd you know?"

"It's a common mistake. Anybody who's casing the joint and worth his salt will notice from time to time that some ground gets tore up. If there's nobody home, and there's nothing valuable there, then why would somebody be out digging up the backyard? Crooks think in terms of money—I bet they imagined you were buryin’ the family jewels or stacks of cash or something." Marty grinned. "I tell you what though, I would've paid good money to see the looks on their faces when they dug up your garbage."

Elizabeth smiled, but the expression didn't reach her eyes. "You're probably right," she conceded. "I thought I had them fooled—I thought they'd leave me alone if I just acted like the house didn't have anything valuable inside and there was no one home. Our house isn’t the biggest or the fanciest in our neighborhood, I’m sure that's why they attacked the Robinsons and the Caruso's. Why go after our little place when you can go after those McMansions? Anyway," she said with a sigh. "Couple days ago, I saw someone standing across the street from our house. He just stood there, leaning against the mailbox and smoking cigarette after cigarette. He must've been out there all day. I was so scared, I could barely move. I lay on the floor all day and kept myself below the window on the second floor, in the media room."

"If you were on the floor below the window, how could you keep an eye on them without exposing yourself?" Amber asked.

Elizabeth grinned. “It was the media room. I kept my back to the wall and watched the reflection on the TV. I could see right across the street, clear as day. Whenever that guy moved, or one of the other guys showed up and they talked, I could watch them on the TV." She shrugged and offered a shy smile. "It wasn't the same, but it was kind of like watching TV...back before the wave, you know? At least I was able to keep track of them."

"That's when we showed up and ruined everything,” Mitch said.

Cami looked at him. "Is that when they shot at you?"

Gary scoffed. "Not hardly. Me and Mitch rolled in there like our hair was on fire, and those guys jumped out of the way pretty quick. I was afraid they'd start trouble, so we got car in the garage as fast as possible." Gary took Elizabeth's hand in his again. "They stood out there and watched us the rest of the day while we got reacquainted and loaded everything."

"You decided to come back here so soon?"

Gary shook his head. "No, not exactly. But with those guys watching my house, I didn't want to take any chances.”

“That was smart,” Marty interjected.

Gary nodded. “I figured if we stocked the car with everything we need, if we did have to leave all we had to do was jump in and hit the gas. I just didn't count on them bringing in a freakin’ army."

Marty leaned forward on his cane. "Now we’re getting to the good stuff. Give me the details. How many?"

Gary looked at the ceiling. "I'd say about 25...yeah, 25 men."

"Gimme some descriptions—white, black, Asian? All men? Any kids or women? One big group or lots of little groups?"

Gary nodded. "It was mostly men. I couldn't notice any one ethnicity more than the others—there were white guys with shaved heads, Latino guys, and black guys. They all wore the same kind of clothing: gray overalls or pants with white tank tops."

Marty grunted. “Department of corrections, standard issue.”

"When we saw a big group appear down the end of the street and start working their way toward our house, I knew it was time to get out of there." Gary looked down at his hands. "Might have saved us some trouble if I'd made that decision the night before...when Mitch asked me to."

Mitch blushed, his cheeks pink over the black beard on his face. He looked at Amber. "Well, I kinda had a reason to come back."

Cami smiled. “And we’re glad you came back.” She reached out and squeezed Elizabeth’s hand. “All of you."

"But that's not the whole story, is it?" demanded Marty, always one to cut through any sentimentality.

Gary shook his head. "This group...they were organized. There was a guy in the middle of the street with a clipboard.”

“Yeah,” added Mitch. “When they had everybody together, he sent groups of two or three to every house.”

Gary resumed. “We heard all kinds of shooting and screaming. One house caught on fire—that was when I got everybody in the car, and we took off.”

"I certainly hope you didn’t try to drive through them all?" asked Cami.

Gary nodded. "That was my first thought. Like we'd take ‘em by surprise since they were all occupied with the houses and only a couple of them were left in the street. But the ones in the street carried a lot of long rifles.”

“What kinds?” asked Marty.

“I didn't get that good look, but whatever they had, I didn't want to tangle with ‘em. So, when we backed out into the street, I burned some rubber and headed the other direction. We tried to loop around the neighborhood and come out the other side, but they had a couple guys watching the exit!"

"Scariest thing I've ever seen," Mitch muttered.

"Being shot at is never fun, boy," Marty replied.

"I thought for sure they'd kill us all," Gary said, as he looked down at the table. "You could hear the bullets hit the car—it made the most awful ding sound. Every one that hit I thought was going to be the shot that killed the engine. And if we were forced to stop, there was nothing we could do. All we had was the pistols you gave us and the crossbow."

"You took my crossbow?"

"You mean his crossbow?" Amber asked. “If I remember correctly, you gave it to Mitch, Mr. Price."

“I brought it back...” Mitch mumbled.

Marty opened his mouth to rebut her argument, then closed it and smiled. "Right you are.” He cleared his throat. “Then what happened?"

Gary offered an embarrassed smile. "I don't know...I kinda had my eyes closed. I just hit the gas and tried to keep us on the road. They were shooting all over the place, the windows were busted out and they shot holes in the doors. It was a miracle no one got hurt.”

Mitch nodded. “You did great, dad.”

Gary nodded and continued. “Next thing I know, we’re across the street and in a field. Somehow, I managed to get us back onto the road, and we took off. I didn't even know what direction we were going, as long as it was away from our house.”

“We got a flat tire about 20 minutes out from your place,” Elizabeth said. 

“Yep,” Gary added. “We had to limp in—I’m pretty sure they got the engine at some point, and I don't think she's going to start again...so I apologize for the car, Cami."

Cami shook her head. "Don't worry about it—I told you we have nowhere to go. The car doesn't have much use to us anymore. Besides," she added, "now that the electricity is out, none of the gas stations are going to get any more fuel. I don't see anybody driving within the next month or so. All the gas will be gone."

"And good riddance, I say," Gary said vehemently. "Groups like the one that took over our neighborhood won't be able to roam around at will with all the gas gone."

"Except of course, they’re hoarding all the gas they find. Aren't they?" Marty asked.

Elizabeth nodded. "I slipped out and talked with our neighbor the night before we left. She told me how she'd heard from somebody else ours wasn't the first neighborhood these guys had taken down. They were organized—they knew what they were doing. How could things have gotten so bad so quickly? It hasn’t even been two weeks since the tsunami hit?"

“We’re only three meals from anarchy, people. Nobody keeps extra stuff on hand for emergencies. Why bother, when you can just jump in the car and drive down to the local Walmart? So, when all that dries up, and there’s no more stuff on the shelves in the stores, you’re gonna see the worst in human nature. It's gonna get medieval," Marty said.

"Did you see any cops or National Guard...anybody?" Cami asked.

Elizabeth shook her head. "A couple days after the tsunami hit, and then again right after the power went out, I saw a cop car drive through our neighborhood. But the first time the cop wasn’t even looking—he just drove through and left. The second time, he was taking in everything and drove real slow. He almost looked like he was memorizing the layout of the neighborhood—I didn't like it at all. The look in his eyes...they were empty, Cami."

"Did you notice any bullet holes or damage on the cop car the second time?" asked Marty.

Elizabeth closed her eyes and thought for a moment. "Yes...I don't remember any bullet holes, but the windshield was cracked, and the front end was messed up a little bit. There was a big dent on the driver’s door, and I remembered the word ‘Police’ had been mostly scratched off. Like he’d been in an accident."

Marty nodded. “Might not have been a cop. Might've been a scout for this group that showed up later." He looked at Cami and nodded. "That's something to think about."

Cami leaned back in her chair. "Yeah, with the sheriff pulling out...most people are liable to go running right up to the first cop car that comes rolling to the neighborhood. Let’s get the word out for people to stay alert."

"I sure hope that what happened at your neighborhood doesn't happen here...” Amber muttered.

"If it does, we’ll be ready for it. We didn't have any way of fighting back at home—the pistols we had wouldn’t have done squat against those guys with the rifles. But here?" Mitch asked. "Besides the little armory that you have, Cami-san, half the people in this neighborhood are hunters. I saw what went down when those guys attacked your place the day before we left. Y'all ain’t going down without a fight."

Cami looked at Elizabeth and Gary as they touch their heads together and whispered to each other. "No, we certainly aren't going down without a fight."

Where are you Reese?
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Chapter 10
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Camp Echo

Port Jefferson, New York

Reese slowly opened his eyes and woke. For a moment he couldn't remember where he was. Then the rough sheets he lay on—nowhere near as soft as a luxurious bamboo sheets Cami put on their bed at home—scratched his skin and the memories flooded back. He lay stretched out on an army-issued cot, covered in a rough wool blanket. He remembered a chill in the air the night before as he lay down, his stomach full after a hot meal.

The heat of the day had already kicked in—if it was so hot in the morning, he cringed to think how humid it might be in the afternoon. Reese kicked the blanket off and sat up as the air cooled his heated skin. The movement caused an unexpected groan to escape his lips. Every muscle in his body was sorer than he'd ever known. His shoulder, the wound still sporting a fresh pink scar, was stiff as a board. He rotated his arm and stretched the deltoids with the exercises Jo had taught him. Her work had been checked out and approved by the Army medic who'd insisted on inspecting his injury before he allowed Reese to get some shuteye.

His morning routine completed, Reese stood from the cot, and pulled on his army issue overalls. Reese preferred to wear them as pants, and let the shoulder straps hang down his legs, then put on the standard issue white crew neck shirt. The last bit for his ensemble was the green lanyard with the simple plastic ID card that listed him not by name, but a long number.

Reese looked down at the card idly, and a scary thought occurred to him. The card wasn't much different from a prisoner identification number. Reese looked up from the card and swallowed. That wasn't the case—it couldn't be. They were in a US Army camp on Long Island, for crying out loud. He'd seen no prisoners...

Reese paused at the entrance to the tent. He looked to his right and saw a group of people that wore clothes very similar to his own outside the security perimeter the night before...could very well have been prisoners.

Reese swallowed, threw back the tent flap, and stepped out to greet the morning.

Reese squinted in the bright midday sun. “What the...?” He glanced down at his watch and tapped the dial to make sure the displayed time was correct. One hand up to shield his eyes, he glanced at the sky. Crystal clear, with a few white cumulonimbus clouds that scuttled across the eastern horizon.

A soldier walked by, casually nodded in greeting at Reese, then glanced up at the sky before he looked back at Reese with a frown. “Everything okay?” 

“Uh...yeah. Fine.” Reese cleared his throat and lowered his hand under the suspicious look the soldier had given him, then turned in the opposite direction and headed for the mess hall tent. His stomach rumbled fiercely as he walked down the slight hill past row after row of large tents, just like the one he’d left.

When he found the mess hall—an enormous version of the barracks tents—he stepped through into a raucous environment, filled with a dozen different conversations, laughter, and over in the corner, someone read aloud from a book. Reese stood in the entrance for a moment and took in everything. 

The man in the corner—dressed in civilian garb, held a large book in front of him, and gestured with one hand as he spoke to a group of six men and women, all in collapsible camp chairs, who watched him with rapt attention.

"There you are," Jo exclaimed, suddenly at his side. He turned and blinked at her, as she stood in the same outfit he wore, only with the suspenders up and a tray of steaming food in her hands.

Reese looked over the food Jo brought back from the chow line: what looked like a passable Salisbury steak, cafeteria mashed potatoes, green beans, sliced carrots, Jell-O, a large chocolate chip cookie in a plastic bag, and two boxes of milk.

"That looks...amazing," Reese said.

"And you look like you could eat the tray that it's sitting on. Go on over there and get in line. I’ll get us some seats. I ran into Tony outside—he said he'd meet us here."

Reese waived an acknowledgment over his shoulder as he hurried to get in line. A few dozen people stood along the counter where at least where six soldiers in cook’s uniforms doled out exact proportions of every food as people moved further down the line. It was all Reese could do to avoid sticking his fingers into the mashed potatoes and scooping them into his mouth. 

By the time he got to the end of the line and his tray was full of steaming, fresh food, he worried that drool might leak from his lips before he made it to the table. He snatched a packet of silverware at the end of the line and hurried across the crowded dining hall to find Jo. She waved one thick arm at the end of a table and urged him over. Reese put his tray carefully down on the table and sat. "This looks like the best meal I've had all year," he said with a smile.

"You should've seen breakfast," Jo said as she tucked into her own tray.

"I can't believe I slept right through it...” Reese muttered as he used his fork to cut off a chunk of the soft Salisbury steak. He swirled the meat into its generic gravy sauce and picked up a shriveled item that might've been a mushroom in another life, but Reese considered it ambrosia. He shoved it all in his mouth and chewed, then closed his eyes in bliss as he groaned. "Oh, my God...”

A tray slapped down on the table nearby and he opened his eyes, surprised to see Tony drop onto the bench next to him. Instead of grabbing a fork in diving in like he and Jo had, Tony rested his elbows on the table and stared down at the tray.

Reese took two more mouthfuls of steak, mashed potatoes, and green beans, then washed it all down with half a box of milk before he exhaled and looked at Tony. "You gonna eat that? Seriously, it's pretty darn good. Best thing I've had since the tsunami...“

"This is probably the worst steak I've ever had, but he ain't lyin’—best thing I've had in the last two weeks," Jo replied with an equally wide grin.

Tony stared down at his plate and didn't say a word.

Reese speared another chunk of Salisbury steak, slathered it in gravy, but didn't put it in his mouth. "Tony?" He popped the food into his mouth and glanced at Jo. She raised an eyebrow as she chewed her own food but said nothing.

After Reese swallowed, he picked up the milk carton and nudged Tony on the arm. "What's up, man? You okay?"

Tony looked at Reese. "I don't know what's worse, the fact that I've lost my appetite, or the fact that I know what's really going on here? I'm so hungry I could eat one of our boats out in the harbor." He looked down at his plate. "And they didn't even let me have breakfast...”

Reese looked at Tony. "What do you mean they didn’t let you have breakfast?"

Tony cut a piece of steak as he talked. "I mean, that lieutenant we met last night—“

“Hendricks?” asked Reese.

“Yeah,” Tony said. “He pulled me aside and took me to some captain somebody or other—they started to tell me things...at first I didn't know what they were doing, then I realized they were trying to recruit me. They gave me a couple days to think about it."

“Recruit you for what?" asked Jo around a mouthful of mashed potatoes and green beans.

"They want me to join this...whatever it is here." Tony shoved the forkful of meat and gravy into his mouth. "This isn't bad, you know?"

"Right?" agreed Reese. "Keep going."

"Well," Tony said as he chewed, "here's the thing. According to this captain, the country is totally screwed. He’s saying that all the powers out on the East Coast—“

“Yeah, we knew that...” Jo replied. She emptied one of her milk cartons and dropped the empty container on the table. "That's nothin’ new."

"What is new,” Tony say as he pointed his fork at Jo, “is the power outages have spread all the way across the country. There's a few spots out in California and Texas that still have power—and the captain said there's other spots, mostly near nuclear power plants, that might still have juice." He shrugged. "For the most part, the whole country’s dark. Parts of Canada and most of Mexico, too. It's a hot mess."

Reese sat back in his chair as he chewed his food. He sighed. "This isn’t good...not good at all."

"I'll say," Tony replied. He speared some green beans and dredged them through the gravy. "The thing of it is, the National Guard was sent in to resupply and establish security for the people of Long Island. The mayor of New York specifically requested that Long Island become kind of like...how’d he put it? A safe zone?"

"What, they were planning on flying survivors from the coast...here?" asked Reese.

Tony swallowed a bite of food. "I guess that made more sense to them than trying to transport people further inland, since they have to go like 10 or 15 miles or something to get to clear areas...and with all the power out, everything is falling apart anyway. At least here, they didn't have to deal with too much wreckage...well, the captain says the southern half of the island is totally messed up, but up here, it's a little higher and the waves didn't quite reach."

"Well, that meshes with what we saw as we came into the port," Reese observed. He leaned forward, put his elbows on the table, and lowered his voice so only Jo and Tony could hear. "Did you guys see the lack of debris along the shore? This is the first place we've seen since we left Maine that didn't have piles of debris along the coast 20 feet high. The back half of Long Island definitely didn't suffer as bad as everywhere else."

Jo nodded and pointed her fork at Tony. "What else did this captain of yours say?"

Tony shrugged, stabbed some more steak onto his fork and put it in his mouth. He chewed for a moment thoughtfully, then replied. "I was willing to accept everything that he said to that point...then things started getting weird."

"Weird how?" asked Reese.

"For starters, they wanted me to join the National Guard—not as a soldier, just as like...a civilian contractor, I guess. They just need extra help around the base, but they don't want to trust any of the locals."

Reese put his fork down. "Why don't they trust the locals?"

"According to the captain, some of ‘em tried to steal supplies in the beginning—these guys were given a certain amount of supplies to bring over from the mainland. In the beginning, I guess everything was well organized and they were handing out food and water and everybody was happy. Then rumors get started that the Guard wasn’t going to be getting any more water, and everything was being diverted to New York City."

"Despite what you just said about Long Island being relatively untouched compared to everywhere else?" asked Jo.

Tony nodded. "That's what the captain said. The commanding officer, some colonel, decided to do exactly what he was ordered to do and shipped most of the supplies they had here back to New York City. When the civilians got word of it, they rioted and stole a bunch of stuff. There was a big firefight, I guess," Tony said with a shrug. He shoveled some more food into his mouth. "Couple people got killed on both sides, and the colonel was called to New York City to speak with the area commander.”

“So where is he now?” asked Reese.

Tony swallowed. “He never came back. So Major Robertson was left in command—he still is. And he decided he wasn't shipping squat back to New York City. They came here to rescue Long Island, and he decided that anyone staying with him was going to continue that mission."

Reese leaned forward. “They letting people leave if they want to?" 

Tony nodded. "Well, they did. The captain told me they lost about half their men the first couple days after the major took over. They just grabbed their gear, up and left—took any sailboat, speedboat, fishing boat, or barge they could—even a couple ferries, and went to the mainland. Then they lost all contact with them."

“Wait—what?" asked Jo. “I’ve seen them radios they got here—what do you mean they lost contact?”

Tony shrugged. "That's what I said. I mean, they got huge radios here, right? And not just the stuff that you can buy at Walmart—you should see some of the crap these guys got in the command tent—it's like state-of-the-art gear! They took me on a tour and showed me the stuff that I’d be working with if I joined up. Once they found out that I was on one of the sailboats, and knew how to run a radio, they really wanted me to stay."

"This just gets weirder and weirder," Reese said.

"You're telling me," Tony muttered as he put the last of his Salisbury steak on his fork. He looked at it for a moment, turned it this way and that, then popped it into his mouth. "You think they're going to allow seconds?"

"Based on what you're telling us, I'm surprised they're giving us any food at all," Reese replied sourly. "Sounds like they're not getting any more resupplies.”

Tony shook his head. "They're not, that's why as the civilians are getting more and more feisty, the National Guard guys here are having to be more and more...what did he say? Oh yeah, proactive, about keeping their supplies safe."

"I wonder if that had anything to do with the people I saw last night under guard outside the fencing?"

Tony shrugged. "I don't know anything about that, all I know is that they don't trust the locals. Anybody that happens to show up on the island, the captain says they give the same spiel and try to get them to join."

"Anybody take him up on their offer?" asked Jo.

"A few," Tony admitted.

"What about you?" asked Reese.

"It's tempting, man...they’re offering shelter, safety, and food. I gotta admit, being on the side of the guys with all the guns has its advantages, am I right?"

Reese crossed his arms and stared at the half-eaten food on his plate. His appetite had evaporated with Tony's news. "All depends on what advantages you're talking about."

"Yeah...” Tony said as he put finally put his fork down. "I talked with a few of the guys, just to get a sense of what the captain was saying—it's like they're all on the same team. These are the ones that stayed behind voluntarily—they’re still on mission. They want to deliver food and supplies to the civilians, but...” Tony shrugged.

Jo frowned. “If they don't get any more supplies, what are they going give to the civilians?" 

"Trouble," Reese said bitterly. He shook his head. "Guys, I don't like this at all. This Major Robertson might be trying to do the right thing and finish the job, but I don't like what I saw last night with those soldiers and the civilians doing all the work. None of it makes sense, I got a bad feeling where this is going to lead when they run out of supplies."

"Yeah, I was thinking the same thing...” Tony said as he nudged his empty tray toward the center of the table and leaned on his elbows. "You can already see how they’re eyeing houses in town. When the supplies run out here, I wouldn't be surprised if his soldiers started to...borrow from anybody who still has stuff."

“Does the major have any news about other areas of the country? Other than the power outages?"

"Nah, he didn't have much,” Tony said with sympathy in his voice. “He said they don't have reliable communication networks set up with anybody right now—even the military's kind of all over the place. People got conflicting orders when Washington was wiped out, so now everybody's kind of scrambling to find who's in charge and there's no real leadership." Tony sighed. "He did say that Israel and Iran are fighting—the whole Middle East is on fire, from what he told me. US military units all over the world are trying to get home, it's a total nightmare."

"No wonder these guys want to stay here," Jo said as she looked around the crowded dining hall. "I guess compared to all that nastiness, this is pretty cushy."

"Yeah," Tony said. "Lieutenant Hendricks told me as we were leaving that they had word last night that China invaded Taiwan because our fleets out there in the Pacific were returning to Pearl Harbor. I don't know what that means, but it sure doesn’t sound good. Makes me want to get home that much faster."

"Amen, brother," Reese said. He slapped his hands on the table and stood. "I can't sit here any longer. Anybody want this?" he asked as he pointed to his tray of half eaten food.

"Sure," Tony said with gusto. He pulled the tray in front of him and tucked in.

"Where are you going?" asked Jo.

"I'm gonna head down to the dock. I want to check on the boats—maybe see if I can find out about Libby. I haven't seen Byron since we landed yesterday...”

"I didn't see him, either. Lieutenant Hendricks told me that Aunt Libby is still unconscious, but they've got her stabilized. They’re thinking that she might wake up anytime now."

"Is Byron with her, then?” asked Jo.

Tony nodded, his mouth full of food.

"Well, that settles it,” Reese said. “I'll head over to the medical tent and check in on everybody. Want to meet back here...say in an hour?" asked Jo.

Reese nodded. "Sounds good, see you guys."

He used the short walk from the mess tent down the slight embankment toward the shore to clear his thoughts. Between the fall of the rest of the country and wars on the other side of the world, and civilians fighting soldiers over food on Long Island—Reese was more determined than ever to get on his way back home. Everything hinged on the boats.

As he came within sight of the two sailboats tied up at the dock where they'd left them the night before, Reese froze in the street. Soldiers clustered around in groups, none of them armed, and carried tools and packing crates back and forth between the two sailboats. A gaggle of civilians, dressed like Reese, swarmed over the sailboats. One was all the way up at the tip of Tiberia’s mast, near the anti-collision light at the tip.

Reese quickened his pace to the wharf and made his way through the crowd to the dock. Dozens of people talked at the same time and carried on conversations related to installing hardware, removing supplies, modifying wiring, and investigating the seaworthiness of the boats. 

"What's going on here?" Reese called out.

An angry looking man with a blunt face turned and pulled off his helmet. He tucked it under one arm and stepped briskly over to Reese. "I'm Sergeant Powell. How can I help you, sir?" he said in a no-nonsense voice.

"I'm Reese Lavelle—skipper of the Intrepid there," he said with an open palm aimed toward the sailboat covered in soldiers and civilians. "What are you doing to my boat?"

The corner of Powell’s mouth curled up. "Your boat? What gave you the impression that she was your boat?"

"The fact that this is America, and nobody told me otherwise," Reese replied evenly.

The soldier snorted. "Buddy, this may still be America, but I got news for you: the major don't have to tell you squat."

"What are those guys doing over there?" Reese asked as he looked over Powell’s shoulder toward Tiberia.

"Whatever I tell them to," Powell replied. "Now if you'll excuse me, I need to get back to work."

"Wait a minute," Reese said as he reached out to grab the soldier.

The sergeant froze mid-turn and looked down at Reese’s hand on his arm. In a slow, deliberate manner, he looked up at Reese. "Sir, I'm going to ask you nicely to remove your hand, or I'll remove it for you."

Reese pulled his hand back in a jerky motion and held them both in front of his chest. "Look, I'm sorry, I'm just—I’m a little disoriented and I don't know what's going on. Nobody's told me anything—“

"Sir, believe me,” Powell said, not unkindly. “If you needed to know something, someone would've told you. Now, I need you to step back over that line there," he said with a nod of his head toward the line of fresh paint on the wharf, "and stay out of the way.”

"You can't just take our sailboats," Reese protested, as two burly soldiers appeared at either elbow and politely—but firmly—directed him toward the wharf.

Sergeant Powell raised one hand casually, and the soldiers froze. He walked over to Reese and put his helmet back on his head but let the chinstrap dangle along the side of his face. "Let's get something straight, Mr. Lavelle. One, you ask too many questions. Two, Major Robertson will do whatever he pleases. Three, it's my job to make sure whatever the major says needs to happen, actually happens. And four, you’re lucky we don't have you pressed into one of the labor gangs, like the other troublemakers. If you want to keep it that way, I suggest you keep your mouth shut and your head down." He looked at the two soldiers and nodded, then turned away. Reese opened his mouth to reply, but the soldiers dragged him toward the wharf’s edge.

"Gotta listen to the man, mister,” one of the soldiers said out of the corner of his mouth. "Things ain't going too well for the civvies that are resisting. Just go with the flow, man—you'll be all right."

"But I don't even want to stay here," Reese said as they reached the yellow line on the wooden planks. He angrily shrugged out of their grips and stepped back. The soldiers glanced at each other, then looked at Reese and shrugged.

"Not my problem," the taller soldier said. They turned their backs to Reese and walked away.

Reese clenched his hands into fists, spun on his heel, and marched straight back up the hill toward the dining hall tent. The soldiers had their mission, and that was fine...but Reese had a new mission, too: find Jo and escape Long Island.
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Lavelle Homestead

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

The next morning as Cami fixed breakfast, Amber walked into the kitchen, her nose in the Medic Manual. "Morning, professor," Cami said with a smile.

"Have you been reading that all night?" asked Mia as she settled her kids at the table.

"Not all night," Amber replied absently as she stifled a yawn. "But this stuff is fascinating—-it's amazing what you can do to help people, even without access to modern medicine. I never knew..." she muttered and turned the page.

"Is there anything in there that's going to help us with Amy and Merle?" asked Cami.

"I think so,” Amber said as she looked up. “I think there's a lot in here that will help, actually. There's a few things we should be doing right now to make sure everyone else stays healthy." Amber put the book down and sat at the table. "There's all kinds of stuff—-chapters on hygiene and keeping your teeth clean, what to do about cuts and scrapes—-"

"For now, I think we've got plenty of Neosporin and Band-Aids,” Cami said, “without having to resort to poultices and compresses." Cami dished out reconstituted scrambled eggs onto their plates. Mia stepped up and helped. Cami had used the same cast-iron skillet she cooked the eggs in to toast bread and avoided wasting electricity on the toaster.

Amber closed the book and accepted her plate of eggs and toast with a smile. "How long you think it's going to be before we run out of bread?"

"Well," said Cami as she took her seat and snapped a cloth napkin over her lap. "We’re almost out of the premade stuff...but I've got plenty of yeast and flour put away. We’ll be able to make bread for a while, I'd say."

"I bet Yolinda can make bread for...well, pretty much forever," Mia said as she tucked into her eggs.

"What makes you say that?" asked Amber, her fork not quite to her mouth.

Mia chided her younger boy as he tried to push the older one off his chair. "Well, she's a baker...right? She’s been making bread for a few people in the neighborhood already—-the ones who are really low on food, you know? If she was running low on supplies, I doubt she’d just be giving all that away."

"That doesn't mean she's got an unlimited supply of baking supplies at home," Amber said around a mouthful of eggs. She reached for the salt.

Cami put her fork down. "No, Mia's right—-she might not have all the supplies at her house, but I bet her bakery does..."

All three looked at each other. "Maybe we should go have a talk with her and see if she'd be willing to make bread for the whole neighborhood? We could help her..." Cami suggested.

"Yeah! We can help her bring all the supplies back to her place, and she could set up her bakery shop out of her own kitchen!" Amber said excitedly.

"Well, that'll certainly go a long way toward making me feel a little less guilty about having all this stuff," Cami said.

"But how would anybody pay for it?" Mia asked. She shook her head and picked at the eggs on her plate. "No one is working right now, and even if you did have money, why would she take it? What’s she going to do with it? It's not like you can jump on Amazon and order something."

“Or go to the store or the gas station. People would be stupid to take money for things right now,” Amber added.

Cami nodded. "But I'm sure there’re chores around her house that need doing. People could earn bread by working at her place: cutting the grass, repairing windows, or the roof...that kind of thing."

"Well, we do have a ready-made crew of people who just finished up repairing Marty's place,” Amber mused. “If she's got any odd jobs around her house, I'm sure some of them would be willing to help for a couple loaves of fresh-baked bread," Amber said. 

"Well that's great and all, but what about Amy?" Mia asked.

"According to this,” Amber said as she tapped the thick book on the table. “She needs water or clear liquids—and lots of it—and plenty of rest. We gotta do whatever we can to get the fever to break so that her body can accept the liquid coming in and stop burning it up. If we can maintain her liquid input," Amber said as she flipped to a dogeared page in the book. Her finger skimmed down the page, and she tapped it at the important part. "Here it is. Electrolytes was a good call, mom, but she’ll need simple foods too, to help slow down the dehydration.”

“Like what?” asked Mia. “When my boys get upset tummies, I give them rice and cream of wheat and animal crackers.”

“That’s exactly what it is,” Amber said. “Plain rice, bananas, simple crackers, plain toast, cream of wheat—that kind of thing is the perfect food to reintroduce to someone suffering from extreme dehydration. After they’ve had time to drink as much water as possible.”

Cami nodded and swallowed her eggs. "I think we've got most of that stuff here—we should get together as much as we can afford to hand out and take it over to her this morning."

"Agreed," Amber said. “I can take it over—"

"Oh, no—no one's going by themselves," Cami said. "I'll go with you. Mia, do you mind staying here?"

"Not at all. I don't want to take the kids out of the yard anyway...between all the fighting and looting and everything going on, I'm scared enough as it is just to let the boys play in your backyard."

Cami nodded. “We shouldn't be too long—we’re going to attempt a contactless delivery. Let’s finish eating and we can head out as soon as everybody's ready."

An hour later, after breakfast had been cleared away, and the kitchen put back in order, Amber finalized the list of supplies they needed, and Cami packed everything. They hiked across the neighborhood in high spirits. 

Merle and Amy shared one of the newer houses to be built in Bee’s Landing—it was small and had a small yard, but they didn't have any kids and were both young, working adults. To be honest, Cami didn't know them all that well because they didn't spend that much time in the neighborhood. They were both outdoorsy types and took a lot of hikes and often rode bicycles. Merle and Reese were closer, and the two fished whenever they could—sometimes on Reese's sailboat and sometimes in the neighborhood pond.

The house looked in good order, though the grass was a bit long—but so was everyone else's. Only a few people had maintained the rigorous HOA standards of an immaculate lawn during the apocalypse.

Cami knocked on the door and waited. It took a moment, but eventually the deadbolt released from the other side and the door cracked open. "Cami!" Merle exhaled in relief as he opened the door all the way.

Cami wrinkled her nose behind the cotton facemask she and Amber both wore. The odor from inside the house was positively frightful. "Is everything okay, Merle?" Cami asked as her eyes watered. Beside her, Amber coughed into her hand.

Merle quickly stepped out onto the porch, glanced over his shoulder and shut the door behind them. "Yeah, sorry about the smell...I've got all the windows open, but...I don't really know what I'm doing in there, and it's such a mess."

"How's Amy?" Cami asked.

"We brought you some more stuff," Amber said and held out her backpack full of supplies.

Merle's eyes immediately began to glisten, and he closed one hand into a fist, then opened it, and gratefully took the package. "Cami, Amber—I don't know how I can thank you enough...this is amazing," he said as he pawed through the bag.

"We did some more research last night," Cami began.

"The first thing we gotta do is break Amy's fever, so we had some spare Tylenol and put it in there for you. Go easy on it at first, okay? Just give her the minimum and make sure she takes plenty of fluids with it."

"You have Tylenol?" Merle looked up and smiled. “You sound like my doctor, Amber.”

Cami shrugged. "Well, it's expired...I meant to throw it out last year but never got around to it. But I read that stuff like that never really goes bad, it’s just a little less...potent. It's all I have now, because I never got around to buying some new stuff," Cami added quickly. "But I'm more than happy to share it with you since Amy needs it so badly."

Merle nodded, his hand wrapped tight around the little plastic bottle as if it were the Holy Grail. "I won't forget this Cami. Seriously—if you guys ever need anything, and I mean anything, you come to me. Okay?"

"It's a deal," Cami said with a laugh. "You can pay us back by making sure your Amy gets on her feet. I want to see you two riding around the neighborhood on your bikes again, you hear?"

"In the meantime, try to make sure she eats is much as possible and drinks...well all the clear liquids you can give her. Gatorade, water, broth, you name it. Even if she throws it up or whatever, keep pushing water and simple foods into her. That might save her life."

Merle nodded, tears rolling freely down his cheeks. "I will, I will! Thank you, thank you so much!"

"And do us a favor—take care of yourself, too," Amber said. "I wrote out some instructions and put it in the bag there," she said with a gesture at the bag. "You need to stay hydrated, and it wouldn't hurt to take some Tylenol, too. Mom said you had a fever last night?"

"I did, but it seems to be gone this morning—I'm still not hungry, my stomach is making all these gurgling noises," Merle said as he put one hand over his gut. "So, I don't know if I'm fighting it off, or if I'm getting worse. But I'll take your advice," he said with a weak smile.

"Works for me," Cami said, her smile hidden behind her facemask. "Take care, Merle. We’ll come check on you tomorrow, okay?"

He thanked them profusely one more time, then went inside the house and shut the door. Cami couldn't get away from the front porch fast enough and pulled the facemask down from her mouth. "Oh my gosh...did you smell that?" she asked as she took a deep breath at the end of the driveway.

"Mom, that was nasty. I mean, nasty with a capital N."

"I hope he gets a handle on that—we can’t afford to have this get out of control."

"Right?" agreed Amber. "The book says that it's really contagious, but if they got sick after drinking the water, unless somebody else is drinking the same water or helping him clean and take care of Amy, I don't know if anyone else will get sick..."

Cami stopped and looked up and down the street. The only body of water within easy walking distance between all the houses was the community pond, a portion of which backed up behind Harriet's house and stretched across the neighborhood.

"Question is, what are all these people doing for drinking water?” Cami asked. “If they followed Merle's lead, or if he suggested that it was a good idea to use the pond..."

They walked in silence toward home, but after a few minutes, Cami couldn't resist any longer. "So, what do you think of Mitch?"

Amber looked at her sharply and almost stumbled. Red-faced, she caught herself and continued walking. "I don't know...I mean he's nice and all..."

Cami grinned and waved at one of their neighbors, who tooled around in his backyard with hedge trimmers. "Yeah...and," Cami prompted. "Oh, come on, we haven't had a good talk like this in I don't know how long—I need this, Amber—I need something to take my mind off how bad everything's getting."

Amber snorted. "Well, he is kinda cute," she said. "And that beard makes him look so...rugged."

Cami laughed as Amber blushed even deeper, the tips of her ears a bright red. "You like him!"

Amber opened her mouth to argue, then closed it and smiled coyly. "Maybe I do."

Cami put an arm around Amber’s shoulders as they walked down the road. "I'm sure glad they came back. Mitch and his father are very resourceful. Sounds like Elizabeth is, too. "

Amber stopped, which caused Cami to bump into her. "Someone’s at our front door," she said and pointed.

Cami looked down the street at her house. Sure enough, someone stood in the driveway.

"Who is that?" Amber asked.

She looked at Amber. "That's Marilyn Torrence.”

"You mean...the lady Merle was talking about last night? The one that's home with her kids because her husband took one to the hospital and didn't come back?"

"Yeah..." Cami said. "Why is she running toward us?"

Unconsciously, Cami and Amber jogged forward to meet the distraught woman as she yelled for help and sprinted toward them as soon.

“Marylin?” Cami called as they grew near.

“Cami, thank God—Merle told me you gave him some stuff for Amy. My girls are sick. They’re throwing up and...and they can’t keep anything down. They’ve both got a fever and cramps...I don’t know what to do!”

Cami looked at Amber. “There goes the neighborhood,” Amber muttered.
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Camp Echo

Port Jefferson, New York

Reese opened the flap to the dining hall tent and stepped into the welcome smell of eggs, bacon, and coffee. Drawn like a moth to the flame, he followed his nose and inhaled the rich, strong scent of industrial brew stations and coffee black as coal. He got in line behind a handful of other civilians and a few soldiers, snagged his first cup of the day, and stepped over to the chow line. 

Unlike the day before, Reese immediately noticed a sharp division between civilians in gray overalls and white T-shirts, and soldiers in camouflage uniforms. The soldiers sat at the table closest to the food, civilians closer to the exit. Only a few tables accommodated civilians and soldiers as they ate.

No sooner had he moved from the end of the line with a tray full of eggs, bacon, and toast, than Jo saw him and waved from a table at the far end of the tent. He carefully worked his way through the crowd and background chatter of dozens of conversations and found the table Jo had selected. 

Reese sat across from her and took a moment to appreciate the steaming—if watery—eggs and crispy-to-the-point-of-black bacon. "If tastes at least half as good as it looks, I'm going back for seconds."

“It tastes about as good as you'd expect," Jo groused from across the table. "But it sure does hit the spot. No complaints here, compadre."

"Have you seen Tony or Byron yet?" Reese asked as he gathered some eggs on his fork

Jo put her elbows on the table and grasped her coffee mug with both hands. "Tony went off to fetch Byron, but that was about half hour ago or so..."

"Yeah, Byron hasn’t checked in to our tent yet—I think he’s spent the entire time we've been here at the medical tent."

Jo nodded. "Can't blame him. If my husband was as sick as Libby, I'd be at his side, too."

"Yeah..." Reese said as he looked down. She was right. If it'd been Cami instead of Libby, the last thing Reese would be thinking about was food. He put his fork down and reached for his coffee. "Well, I hope they get here soon, I got some bad news."

"Bad news? What is it?"

Somebody Reese didn't recognize—a civilian—sat down next to him and nodded in silent greeting. The man immediately turned and began talking to the people he sat down with, completely ignoring Reese and Jo. She glanced at the newcomers in irritation, then shrugged and looked at Reese with a what can you do expression on her face.

Reese glanced at her over the top of his coffee mug. "It can wait until everybody's here."

Jo nodded and went back to her breakfast.

They ate in silence for a few moments, and Reese noticed that Jo matched his slow pace—he didn't want people around while they talked, but he didn’t think it was safe enough to head outside and talk in the open, either, with so many soldiers. So, his first course of action was to eat slow and hope the newcomers went about their business and left.

In a way, his plan worked. The newcomers finished their meals and continued their loud conversation about the day's work as they stood and left the table. However, by the time Tony and Byron arrived, Reese and Jo were almost finished with her own breakfast.

"Here, I'll take your tray," Jo said as she reached across to grab Reese's empty tray.

"More coffee?" asked Reese as he stood. "I'll get us some refills while Tony and Byron get their food.”

“You have to ask? It’s like you don’t even know me..." Jo said with a wry grin as she left the table.

Reese returned to the table and sat down with two mugs of coffee. He passed one over to Jo and nodded in greeting as Byron and Tony sat down opposite them. “Whoa, Byron you don't look so hot. How’s Libby?" Reese asked.

Byron sighed heavily, and his shoulders slumped. He took the coffee Tony offered and tasted it. "She’s starting to come around. Woke up for the first time since we got here just a little while ago. I wanted to stay with her, but the doctors insisted I get something to eat.”

“And get out,” Tony added. 

“They have to run some more tests,” Byron continued, “give her some more fluids—then I can come back and see her. We’re not out of the woods yet," he said and took a sip of coffee. "But she's a lot better off now than she was yesterday."

Tony shook his head as he picked up his fork. "That was way too close."

"Well thank goodness she's gonna be okay.," Jo said with a smile.

"Amen," Byron said. His face looked more wrinkled than normal, and the strain over his wife had taken its toll on the old sailor’s visage. He looked like he'd aged 10 years overnight.

"You haven't slept yet?" asked Reese.

"Not really," Byron replied. He pushed his plate of food away. "Not hungry either. I just want to get back and be with her."

Reese nodded. "Understandable. But I think we need to discuss something."

"I'll say, I can't tell you how good it felt to take a shower last night!" Jo announced with a smile. "I don’t know about you boys, but I’m digging this set up they got here." She blew on her coffee and smiled at them over the rim of her mug.

Tony grinned and dug into his food. "Well, as crazy as everything is, they got one thing going for ‘em—this breakfast is outstanding. I mean," he said as he put the food in his mouth. "For rehydrated eggs and bacon that's probably a year past its expiration date..."

"It's better than anything we would've had on the boats, that's for sure," Byron added.

"That's what we need to talk about," Reese said. He put his coffee down and leaned closer to Byron and Tony. “Did Tony fill you in on what they told him?"

Byron nodded. "He did, but it all sounds like a propaganda scare to drum up some new recruits, if you ask me."

"So, you're not concerned by the fact that we’re basically in the camp of a bunch of rogue National Guard officers and soldiers? According to the captain that talked to Tony, they were all supposed to have headed back to the mainland already."

"Hey, does that mean these guys are like...mutineers?" asked Tony. “I thought that was just a navy thing...”

"For goodness sakes, keep your voice down, boy," Jo hissed as she leaned forward. "I get the feeling them soldiers wouldn't like being called mutineers."

"And why should they?" asked Byron. "Looks like they're doing all they can to help the people of Long Island—I heard the doctors talking about sending roving patrols out to the nearby towns to check on people who are sick and need medical attention." Byron shook his head. "Doesn't sound like a band of rogue soldiers if you ask me." He crossed his arms. "Sounds like someone stepped up and decided to do the job they were told to do in the first place."

Reese let that hang in the air for a moment, narrowed his eyes, and whispered to Byron, "They confiscated the boats."

Byron's eyes drilled in on Reese's face as he leaned forward. "You wanna run that by me again?"

"I went down to the docks last night—I was hoping to run into you to explain it to you, but haven't seen you until now. They've been stripping Tiberia and Intrepid of supplies."

"They what?" Byron demanded, as he slapped one hand down on the table. A few people nearby turned and looked at the clatter of silverware.

"Keep it down," Jo hissed as she smiled at the other people.

"They have no right—"

"They have all the machine guns—they seem to think that gives them every right they need," Reese replied sourly. "But they're not just taking stuff—they've been installing electronic gear and I can't be sure, but I think they’re mounting a gun on Intrepid. It doesn't make any sense, but I couldn't find out anything else—they ran me off and threatened to put me into one of the work gangs with the other civilians."

"Work gangs? You mean like the ones on the outside of the fence? The troublemakers?" Tony asked around a mouthful of food.

"Hold up, y'all," Jo said raising both hands to stall the conversation. "You mean to tell me that they threatened to put you into one of the groups we saw the other night?"

Reese nodded. “I got a feeling the locals around here are quickly reaching their breaking point. That's why these guys are so hard up to get Tony to join ranks. They need more men with guns to counteract the hundreds of thousands—if not millions of people on Long Island that’ll descend on this place when they run out of food and realize these guys are sitting on a nice fat stockpile."

"But what do they want my boat for?" Byron growled.

"Beats me," Reese said as he leaned back in his chair and let his eyes survey the dining hall. It wasn't as crowded as it what had been a few moments before.

"They can't do this." Byron pushed back from the table and stood. "I need to see for myself."

"I'll go with you," Tony said reluctantly. He shuffled two last forkfuls of eggs into his mouth and stood.

"Anybody else notice how quickly this place is emptying?" Jo asked.

Reese looked around. The dining hall was nearly empty. "I think something’s going on outside. Come on—we better go check it out."

"As long as it's on the way to the boats. I'm not gonna stand for this! Out and out piracy is what it is..." Byron grumbled to himself as the four survivors rushed to the exit.

Reese pushed through the tent flap and found at least a dozen people working their way toward the east side of the camp. They quickly got in with the flow of foot traffic and soon heard a commotion in the distance. The closer everyone got to the source of the noise, the faster they walked, until some people broke into an all-out run to see what was the matter.

They rounded the corner of a row of barracks tents and found an angry mob outside the eastern gate. "There must be a hundred people out there!" Reese called to the others as they slowed to a stop. They huddled together as more spectators arrived and gathered on the inside of the fence wall, blocked off by a cordon of armed soldiers.

A man in combat fatigues climbed a ladder attached to the fence and stood on a rickety wooden platform. He brought a bullhorn to his lips and clicked the button, which made a horrible squeal. "My name is Captain Marsters," he called in a strong voice that echoed over the sound of the mob.

"That's the guy I talked to," Tony said as he pointed at the figure in the distance.

"You all are hereby ordered by Major Robertson, commanding officer of this installation to disperse and return to your homes."

They were just out of range to clearly hear the words, but Reese thought he heard someone shout about food. The cry was taken up by dozens of voices, and the roar of the mob quickly overpowered the bullhorn. The captain called for order again and eventually drew his sidearm and aimed it into the air. 

He squeezed the trigger, and the pistol cracked like thunder, which silenced the crowd. "Now you people need to listen up—we’re not gonna let you in. I can’t hand out food to any mob that shows up and demands it. There is a system in place that works—we will deliver food and supplies to your location—"

More people screamed and yelled, and angry voices rose up to counteract the bullhorn. Reese turned to Jo, and a sense of deja vu crept down his spine like ice water.

"You two look like someone walked over your graves," Byron observed.

"We've been in a situation like this before. In Maine, right after the tsunami. Guys, we need to get out here. This isn't going to end well," Reese warned.

As the noise from the crowd rose in pitch, Reese pulled back on Jo, and urged Tony and Byron to retreat from the demonstrators as well. "Guys, seriously, this is gonna go downhill fast—we need to step—"

Before he could finish his statement, a gunshot split the air, and people screamed. The captain, arms stretched out in a plea for understanding, toppled from the platform. More gunshots erupted on the other side of the fence, and the spectators inside the camp began to scream and run for cover. As Reese pulled Jo around the corner of the tent and tugged on Tony's arm with his free hand, the soldiers inside the fence opened fire. The raucous cacophony of automatic weapons drowned out the screams and sporadic single shots from the other side of the fence.

Other soldiers appeared and urged anyone inside the camp to return to their sleeping quarters immediately—most of them with a good dose of force to get the message across. As Reese staggered through the fleeing crowd, he saw rifle butts rise and people stagger and fall who had not heeded the order to vacate the area immediately.

In the general chaos, Byron screamed something about the boats, and disappeared into the river of people. Tony jerked free of Reese's grip and said something about the hospital tent, then he too vanished. Reese and Jo pressed on through the crush of bodies and eventually made their way to a cleared spot. 

Soldiers ran all around them, some with rifles up headed for the fighting, which continued unabated. Others, still behind civilians, shoved the crowd back deeper into the camp.

"Remember how I said I liked that hot shower?" Jo asked as she wiped sweat from her forehead.

Reese peered around the corner of the tent and ducked back as a person stumbled and fell to the ground right in front of them.

"Yeah," he said nervously.

"I take it back—if this is the price of being clean, I'd rather smell like wet gym socks for the rest of my life..."
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Chapter 13
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Spalding Residence

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Darien looked up from his inventory notebook when Spanner walked into the room. His right-hand man placed his pistol on the table in front of Darien as he unfastened the holster and removed it from his waist. "Things are getting rough out there, man."

Darien put his pencil down." Oh? How so?"

Spanner ran a grubby hand through his greasy, lank hair. "For starters, there's a bunch of people sick out there now. I went to three different houses tonight. You wouldn't believe what I smelled. You ain’t payin’ me enough to deal with that."

Darien frowned. "Is that it? Your sensitive nose is out of joint and you—"

"That ain't all,” Spanner continued. “People are getting scared. That Lavelle house, and the old man's place next to it—they ain't the only ones with plywood up over the windows now. The neighborhood’s on lockdown."

"And that affects us how?" asked Darien.

"It's a lot harder to break into somebody's place when they're expecting it," Spanner snarled. "And the places I am getting into don't have much. I was walking by a house I thought I'd hit tonight, but there were a bunch of people sitting outside talking."

"So, you moved on to the next target?" asked Darien, as he picked up his pencil again.

"Oh, I did more than that—I sat around and eavesdropped on them from the bushes. You know there's some kind of epidemic going around the neighborhood?"

Darien looked up sharply. "What are you talking about?"

"There's like four or five houses full of sick people now. Kids getting sick, parents...at least according to what I heard." Spanner sat down on the only other chair at the table and sighed. "It's getting freaky out there, man. I don't know how to describe it."

Darien leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. "Try."

Spanner sighed again. "Look, it's not like people are using up all their supplies. The places that I was scopin’ out a few days back, I could see through the windows and when I walked by, they had flashlights and candles—plenty of stuff. Now I go back just a couple days later, and it's all gone? What are they doing with it? They shippin’ it somewhere, that's what they're doing with it," he said, as he answered his own question.

Darien pondered this for a second. "Okay...let's assume you're onto something here," he said as he clasped his hands on the table. "We got rumors of some kind of sickness going through the neighborhood. To be honest, I kind of expected something like this. Folks don't have a way to get to a doctor, no electricity to keep medicine refrigerated...stuff is bound to get bad. And you're sure people are either using up or moving their supplies?"

Spanner nodded. "I've seen it now at three different houses over the last couple nights. Not everybody's doing it, but enough are that I'm getting worried."

Darien scratched his jaw. "They might be trying to put supplies in a single building or something...like a warehouse for the neighborhood."

"If they are, I haven't heard about it," Spanner said. "But I wouldn't put it past them to try to set up shop at Lavelle's place. They've already proved they can defend their property..." Spanner shrugged. "I'm not criticizing, boss—I'm on your side, I'm just pointing out the fact that we hit ‘em, and they hit back. Hard. Other people are going to notice that, and—"

"Look to her as the leader of the neighborhood." Darien clenched his jaw.

"I know that was supposed to be you," Spanner said quietly. He opened his mouth again, but after a sharp look from Darien, he closed it abruptly.

"Oh, we’re not lettin’ her get away with it," Darien said. "Now's not the time, though. Gotta be patient." He sat back in his chair and crossed his thick arms. "They're looking to her for leadership. I expected that—if I'm not there to take control, and the HOA has been neutered, then they’ll look for somebody to lead them through this mess." He shrugged. "You gotta respect her—she didn't set out to take charge, it landed in her lap. She’s being smart though, I like that."

"So, what are we gonna do?" asked Spanner

Darien picked up the notebook and flipped through the top couple pages. "We don't have nearly enough stuff to make it if people are locking down and everybody's getting sick. We gotta boost our efforts to get medical supplies now."

"On top of more food," Spanner groused

"Hey, you better get used to it—scrounging for stuff is gonna be a way of life for a while. We don't have enough people to do anything else." Darien closed the notebook. "But we do have enough people to finish cleaning out the Westin house."

"Yeah, but—"

Darien looked at Spanner. "But what?" he demanded. "But someone ratted us out and word got out that there was a bunch of supplies there? Our supplies?" Darien waved away the question with a chopping motion of his hand. "It doesn't matter. The people that got in there after we left haven’t been able to take all that. I checked it out last night myself while you were on the other side of the neighborhood. There's plenty of stuff still there. We need to go get it all before they decide to empty it. If there's really an epidemic in the neighborhood, it won't last long."

Spanner nodded. "You want to go tonight?"

Darien glanced out the kitchen window and checked his watch. "I know you just got back, but we still got a couple hours before dawn. We need to do it now and get as much as possible."

Spanner sighed heavily. "Man, I walked all over this neighborhood in the past couple hours..."

Darien nodded. "I know that, brother. And I know you're tired. We all are— but this is probably the most important raid we've been on. I wouldn’t ask you to go out alone, twice in one night. That's why I'm going with you. And we’re taking Jon Boy with us." Darien thought for a moment. “And Harriet, too."

"You really think she's gonna be good for anything?" asked Spanner. "She can't walk quietly to save her life."

Darien grinned. "Yeah, she does tend to make a lot of noise, doesn't she?" he said with a lecherous grin.

Spanner rolled his eyes. "Yeah, well, a lot of noise while we’re out walking around the neighborhood could get us killed...in case you haven't noticed, since we attacked Lavelle, everybody seems to be walking around with guns."

The smile faded from Darien's face. "Simmer down, Spanner—I gotcha. We bring Harriet and keep her quiet. Hey," Darien said as he spread his arms. "She's an extra pair of hands."

"I guess," Spanner reluctantly agreed.

Darien grinned and stood from the table. "Good. Gear up and go wake up Jon Boy. I'll get Harriet and meet you in the garage. We’re going to need all our backpacks and rolling luggage for this one."

“Too bad we don't have a shopping cart," Spanner said with a grin.

Darien laughed. "Attention shoppers, please go to aisle five—the store is now open for your five-finger discount," Darien said. "Come on, let's go shopping."
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Chapter 14
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Braaten Forest Preserve

Northwest of Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Cami took a knee next to the big oak tree and paused. She strained her hearing and listened for anything out of the ordinary. All around them, cicadas buzzed and hummed in the trees, squirrels chattered to each other up in the leafy canopy, and chipmunks rustled in the dead leaves on the forest floor. 

Cami moved nothing but her eyes as she scanned the area around the beaver pond just beyond her tree. On her right, a massive beaver lodge made of pine branches and saplings dominated the water. On their left, the creek that ran through the forest preserve had widened as a result of the stoppage and rerouted itself to flow in another channel toward the Ashley River, still some six or seven miles away.

"Okay, I think we’re clear,” she whispered. “I'll keep watch, you get the water. Remember how I showed you?"

Mitch rustled through the leaves next to her, his pack already on the ground in front of him. "Got it.”

"Be sure to use the rope—we don't want to get that green sludge along the shoreline."

"Don't we have filters to take care of this?" Mitch asked as he looked dubiously at the pond scum.

"We do, but it's just going to put extra wear and tear on the filters—and take longer to clarify. If we can avoid it, it just makes things easier." Cami shifted position and put her back against the scratchy treetrunk, with the pond behind her. The only way someone could ambush them now was to approach directly at them and face the stainless-steel marine shotgun she carried in her hands. Reese's shotgun. She gripped the gun tight, as if it were her husband, and closed her eyes for a moment.

Behind her, Mitch grunted and tossed a weighted water container tied to a rope as far as he could out into the pond. The splash of the container hitting the water was louder than Cami would have liked, and it startled her back to the present. 

"Next time try not to throw it so high—we don't need to announce our presence to everybody in the county."

"Well, if you want, I can take off my shoes and just wade out there. That’d be a lot quieter..."

"Normally I'd agree," Cami whispered. "But remember about 20 minutes back? When we hiked through that open meadow, everything got quiet. We've done this before. And the animals didn't seem to care—the background noise didn't seem to change. I think there’s somebody else out here with us."

Mitch stepped closer to her and leaned in. "You think they’re watching us?" 

Cami shook her head. "Hard to tell. Judging by the noise the animals are making, I'd say no, but..." She shrugged one shoulder and kept a wary eye on the surrounding forest. "Just hurry up. The quicker we can get this water, the quicker we can get back to the house and start purifying it."

"We’re gonna have to come up with a better solution than this," Mitch said as he capped the first container, stowed it in his bag, and drew out the second of five containers. "I mean, we can come out here and fill these two-liter bottles all day..." he said as he swung the bottle over his head and launched it on the rope out into the pond. "But there's seven of us in the house. I think we might need to think about drilling a well."

"We don't have any equipment to drill a well—let alone the pipes to line it."

"Well...don't you have pipes inside the house? I mean, it's not like you’re using running water, right?"

Cami frowned. The idea of of tearing apart the plumbing inside her house did not sit well. "I don't know if I want to do that...we’re not sure exactly what the nationwide situation is." She shifted against the oak tree and kept the shotgun in a ready, but relaxed position. "But I'll talk to Marty. Maybe he's got some ideas."

Mitch retrieved the second container, capped it and stowed it. As he fumbled with the rope to attach it to the third container, he continued. "Hey that's an idea, maybe Marty will let us use some piping from his house?"

"Even if we did get the piping," Cami argued in a whisper, "none of us have any idea how to drill a well...or the tools and equipment used to get the pipe into the ground."

"Man, I saw it on some of those surviving in Alaska shows," Mitch said as he swung the third bottle over his shoulder and launched it over the pond. "Couple guys just took some pipes and pounded ‘em into the ground with sledgehammers, you know? You get down far enough, and eventually you hit the water table."

Cami looked at him askance. "I'm not sure it works like that," she said dubiously.

Cami glanced behind her. The rope Mitch pulled as he hauled the jug back to the shore hung motionless in his hands. Cami’s gaze flitted to Mitch. He was frozen in place. The background noise of the forest dropped off precipitously. She brought the shotgun to her shoulder. "What is it?" she breathed.

"I just saw a guy..." Mitch said as he slowly lowered himself behind a bush. "I don't think he saw me, but I saw him. He’s straight across the pond from us, moving southeast," he said in a voice barely above a whisper.

"You still have eyes on him?" Cami asked as her own eyes frantically swept the green forest in front of her. "I don't see anything on this side..."

"No, he's gone. I saw the bushes move a second ago where he disappeared back into the trees...but he's not there anymore."

"Did he see the water bottle?"

"I don't think so...I'm gonna bring it in..."

"Just go really, really slow. The less movement you make on the water, the less likely he'll notice if he’s still over there looking around—or he's got a partner."

Mitch grunted in response and slowly coiled the rope at his feet as he pulled the bottle through the water toward the shore. A moment later, he announced in a whisper, "Okay, that's three full bottles. What do we do now? We got two more empties..."

Cami frowned again. "That's going to have to do. If that guy’s heading southeast, that's back toward home. Let's pack up and get back. Between the water we've collected in the rain barrels this summer for the garden and this, we should be fine for the next couple days.”

"We’re only about a mile from the house, is there any way we can make some kind of aqueduct?"

Cami looked at Mitch over her shoulder. "What are you, some kind of Roman engineer? Just get your pack loaded and let's get out of here."

A few minutes later, Cami and Mitch were deep within the cover of the forest and headed home. Cami took point again, and worked her way efficiently through the undergrowth, twisting and turning to get around bushes without crashing through them. 

She didn't necessarily watch where she placed every single foot, but subconsciously knew where to avoid the leaves and twigs. Behind her, Mitch walked through the forest and every foot found the loudest twigs to snap and leaves to rustle. He was light years beyond that first day Cami and Amber and him all went to go practice weaponry, but he had a long way to go to be proficient as an outdoorsman and tracker. 

At least he didn't walk upright like he was off on a day's hike. His pistol was in his hand, pointed in a low safe position while Cami blazed a trail in front of him.

She followed the path they’d made on the way to the pond but stayed about 20 yards north of their original path. Anyone tracking them might be following the original path and Cami didn't want to meet them face-to-face. If she stayed in the thick undergrowth, she hoped they’d be able to remain hidden all the way back to the house.

Over the course of the 45 minutes it took to get home on the circuitous route through the woods, Cami was almost optimistic that the person Mitch had spotted was simply a hunter from one of the nearby neighborhoods out looking for food. When they came upon the tree line at the edge of her property, however, she discovered that was not the case.

Cami froze at the sight of the stranger in front of them. He was still perhaps thirty yards away, with his back to them, and keeping a close eye on her house and Marty’s. A chill went down the back of her arms, and her hands tightened on the shotgun.

“That’s the guy...” whispered Mitch.

“Keep watch out for more of them,” replied Cami, her eyes locked on the man. “He’s not a resident. I’d remember someone with dreadlocks like that...”

“Is that a jumpsuit he’s wearing?” asked Mitch. “Like a prison jumpsuit?”

Cami frowned. “Don’t know...”

They waited in silence for a few moments while the man continued to study her house. Unlike when she’d first encountered Gary, the stranger seemed to have no inclination to find a way into her house or even approach it. He just stood inside the treelike and watched. 

Cami saw movement through the trees on the other side of the stranger—one of the people in her house was over there. The man crouched, as if surprised, and froze. He was armed—when he knelt, he twisted and revealed a pistol in his hand. Cami tensed—she and Mitch were still too far away to be of any good to anyone at the house.

She waited another long moment, unsure what to do, and felt her heart thud in her chest with every breath. Her daughter could be just on the other side of the trees. Next to her, Mitch moved, just barely enough to make a leaf crunch beneath his foot. She could feel the energy radiating from him—he was coiled like a spring, ready to explode.

The man continued to watch whoever it was that made him drop to his knee, then slowly stood again and moved south, toward Marty’s house. He always kept watch over the houses and stayed in the trees and moved as silent as a cat through the undergrowth.

“He knows his way around the woods...just not these woods,” Cami observed in a whisper.

“What’s he doing? It’s like he’s spying on us...”

“Exactly,” Cami agreed. “I think Marty would call it ‘recon.’ Come on, we need to shadow him.”

They paralleled the movement of the stranger, as he worked his way along the rear of the properties adjacent to Cami and Marty. Over the next hour, they stayed deeper into the woods and shadowed the stranger. He paused at Marty’s house and watched the old man as he checked on his quail, then moved further down the strip of houses, stopping at each one to watch and listen.

At most houses, people were inside or close to the property. The stranger observed everything and at one point pulled out a small notebook and a twig of a pencil to jot down something. When he reached the Westin house at the entrance to the neighborhood, the man spent even longer than before just watching and waiting. He took more notes and wiped sweat from his face and swatted at the occasional insect that divebombed him.

Cami pulled Mitch further back into the woods along the main road that crossed in front of Bee’s Landing and waited. “What are you doing?” hissed Mitch. “We’re going to lose him...”

“He’s getting ready to turn back.”

“You don’t know that,” Mitch argued in a whisper as they settled into a new hiding spot, surround by tall, thick stalks of milkweed. Mitch moved one of the huge leaves out of his face.

“There’s nowhere else for him to go—unless he’s going to cross the street here and cut across the neighborhood out in the open, his only choice is to turn back. He’ll either go back the way he came or go deeper into the woods. Watch.”

In a matter of minutes, the man was on the move again. He turned and silently went back the way he’d come. As Cami and Mitch followed, she grinned. The man didn’t bother to stop at his obersrvation points behind the properties he passed. 

“He’s not stopping...” Mitch observed.

“Because he’s already seen these houses. Two-to-one, he’s going to keep moving along the neighboorhood boundary and loop around to the other side now. Watch.” They paused, crouched by Marty’s treeline, and waited. The man slipped right past Cami’s house without even a glance at whoever was in her yard. He just slowly pushed the bushes apart and kept moving.

“Okay, let’s go—“ Mitch said.

Cami stood. “Don’t bother. We lost him.” She shook her head. “He was there, and then he just vanished. Listen....”

Mitch cocked his head and frowned. “I don’t hear anything.”

“Exactly. He’s gone.” Cami let the barrel of the shotgun point toward the ground. “You stay here in case he circles back. I’m going to go over there and see if I can find any tracks.”

Cami slipped through the bushes and undergrowth just as quietly as she would on any stalk in the Alaskan tundra, and made no more sound than the man she’d been tracking. But when she got to the spot where he’d moved between two mulberry bushes, she found nothing. No broken branches, no footprints, no loose string—not even a hair from those nasty dreadlocks on the back of the guy’s head. He’d vanished without a trace, like a ghost. Cami cursed under her breath.

She looked in every direction, crouched and touched the earth as if she might feel a vibration of movement, then sniffed the air. When the sound of cicadas returned to her ears, and the sweat stung her eyes, she sighed heavily and stood. The man was gone.

“We lost him,” she said as she exhaled. She returned to Mitch and reported the bad news.

“Why are you glum? If that guy’s as good as you say, I’m glad we lost him—he didn’t spot us. It means we can get out of the woods...freakin’ mosquitos are eating me alive!”

Cami grinned. “Well, I guess there is that.”

“Can we go home yet?” asked Mitch.

Cami inclined her head at the younger man. He’d called her house his ‘home.’ “Sure,” she said, with a gentle slap on his shoulder. “I think we need to have a meeting with Marty about this, anyway.”

She followed Mitch through the last ten yards or so toward the house but kept a wary watch over her shoulder at the dense, green forest. 
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Camp Echo 

Port Jefferson, New York

Reese pulled Byron and Tony into the darkest corner of their barracks tent. A handful of other men were already bedded down for the night and he needed privacy for the plan he was about to hatch. After the excitement at the eastern gate earlier in the day, most people were still outside and full of gossip and speculation. The soldiers had done an admirable job of maintaining order in the post-fight chaos, but people still needed to work off nervous energy and only a few had retreated to the bunk tents as the sun went down.

It was about as empty as Reese could hope, but it wouldn’t last long. The darker it got outside, the more people would likely come ‘home’ and seek the comfort of a cot to the chaos of the base.

“Someone want tell me what this is all about?” demanded Byron. He looked like a honey badger that had been rudely woken from an afternoon nap—and had the disposition to match.

“What, the secret meeting, or the fight this morning at the east gate...or maybe whatever they’re doing to the boats?” Reese snapped.

Byron folded his arms across his chest and said nothing.

“Yes, please,” Tony quipped after a long moment of uncomfortable silence.

“We need to get out of here,” Reese said.

“Clearly,” Tony replied.

“I’m not going anywhere without Libby—we’ve got to get her out of the hospital.”

“How’s she doing?” asked Reese.

“Better than anyone expected,” Byron admitted. “She’s sitting up and talking with anyone who stops by her cot.” His face split into a proud smile. “She’s a trouper, my Libby.”

“Why haven’t they let her go, then?” asked Tony.

Byron’s smile transformed into a frown. “I haven’t the foggiest.”

“Because they’re using her as leverage—they know you’ll lose your mind when you see the boats. The fight at the gate this morning distracted them, and they don’t realize you’ve already seen the boats. I bet they’re using her to keep you here.”

“They’ve already done so much to the boats—and they have all the guns—what makes you think we could leave even if we wanted to?” Byron argued. “They don’t have to keep Libby prisoner!”

Reese scratched at his jaw. “I don’t know. But I do know that keeping her in the hospital tent makes a prisoner out of you, too.” He turned to Tony. “And recruiting you would keep you here as well.”

“What about you?” asked Tony.

“They’ve got Jo interested in the hospital tent, too, but as long as they keep us separated and occupied during the day, the only time we have to talk is over meals. They’ve got me trapped, too. They know I won’t leave without her.”

“So, what do we do? Sit around and complain about it?” asked Byron.

“I’ve got an idea, but it’s...complicated.”

“Go on,” Byron said slowly.

“Well, when we were in Boston, before we met you guys,” Reese explained, “the group I was with—“

“The ones who attacked us at the docks, or the ones your group attacked?” asked Tony.

Reese frowned. “The ones we attacked—the survivors, I guess. Some rough hombres.” Reese spread his hands to silence further comment. “Doesn’t matter—my point is when we attacked, we used a diversion to get everyone’s attention, then busted through the guards.”

“What was the diversion?” asked Byron, his bushy gray caterpillar eyebrows drawn down.

“Me—the guards knew me and wanted revenge for...” Reese looked at Byron and Tony. “Doesn’t matter. Me standing there drew their attention long enough for the others to launch the attack...which drew off the rest of the guards. It was a hot mess for a few minutes, but it worked. I think we can do the same here.”

“And how are we going to do that?” Tony asked. He glanced around the mostly empty tent. “We don’t know anyone, so it’s just us.”

The tent flap opened at the far end, and pastel-hued light spilled inside. A man came in, coughed and searched along the orderly rows of cots until he found his meager belongings and lay down with a casual wave in their direction.

Reese grinned and waved back, then turned to Byron and Tony, his voice low. “We’ve got to do something to draw their attention long enough to get Libby and Jo to the boats.”

“And clear the harbor. That’ll take time—you’re looking at a honey of a distraction,” Byron mused. “But you may be right—if they’re really hard up to keep the boats, they’ll have to keep Libby on a short leash.” He clenched his jaw and narrowed his eyes. 

“So...what do we do?” asked Tony again.

“What’s the most important thing in the base?” asked Byron.

Tony blinked. “What?”

Reese understood. “No, he’s right—we attack the most important thing. The food supplies. That’s what caused the fight at the gate this morning. People outside are starving and they know the base has a stockpile. That lieutenant was bragging about it the other day when we first got here. Remember? That big cache down 3rd street?”

Byron snapped his fingers. “That’s right, the docs said something about breaking out the good stuff to tempt Libby into waking up. Needed to raise her blood sugar level, fast. They’ve got all sorts of candy and stuff down there.”

Byron glanced over Reese’s shoulder. "Libby told me today she overheard the doctors talking about the number of people that were sick and injured on the mainland—at least the ones that they knew about."

Reese nodded solemnly. "There's gotta be an awful lot of people hurting right now."

"That's just the thing," Byron said urgently. "The doctors are upset—they want to get to the mainland and help treat people. But they can't do it as long as major what's-his-face keeps everybody trapped here on Long Island."

"Wait—Captain Marsters told me that when their colonel went back to the mainland, everybody who volunteered to go with him was allowed to go. How come the doctors didn't go?"

Byron shrugged. "I don't know, I didn't ask Libby about that—but I'm willing to bet it's because the guys in charge don't want to be without somebody with medical experience. It's probably why they’re giving Libby the royal treatment."

Reese's eyes grew wide, and he looked at the others. "I know how we’re going to do this—the diversion."

"Well don't hold out on us, I'm all ears," Byron replied.

"The most important thing these guys have on the island isn't guns, it's food, like you said. When the locals get mad, there’s going to be a big fight. The Guards don't have enough bullets to shoot everybody—at some point the locals are going to get so mad they won’t care who lives and who dies, and they're gonna bust down these fences and take everything they want. Probably destroy everything in the process."

Tony nodded slowly. "I think you're right. I bet Major Robertson knows that, too," he said as he jabbed a finger at Reese.

"So, we hit their food," Byron said with a smirk. "We need to light it on fire or blow it up or something—get their attention. While that's going on..."

Reese jumped in. "We’ll take care that," Reese said as he inclined his head toward Tony. "When all the excitement starts, you bust out. I bet the docs won’t put up too much of a fight. While you're at it, see you can grab some extra antibiotics and insulin."

Byron nodded, a wicked grin on his face. "Jo’s still at the hospital tent, I’ll fill her in when I get there."

Let's do this,” Tony said. "The only question is when? Gotta be soon, right?"

"First light," Reese said with a determined set to his jaw.
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Spalding Residence

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Darien shut the garage door behind Harriet and activated his flashlight. They dropped their bags, and she groaned with the release of weight from her shoulders. He shined the light around and made sure everything was still exactly the way they'd left it. "Looks like we got lucky again—nobody's messed with the place."

"And why would they?" asked Harriet in a tired voice. He knew it would be a while before she forgave him for waking her up to go raid the Westin house in the middle of the night.

"Look, with everybody getting sick and taking all the supplies they can, we had to get what we could—tonight—before we lost it."

She waved away his concern and moved to the door that led inside the house. "I know, but that doesn't mean I have to like it. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm going in to get what sleep I can for the rest of this night." She stopped and looked at him over her shoulder. “I don't have the luxury of sleeping all day, unlike some people I know."

The door shut firmly behind her, and Darien sighed. He looked at the gear they’d brought back: two backpacks loaded with canned goods and dried prepackaged foods, two wheelie suitcases—the big one full of heavier canned goods, the smaller one packed with clothes and whatever else Harriet had managed to find in the laundry room. They’d left Spanner and Jon Boy behind to finish loading up their bags, and Jon Boy had volunteered to go back for a second trip. 

Darien rubbed his hands through his hair. He supposed he'd have to go back as well—wouldn't be good to have the man in charge sitting around on his backside while everyone else sweated through the night. Especially if things were about to get as bad as he feared—Darien had to pull his own weight.

He was only halfway through sorting his backpack when he heard a crash, followed by a scream from inside the house. Darien jumped to his feet and sprinted for the door. He ripped it open and heard the sounds of a struggle from the kitchen.

"Shut up!" a low voice growled.

Harriet's shrill shriek pierced the still air inside the house again. Something crashed to the floor in the kitchen, and the struggle continued. Darien sprinted around the corner, then crashed into the couch with a loud curse. He knocked over the lamp at the edge of the couch and the noise provided a momentary distraction to the two combatants in the kitchen.

As he finally made it to the kitchen, he heard the clang of a piece of metal hitting soft tissue. A heavy grunt accompanied the sound of someone crashing to the floor a second later. Darien tripped over that someone and flew headfirst into the kitchen table, and not only knocked over the table and two chairs, but created a complete mess of everything that had been neatly stacked on the table. He cursed as he got to his feet, but not as loudly as the person who'd been hit. The deep rumble of a man in pain met his ears as his eyes finally adjusted to the semidarkness in the kitchen.

"...kill you..." growled the man as he got up from the floor.

Harriet yelled, a high-pitched battle cry, and swung her weapon. Another loud clang and the man fell limp to the floor. His breath wheezed out of his chest and he lay still.

"Did I...d-did I kill him?" Harriet asked. A second later the black cast-iron pan she held in her hands fell to the floor with a sound eerily reminiscent of when it crashed into the back of the intruder’s head.

Darien scrambled forward and ignored the bits of glass on the floor that spiked his hands. He groped around the man's chest and face for a second, then found his neck and put two fingers there.

"Is he...?" Harriet began, breathless.

Darien hissed her quiet and concentrated. There. A second later, he sat back and relaxed. "He's still alive. Nice steady heartbeat. But you sure did a number on him—well done."

"He just...he came out of nowhere...and he scared me. I didn't know what else to do so I g-grabbed the first thing.”

"I guess we need to make sure you have a weapon on you at all times now, too—what's this world coming to?" Darien muttered as he got to his feet.

It took almost a half hour for Darien and Harriet to clean up the kitchen by the light of one dim candle. The intruder had busted through the kitchen sliding door and made a horrible mess of the curtains so Harriet fashioned a new set of blackout curtains from some blankets she pulled from one of the bedrooms upstairs. 

Before long they were able to at least get the place put back in order and get the glass swept off the floor. Darien held the intruder—a large man with thick, nasty dreadlocks into a chair and tied him down securely. To wake him, Darien scooped a small cup of water from the water tank attached to the toilet down the hall. He came back and splashed the intruder in the face and waited as the man blubbered and sputtered to full consciousness.

He looked down, noticed his arms and legs were bound securely to the chair and flexed his not insignificant muscles to test the bindings. After a few grunts, the man relaxed and looked up at Darien with sullen, remorseless eyes.

Darien glanced at Harriet, then back at the intruder. He raised an eyebrow and waited. The man merely stared at him. If Darien had never been around men with that same thousand-yard stare, he might've been intimidated. He leaned forward and glared at the man. "Well? Want to explain yourself or do we have to do this the hard way?"

"Explain myself?" the man scoffed. "I saw you two fools walking down the street loaded up like gypsies. Busted in here and figured I'd get me some of what you got." He tried to shrug, but with his arms tied to the chair the movement looked more like a twitch.

"That's it?" asked Darien.

"You wanted more?" the guy growled.

Darien shrugged. “Well, yeah.” He walked over to the kitchen counter, withdrew a long knife from the block of cutlery next to the sink and walked back. He twisted the knife in the air and let the light from the candle flash off the blade. 

The man's eyes grew wide as Darien put the blade to his throat. "If there's nothing else, there's no point in keeping you around, is there? Harriet be a dear and go get some towels, we’re gonna have some blood to clean up in a second." Darien began to apply pressure—just the slightest amount, and the man in the chair lurched back to avoid the blade at his throat. 

"Okay, okay! You made your point! Freakin’ psycho!" 

Darien kept the blade pressed against the man's neck. "Start talkin’."

The man lifted his chin to keep the blade as far away as possible and closed his eyes. "Look, I was sent down here to track the people that escaped us the other day. My group split up, and they left me here to keep an eye on things while they went back and reported to the boss. That's all I know—I was hungry and looking to score some food. That's it, I swear!"

Darien looked at Harriet. She crossed her arms and shrugged. "And I know this is the truth...how?" Darien asked.

"Please! You got a knife to my throat, man—of course it's the truth! What, you think I’d lie? You already said you’re gonna cut my head off..."

"I still might," Darien mused. He sat back abruptly and pulled the knife with him. "Haven't made my mind up yet."

The man in the chair slumped forward and exhaled. "Look, I didn't mean anybody no harm. If you just let me go, I'll be on my way and we can forget all about this, okay? No harm, no foul—and it’s not like I even took anything."

“You broke my patio door!” Harriet groused.

“I’m the only one that’s been hurt here,” replied the intruder. “That’s gotta count for something.”

Darien ignored his pleas. "So, who you working for? What outfit you run with?"

The man looked up at Darien, as if wary of a trap. "I'm with the Hedge Knights.”

“Never heard of ‘em. Where’d you come from?”

The intruder rolled his neck. “We hit Rolling Hills yesterday. ”

Darien arched his eyebrow again. He glanced at Harriet.

"That's where I heard the sheriff was concentrating all his men at, isn’t it?" she asked with a frown at the intruder.

“I don’t know anything about that, but we put a hurtin’ on the pigs.”

Darien pursed his lips and thought. "Okay, so you're working with this crew up north. Why are you down here?"

"Like I said, we was following the woman—she's the only one in that neighborhood who got away. The boss don't like loose ends." The prisoner turned and looked away. "We got enough problems with those army guys—don't need anybody coming back looking for revenge."

“The army?" asked Harriet.

"Yeah, that sheriff musta called in reinforcements or something. We had a good thing goin’—hit three different neighborhoods before we found this one. They sent me out just before the fighting started, but the army showed up on my way out. That's why I gotta make sure and find a new place before we send word back. I'm just happy the broad led us here. Y’all got some cheddar up in here."

“What in the world is he talking about? We don’t have any cheese,” Harriet murmured.

"So,” Darien said over her, “you guys followed somebody here from Rolling Hills, and now you think you’re gonna take over this neighborhood?"

The intruder grinned, his teeth white in the dim light. "Yeah, that's the idea, bro."

Darien gripped the knife with white knuckles and leaned close. He could smell the fear and sweat on the man's face. "I got a problem with that. This here is my turf. I found it first."

The man sneered but kept a wary eye on the knife. "Yeah? Don't look much like yours. What with you hiding in this house and all." His eyes shifted to Harriet. "This place is easy on the eyes, though—"

The knife was back at the prisoner’s throat again. "Choose your next words carefully," Darien growled in a low voice.

The prisoner locked eyes with Darien and nodded, a short, abrupt movement. "Look. I ain’t the one who makes the call. They just sent me down to scope out the place, that's all. The others went back—"

Darien frowned. "When?"

"I don't know—yesterday? Yesterday morning?"

"How long have you been here?" asked Harriet as she pulled her shirt tighter across her chest.

The intruder scrunched up his face in thought. "Like...three days? Long enough to make sure the place wasn't set up like a fortress—we found a few of those. People are crazy, man."

"How long did it take you to get here?" asked Darien.

We had a car stashed down the road. We followed the people who got out—they had a car, too." 

“You don’t think...did you see that car that pulled into Cami’s place yesterday?” Harriet gasped.

“Yeah,” Darien said over his shoulder. He pressed the knife a little harder. "How long?" he demanded again.

"I don't know, man! Maybe a couple hours?"

Darien relaxed and removed the knife from the man's throat. He stood for a moment, then looked down. "So, what happens next?"

The prisoner blinked at him. "You tell me—you're the one with the knife..."

Darien put the knife down and crossed his arms. "No, I mean what happens next with your boss. They send down a bunch of guys to shoot the place up and take over? How’s this going to work? Because I got news for you, there's a lot of people here—more by the day it seems—that ain’t gonna roll over and let you just walk in here and take over. We already tried."

"That so?" asked the prisoner, his eyes glinting with interest. “What happened?"

"Turns out the house that we picked on had somebody inside shootin’ a fifty.”

“A fifty what?”

“A .50 caliber sniper rifle.”

“You kiddin’ me?” asked the prisoner, as his eyes bulged wide open. "Man, that had to be something."

"Yeah, you haven't lived unless you watched someone's head turn into a pink mist," Darien said sarcastically. "And then just as we were about to finish ‘em off, the sheriff showed up."

The prisoner sucked air through his teeth. "See? That's what I mean. Freakin’ sheriff screwed everything up for us, too—did it to us more than once."

Darien thought about the situation for a moment, then carefully reached down and untied the man's arms and legs. "I think we’re on the same side here," Darien said as he stepped back.

The prisoner stood, a head taller than Darien, but not nearly as thickly built. He rubbed his wrists for a second and narrowed his eyes at Darien. Then he grinned broadly. "Yeah, you're probably right. No hard feelings?" he asked as he stuck out his hand.

Darien shook hands and grinned. "No hard feelings. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, right?"

"You got that right. Boss’ll do anything to take down that sheriff."

The door to the garage opened behind them, and Spanner stepped through with a loaded bag over his back. "What about the sheriff?"

Darien turned. "Spanner! I got an idea." He turned back to the prisoner. "This here’s Spanner, my lieutenant. What's your name?"

"Rufus," the man in dreadlocks said with a grin. "On account of my hair."

Spanner and Rufus shook hands. Darien grinned. "I got a proposition for your boss."

Rufus cocked his head. "Oh yeah?"

"Yeah," Darien said. "Tell him Darien Flynt wants to discuss a mutual alliance.”

“No offense,” Rufus said with a glance at the knife on the counter. “But why would he want to join up with you?”

Darien ignored the barb. “Because I got the inside track on this place—I know which houses are going to give the most resistance, and which houses have the most...cheddar. Tell him if he sends down some muscle to help me out, we’ll take care of the sheriff together."

Rufus grinned. "Sounds good to me, man. But you might be telling yourself."

"How's that?" asked Darien.

"Well, if the other guys made it back to Rolling Hills any time today, the Boss’ll probably be on his way down here first thing in the morning.”
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Lavelle Homestead

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Cami handed Gary a cup of coffee and sat at the table. "So, what do you think?”

Gary took the mug of coffee and smiled. "Thanks. I got a decent nap last night so I should be good." He looked at the paper and frowned. "Cami, you put an awful lot of this on your shoulders. Why don’t you let me and Mitch handle water collection today? You've done it three days in a row now."

Cami sighed. "I know, but I can't help but feel responsible for—"

"Look," Gary said gently. "None of us would be here if it weren't for you. You're the reason this whole neighborhood hasn’t fallen apart yet. Please, let us handle this and take some of the load off of you so you don't burn yourself out!"

Cami smiled. "Well, I guess..."

An insistent knocking at the back door interrupted her. Cami jumped from her seat and had her pistol out before Gary could even stand. She motioned for him to take a position by the fridge, and he pulled the stainless-steel shotgun from its perch above the big appliance and aimed at the door. Cami stepped aside and peered through the slitted plywood in front of the kitchen window. 

"It's Marty," she said quickly. "Something must've happened—there's no way he’d be over here this early in the morning..." She threw back the deadbolt and opened the reinforced back door to the kitchen. Marty brushed past her and his cane thumped on the tile floor as he moved in like he owned the place.

"What is it?" asked Cami. "What's the matter?"

"Got some bad news," Marty replied. He sat heavily in the chair recently occupied by Gary. "This couldn't wait, so I figured I'd tell you right now and get it over with."

Cami shut the door and locked it after a quick check in the backyard. "What is it? Does is it have something to do with the guy that Mitch and I saw?"

"Maybe—hard to say.” Marty frowned. “All I know is the sheriff ran into a fight that was bigger than he expected up north. Rolling Hills." He looked at Gary.

"That's our neighborhood," Gary breathed. He put the shotgun back above the fridge and grabbed his coffee mug. "What happened?"

Marty sighed and looked longingly at the coffee maker. "It's hard to tell—everything on the net’s garbled. I wasn't able to get a hold of anybody, but heard plenty chatter going back and forth. The sheriff and his boys ambushed some thugs in your neighborhood. There was a big fight, and the sheriff took the worst of it. In fact, I don't think he's still with us."

Cami poured a cup of coffee for Marty and left it black. "What do you mean he's not with us?"

Marty looked up at her and squinted. “Meaning, I think he's dead. From what I can tell, only two deputies survived."

Cami sat and stared at him. "I don't believe it..."

"What happened to the neighborhood?" asked Gary.

"Sounds like it's a god-awful mess," Marty groused. He took a sip of the coffee and winced. "Dadgum that's hot. I like the way you think, missy."

"The neighborhood?" prodded Gary.

"I'm getting there, I'm getting there," Marty said as he waved an arthritic hand. "Sounds like they had a real war up there—houses burning, bodies in the streets kind of thing. Looks like most of the gang got wiped out, but it wasn't the sheriff that did it. This is the part that I just can't puzzle out."

"Well, try us," Cami said.

"It sounded like the army showed up and just started laying down some indiscriminate justice."

"The army?" asked Gary.

“Didn't the governor call out the National Guard right after the tsunami hit?" asked Cami. "It's hard to remember stuff more than a week ago—all the days are blurring together since we haven't heard any news..."

"I recall the National Guard and the state troopers were called out to protect the state capital," Marty said. "Least that's what I've been hearin’ over the ham  nets." He shook his head and stared at his coffee. "No, this is different. The deputies that survived told their station a couple of them went up to a big armored truck to offer their thanks when they rolled through and cut down the bad guys—then they took fire and ran."

"The deputies took fire?" asked Cami. "You mean the army—or the National Guard—someone shot at the sheriff?"

"I mean the soldiers, or somebody pretending to be soldiers, rolled in there and shot everybody," Marty said with a grimace. “I heard tell of a couple neighborhoods blocking roads and putting armed men on patrols...turning their homes into fortresses, kinda...but nothing like what they were talking about in Rolling Hills.”

Gary stared at the old man. "What do you mean the National Guard—er, the army—whoever—shot at the sheriff's deputies—that doesn't even make any sense."

Cami raised her hand. "Wait—what did you mean when you said they could be people impersonating soldiers? How does somebody pretend to be soldiers?”

Marty sat back in his chair with a groan. "These times we’re living in are crazy. All kinds of bad things been happening—just look at your house and mine. People are nuts," Marty said as he shook his head. "Ain’t too much of a stretch of the imagination to think all these troops roaming around out there might decide they'd be better off going home to their families. Now, what I wonder," Marty said as he looked at them, "is what might happen to all that stuff that they had...all that lovely gear?"

"Oh, good grief," Gary said as he slumped in his chair.

Cami pinched the bridge of her nose. "I don't need this right now. I seriously don't."

"Just wait, it gets better. The sheriff’s department has gone radio silent."

Gary looked at Cami. Cami looked at Marty. "What's that mean?"

Marty shrugged. "Means exactly what it says. Can't get a hold of anybody at the sheriff’s department, and they ain’t broadcasting. I think we can assume a couple things from this though," Marty said. He raised his hand in the air and extended one finger. "Sheriff McIntyre is dead. That raid he launched up there in Rolling Hills failed miserably—and not only are the bad guys that he went to go fight dead, but the good guys are gone with him." Marty raised a second finger. "As if that wasn't bad enough, we got us a new threat to worry about, that not only wiped out the last law enforcement agency in the county but took out some serious gang bangers up north. That's gonna create a power vacuum." He raised a third finger. "From what I can tell, Rolling Hills was pretty much trashed. If the houses are on fire...then the loot is burning, too. That means whoever took over the joint will be looking for another place."

Cami shook her head. "No. No, I'm gonna have to actively disbelieve this. They're not coming here—they can't."

"Oh?" asked Marty. He looked around, as if searching for something in the kitchen. "I'm sorry, I wasn't aware you had a sign that says ‘Don't stop here, go somewhere else.’ You got some kind of magical talisman that’ll keep bad things from happening? It sure would've been nice to have a couple days ago, before the big fight."

Cami sighed and looked at her coffee. "That’s not what I mean...we’re not ready. We can’t handle—"

“You can handle a lot," Gary said. "When those guys attacked your house and Marty's, you guys were able to fight them off. There was nobody in our neighborhood that could have done that—at least nobody that I knew. We just didn't have the right mindset to fight back, let alone the tools to do so. Shoot, most of them were retirees. It's an older neighborhood. It was an older neighborhood." Gary looked down at his coffee.

"How do we know where they're going next?" asked Cami.

Marty shrugged. "In my radio shack I've got a county map on the wall. I've been plotting all the places the sheriff department has been recording as neighborhoods hit and knocked over by forces unknown. There's more than one group out there doing this—even the thugs are getting desperate. That doesn't mean they’ve all been attacked by this army group but there's a good chance that the places around Rolling Hills have already been hit.” He looked at Cami. “That means they're gonna spread out to look for more targets. Which leaves us and a couple of the neighborhoods a little closer to Charleston. And if these guys are starting this far out, I doubt they're going to be heading past us into Charleston." Marty tapped his finger on the table. "It's a good bet that they're coming here soon."

Gary rubbed his face with his hands. "It only took us a couple hours to get here, but that was with a busted car. If they have vehicles—"

"According to the reports, they do. Sounded like they had a tank on wheels, and a big troop carrier. I'm thinking it's an MRAP."

“A what?” asked Gary.

“Mine Resistant, Armor Protected...a big bad armored truck.”

Gary threw his hands up. "Whatever—it's not gonna take that long to get here. So, what do we do?"

Marty looked at both of them. "Way I figure it, we got two options. We retreat and evacuate, or we fight back. Which one of those options we take can be up to you. I'm too old to do much of either, but I’ll do my best. Just let me know." Marty drained the cup of coffee in two big gulps, smacked his lips and placed the mug carefully back on the table. He stood and grabbed his cane. "Well, I’ll leave you to it. Just let me know what you decide—I gotta get back to the radio...make sure I don't miss something."

When Marty was gone, Gary looked at her over the rim of his mug. "So, what do we do?" he asked wearily.

Cami sighed. "What can we do? There’re too many people in the neighborhood that are sick—we can’t all run away. And I can't just leave people that can't fend for themselves. I’m going to have to stay. What you do is up to—"

Gary nodded. "If you stay, we stay. And if we stay, we fight."

Cami looked down at her own coffee mug and wrapped both hands around the warm porcelain. "Yep. That's the way I see it. What do you think?"

Gary shrugged. “I'm fine with fighting. If the guys that trashed my neighborhood got their butts kicked by these imposters..." He shrugged. "Well, it doesn’t matter who did it—it feels like there's payback involved for me."

Cami nodded. "If we’re going to do this, we need to act fast. We'll have to all split up and get the word out."

"Me and Mitch don't know the people in this neighborhood—and they don't know us. Let me and him go get the water for today, so you and Amber—or you and Mia—can go spread the word to the neighborhood. If we can get people ready...I don't know, I'm no soldier, I don't have a battle plan," Gary said helplessly.

"Neither do I, but we have to do something." She put both hands on the table and stood. "For now, at least we’ve got a plan. You guys get the water, we’ll Paul Revere it and get the word out."

"Be careful out there," Gary said as Cami walked from the kitchen.

"You too," she replied. "Keep an eye out for that guy we saw with the dreadlocks. I don't know where he fits in all this, and I'm not sure I'm ready to find out, yet."

"That makes two of us," Gary said solemnly. He stood from the table and cupped his hands over his mouth. "Mitch!" he called up the stairs. "Get down here, we got work to do!"
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Camp Echo

Port Jefferson, New York

Reese, Tony, and Byron emerged from the barracks tent as the sun began to peek over the eastern horizon. The work gangs pulled themselves from their cots and trudged slowly to the mess hall for breakfast. The sky was crystal clear, but Reese could already feel the nascent heat in the still morning air. The day promised to be a real scorcher. He grinned. All the better to serve as a distraction for what they were about to do.

"I'm gonna get some chow, I'll catch up with you guys later," Byron said loud enough for the passing soldiers to hear. He split from Tony and Reese and moved and followed the other people headed toward dining hall tent.

Despite the smell of eggs and bacon that wafted on the breeze, Reese ignored his stomach. He nodded in passing at one of the soldiers who stood outside the barracks tent and got a smile in return. 

Reese and Tony ambled along and exchanged pleasantries with people they passed and made a circuitous route through the camp. He made sure they took plenty of random turns down side streets and alleys as they wound through the tents of Camp Echo. 

More than once Reese stopped to tie his shoe and surreptitiously scanned the area behind them to make sure they weren't being followed. At last, about 15 minutes after they left Byron, Reese and Tony made their way to the food and supplies cache. Several armed guards faced out and watched them warily as they approached, then looked away when Reese turned and walked down a side street. 

"It's too heavily guarded, we can’t get to it," he muttered to Tony under his breath.

"But we told uncle Byron that we’d kick things off..." He looked at his watch. "Five minutes from now. He's counting on us," Tony hissed back.

"I know, I know," Reese said irritated that his plan wasn't going exactly the way he had for seen.

"What are we gonna do?" Tony asked as they turned again and found themselves next to the quartermaster’s tent.

A heavyset man emerged from the tent a few feet away, belched, and nodded at them. He hitched up his pants, let the tent flap fall behind him, and adjusted the tiny hat on his head. He cleared his throat and strolled toward the food cache.

Reese led Tony to the far end of the quartermaster’s tent, then turned abruptly and ducked around the corner. When they were both hidden from sight, Reese peeked around the edge and watched as the quartermaster talked with the guards next to the food cache. One of the guards said something, and the quartermaster guffawed—his laughter echoed across the distance and down the street.

"If we can't set fire to the food supplies, then maybe we can find something in here to burn." Reese walked out to the main street, checked both ways and when the guards continued to talk with the quartermaster, he pulled Tony through the open flap and they disappeared inside the quartermaster’s tent.

It took a second for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, but Reese found a lavishly decorated tent for such austere times. Instead of a simple army cot like everyone else, they found an actual bed with a heavy wooden sleigh frame. A fan—an electric fan—stood guard at the foot of the bed. 

Tony moved to the side and looked at the gear spread out on a large wooden dresser. "Would you look at this? He’s got all kinds of stuff over here—cell phones, handheld video games, he's even got cans of tuna and an electric can opener!"

Reese ignored Tony and grabbed the power cord from the fan. He pulled it up off the ground and traced it all the way back across the tent over to a small wooden crate. Perched atop the crate was a small black microwave. On top of the microwave sat a coffee pot, still warm with a quarter pot of coffee in it. Reese stared at the contraption, a remnant of a world that no longer existed, and a grin spread across his face.

"This guy’s got a lot of stuff, but I don't think any of it can help us..." Tony complained as he walked over to the microwave. "Are you serious? Dude’s got a microwave and a coffee pot? While people outside are starving, this guy’s sitting around in his own private suite," Tony said as he picked up a half-eaten package of marshmallows and graham crackers. "He's making freakin’ s'mores in the microwave!"

Reese eyed the microwave and the wooden crate it sat on. "What else has he got in here?" he mumbled. He stepped behind the microwave and pulled the tarp back to reveal a pile of toilet paper still in original packaging. "He's been hoarding toilet paper..." Reese said, disgusted.

Tony laughed. "That guy doesn't strike me as somebody who cares about toilet paper—how much you want to bet he's using it to get favors from the people who used to live here?"

Disgusted, Reese had an idea. "Quick, find anything that's metal. Silverware, cans—the empty can of tuna over there—anything." He picked up a metal serving tray from the floor and popped it in the microwave. Tony returned with a handful of forks and empty tuna containers, and two that were still sealed. 

Reese put everything in the microwave and slammed the door. "Pull back that tarp off the rest of the toilet paper," he said as he set the microwave to run for 30 minutes. The little appliance hummed to life, and Reese picked it up and placed it on top of the toilet paper pile. He carefully stacked a few packages of the thin sanitary paper around and on top of the microwave, then grabbed Tony. “C’mon, we gotta get out here."

They ran for the exit and stepped outside as if they owned the place. Reese turned and walked left, maintaining a casual pace until they were able to turn down a side street and hide behind the next available tent—labeled as vehicle supplies.

“My turn?" asked Tony.

Reese nodded. "Make your way to the north gate. If this works—the microwave’s gonna set the quartermaster’s tent on fire. That oughta get their attention, being so close to the food cache. That'll be your cue to slip through the gate and contact the locals outside." Reese turned in the other direction. "I'll head to the docks and secure the boats." He turned back to Tony. "You remember where to meet?"

"Easy," Tony said with a lopsided grin. "Once I start the riot, head straight west until I hit the coast and wait till you guys show up." 

Reese shook hands with Tony. "Good luck. We'll see you tonight."

Tony nodded, his mouth pressed into a grim line. "You too. If something happens—"

Reese shook his head. "Stop—it's gonna be fine, you'll see."

"But if something does happen, tell my aunt and uncle it's not their fault. Tell them I love them."

Reese grabbed Tony's hand with both of his. "You’re gonna tell them yourself—tonight. Now get going. We don't have much time before that microwave has an identity crisis."
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Spalding Residence

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Darien put down his bottled water and turned to gaze at the storeroom he’d created in Harriet's house. In the past couple days, they'd managed to bring back almost everything that hadn’t been nailed down—or stripped clean by the neighbors. It wasn't much...it certainly wasn't what they'd had, but it was enough to get them through the next month or two. He scratched his jaw. That didn't account for whatever was coming his way.

What he didn't expect was Spanner—not due back for two days—to come walking up the stairs right as he thought about him. "That was fast," Darien said. 

Spanner tromped up the stairs followed by four other men, all heavily armed. Darien pulled the Desert Eagle from his waistband and kept it hidden behind him as he turned sideways to greet the newcomers. "So, what's going on?" he asked carefully.

Spanner recognized the tone in his voice and threw up both hands. "Hey, we’re cool, we’re cool—it's okay. These guys are from the Hedge Knights." Spanner stepped aside and let a bloodied man step forward into the room. He left muddy footprints on the floor as he walked across and reached out a bandage-wrapped hand. 

"Name’s Franks."

"That a last name? I'm Darien Flynt," Darien said as he shook hands.

"No,” Franks said. “I got it on account of I like to eat hot dogs."

Darien held the man's grasp and looked over his shoulder at Spanner, who shrugged and hid a smile behind a hand.

"Okay," Darien said as he drew out the word and wiped his hand on his pants. "What's going on?"

Franks looked at him, looked at him up and down, then sighed. "I guess you're the best we got, huh?"

"I like to think I am. What's the deal?"

"I’ll give it to you straight. We got our butts handed to us, that's what’s goin’ on. Everything was going fine up there in Rolling Hills, and we were takin’ over pretty as you please. Then the National Guard shows up and cuts everybody down. Even took out the sheriff."

Darien narrowed his eyes at Franks. "Took out the sheriff? Wait a minute, the National Guard? All right—start over. Spanner, why don’t you get our guests something to drink, will you? Make it a double for me. I have a feeling I’m gonna need it in a minute."

"You got it, boss," Spanner said as he ducked out of the room.

Since they'd already seen the storeroom—which Darien had expressly warned everyone to keep secret—he figured there was no reason to dwell on formalities. He suggested everyone find a seat where they could, and the men who accompanied Franks simply collapsed on the floor and leaned back against piles of boxes or walls. Darien pulled over a case of water and used it as a stool. "Now, what happened?"

"We rolled into that neighborhood a couple days ago. They didn't put up much resistance. I don't even know if anybody had guns in that place. Bunch of old farts. Took over and did whatever we wanted. It was great—we were walking right up and down the streets, just kicking in doors and taking everything. Then this one broad escaped in a car, and the boss sends a couple of us to go track her down.”

Rufus nodded from his position against the wall. "He ain't lyin’.”

Darien turned back to Franks. "Go on."

"Sherriff shows up and we have it out—I’m thinking we got ‘im licked and then the army guys show up. They trashed the place. Wasn’t anything we could do about it, either—they had some kind of big tank on wheels. Everything we shot at it just bounced off. They had a machine gun mounted on the top—I swear it cut a car in half." He shook his head. "It was like a nightmare on wheels.”

“There was this loudspeaker, too,” said one of the others.

“Yeah,” agreed Franks. “It was attached to this big truck behind the tank—said they were there to take over and anybody who wanted to join ‘em could, otherwise no one was leaving alive."

"How many joined?" asked Darien. "Before you answer that," he said as he raised a hand to stop Franks in his tracks. "How many did you have to start with?"

"About 20 of us...maybe 25," Franks said. The other men nodded in agreement. He turned back to Darien. "But half of them threw down their weapons and ran over to the truck. That didn’t make the boss happy, but it didn't matter—them soldier boys opened up that big gun and cut them all down right in the middle the street."

Darien shook his head. “Freakin’ soldiers—"

"I don't think they’re soldiers," Rufus said from his spot in the back of the group.

"Me either," said Franks.

Darien arched an eyebrow. "What makes y’all say that?"

"Well, for starters, they shot all the cops, too," said Franks.

Darien looked at Rufus. The dreadlocked man shrugged and smiled as Spanner returned, carrying drinks. He passed out glasses to everybody. Only one man raised his in salute, the others immediately slugged them back.

Darien took his with a nod of thanks and sniffed. Scotch. Neat. He raised his glass to Rufus and Franks, then took a sip. "Why would they shoot the cops?"

"Ain’t cops—it was the sheriff."

Darien looked up at Spanner. “They shot Sheriff McIntyre?"

Franks grunted. "Yeah, him and a bunch of his deputies. Took ‘em all out. Tell you what, them soldier boys ain’t playin’ around."

"So, what did you do?" Darien asked.

"Me? Shoot, I ran. About ten of us got away. We headed for the trees and didn't look back, man. Crept in that night and watched the whole place burn down."

"How many soldiers we looking at?" asked Darien.

"Hard to say—we didn't see too many running around, but it didn't matter —they got a couple of them big trucks and the one...man, it's like a tank. The other’s just like a transport or something. Can probably hold 20 or 30 people. I saw at least 10 guys running around with machine guns. But only half of looked like they had camo on. It was really something, man."

"Sounds more like some kind of crazy militia than the National Guard," Darien scoffed.

Franks nodded in agreement. "Militia—hadn't thought about them. Those guys are really crazy. They might just be crazy enough to pull this off."

"It would certainly explain them shooting at both the gang and the sheriff," Bender observed.

Darien leaned back against the wall and scratched his jaw. "Well, the question is...now what we do?"

"That's what we came to ask you," Frank said. He raised his glass in salute again. "Boss got taken out. There’s only a handful of us left, and we don't know what to do. You’re the closest thing we got to a leader, so..." He raised both eyebrows and waited for Darien to speak.

"Hold up," Darien said as he leaned forward. "You offerin’ to join my crew, is that it?"

Franks looked behind him at the other men, who both nodded. "Well, yeah. If you’ll have us? Look, we’re only a couple days away from starvation. We got guns, sure, but we don't have anybody to lead us. I'm telling you, them soldiers put the fear of God in all of us."

Darien licked his lips and considered his options. As if by divine providence, the answer to all of his problems had literally landed in his lap. In the blink of an eye, with one word, he could have a small, motivated army with which to take over Bee's Landing. 

If he’d had ten men armed as Franks and his people were, there was no way anyone in Bee's Landing could resist—even if they were led by the redoubtable Cami Lavelle. “From what I hear, there's a good number of hunters in this neighborhood—men used to hard times and weapons."

Franks grinned. He adjusted the sling over his shoulder and pulled out an AK-47. “Any of ‘em hunt with one of these?"

Darien grinned. "No, I don't imagine they do." He stood and extended his hand to Franks. "If you guys want, you can join my crew. But I got some ground rules." He pulled his hand back as Franks got to his feet and reached out to take it. "If you agree, then we have an accord. If not, then you guys may as well just keep on going and find your own place."

Franks turned and looked at Spanner, Rufus, and the others. He shrugged. "Okay. Let's hear it."

"If we do this, we’re doing it my way. You answer to me, or anybody I tell you to answer to. Spanner and Jon Boy are my original crew. Whatever they say, you take it as if I said it. Got that?"

"You talking about that big guy downstairs?" Franks whistled. "Man, I don’t want to do anything to make him mad. That sounds okay to me."

Darien nodded. "Next, whatever I say, you do—no questioning, no back talk. Things are little tense here in this neighborhood, and I don't have time to explain. If we move quick, we’ll have the whole place eatin’ out of our hand by tomorrow. But if we screw around trying to explain every action and every decision, then we may as well just give up now and go our separate ways."

Franks nodded again. "Sounds fair. Anything else?"

Darien grinned. He pulled the Desert Eagle from behind his back. "Yeah, you break any rules, and I'll shoot you myself. Sound fair?"

Franks grinned. "Fair enough to me, man." He reached out his hand, and Darien took it.

"Welcome aboard, boys. Now, let's get you guys squared away and settled. Everybody with you?"

"Yeah, the rest are downstairs."

"Good, who among you are the best leaders?" Darien asked as they headed for the door.

Franks shrugged. "I guess that’d be me and Rufus. Everybody else is...I don't know, good at following, but not thinking."

Darien snorted. "I know how that goes. Look, what do you think the chances are these National Guard guys settling down up there in Rolling Hills?"

Franks frowned and looked at the floor. "Honestly?" he asked as he looked up. "I don't think they’re going to stay there. What we saw before we left last night...most of that place is on fire. I doubt any of its left, I doubt any of it survived the night. Going to need more supplies and more places to loot. Sooner rather than later."

Darien nodded. "I was afraid you'd say that. How far away is it?"

"About an hour away by car. They got two big trucks. They can be here anytime they want."

Darien cursed under his breath. "Then we’re gonna have to move faster than I thought. Come on, let's get downstairs and get organized."

"What you gonna do? Try and set up a roadblock or something to stop ‘em?"

"Yeah—eventually," Darien said from the doorway. He slapped the doorjamb. "But first we gotta make some more friends."
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Lavelle Homestead

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Amber ran into Cami's bedroom and interrupted her mother as she took inventory of their weapons and ammunition. "Mom! There's some big military truck or something coming down the road."

Cami looked up from her tally. "What?"

"Just come downstairs!" Amber said. She turned and left the room in a swirl of hair and bare feet on the floor. Cami grabbed her pistol, made sure it was loaded and slapped it in her holster. At the bottom of the stairs, she met Gary and Mitch.

She joined Amber in the living room and peered between the pieces of tarp-covered plywood that covered the broken front windows. A massive coyote brown vehicle—it had to be ten feet high—lumbered down the road. It took up almost the entire width of the road as well. She'd never seen anything like it. It had tall, angular sides, and tiny windows. A man sat in a machine gun turret strapped to the top and swiveled the big, menacing weapon back and forth as the truck rolled slowly forward. She could feel the vibrations of the engine through her rib cage.

Cami grabbed the ever-present radio from her belt and brought it to her mouth. "Marty! Marty, you seein’this?"

"No names! How many times I have to tell you that?" demanded the old-timer.

“I don’t care! Look outside! What do we do?”

That massive vehicle was armed to the teeth and ready for war as it trundled down her street. It sent a chill of fear down Cami’s spine. Though it was emblazoned with a camouflaged American flag on the side, the vehicle’s menacing look did not lend the impression that it was there to help.

Cami had an unencumbered view of the huge tank on wheels as it trudged down the street. Right behind it was an equally massive troop transport. 

"Whatever you do,” Marty warned over the little radio, “stay inside. We don't know what these jokers are up to."

“Battle stations?” asked Amber.

Cami swallowed. She had to do something—Amber was right. She nodded as she watched the giant truck pass in front of Marty’s house. "Okay, battle stations, everyone!" Cami said over her shoulder.

Battle stations had been the codeword to keep the boys excited about following along with instructions whenever the adults needed. Everyone had a different task—Mia shuffled the boys upstairs to hunker down in an expedient safe room they’d constructed out of Amber's old room. They’d piled mattresses and plywood up in an attempt to make a hardened enclosure. 

Elizabeth led the boys went up there with binoculars and flashlights and maps while Amber stayed at the top of the stairs with her rifle. From that position she could move to any one of the other rooms and cover all the area around the house. Depending on where the threat came, Amber would be able to put rounds on a target. 

Mitch stayed in the center of the lower floor as a quick reaction force. He was better with the shotgun than he was with the pistol, so he had the room sweeper—what they called Reese’s stainless-steel marine shotgun. 

Gary secured the rear of the house and stationed himself in the kitchen armed with a pistol. Mia also remained in the kitchen as the medic. Though Amber, after reading through the survival medicine book on loan from Marty seem to pick up more knowledge by the hour, Mia was admittedly useless with firearms and decided the best way she could help the cause was to apply dressings and help with simple first-aid tasks. She'd survived the battle by doing so and had come out of it with a sense of purpose that Cami relied upon.

Lastly, Cami took the front of the house, and remained in the living room with her pistol. She was their first line of defense. Against what rolled down the street, though, Cami wondered if their plans were all for naught. 

“Something’s happening...look,” Marty warned.

“What’s goin on out there?" Gary called from the kitchen.

"Just stay put for a minute," Cami warned. "These guys are up to something—somebody's standing up in the turret of that tank...he’s got a megaphone."

"I don't think it's a tank," Mitch observed from the stairwell.

"I know that," Cami snapped. "But until I figure out what the heck it is, that's what I'm calling it."

Two men in camo fatigues clambered down out of the transport truck behind the armored tank-truck. They walked along at the vehicles’ sedate pace and scanned left and right, taking in the neighborhood.

"Attention residents of Bee’s Landing,” the man with the megaphone said, his voice amplified and strong. “This is the South Carolina National Guard. You are under our protection now, and as such will be required to donate to the cause. You have until sundown today to assemble donation packages and place them on your front porch. Any house that does not have supplies ready for our taking will be forcibly entered. These orders come from Governor Wilson. In order to maintain the safety and security of all residents, the National Guard has been called out and is required to requisition materials directly from the citizens of this state."

Cami's mouth fell open. "Are you kidding me?"

"Attention residence of Bee’s Landing," the trooper in the tank said again.

Cami shook her head. "No way," she breathed. She ignored the rest of the message and brought the radio back to her mouth. “Are you hearing this?"

"I am, and something doesn't smell right.”

"What do you mean, ‘something?’" Cami asked. "None of it smells right to me!"

"For starters, look at the way those two idiots are walking behind that Deuce and a Half.”

“Is that what they really call that truck?” Cami asked.

“Well, not really, but us old timers don’t like to change habits. Forget the truck, look at the men.”

Cami leaned forward and squinted through the slot in the plywood. The two camouflaged soldiers sauntered casually behind the big truck as if they owned the neighborhood. One carried his rifle by the handle, completely useless if he needed to fire in an emergency. The other draped his over his shoulders and carried it as if it were a yoke across his neck. They chatted amiably as they walked.

"What in the world?" Cami said to the radio.

"Exactly. I never had much respect for the weekend warriors, but I know I ain't never seen National Guard walk around like that. Those two boys are imposters, I say. And look how close that transport is following the big ‘un there." Marty said. "If they gotta steal stuff from everybody they drive past, then they’re expecting counterattacks at any moment—ain't no way they'd be driving only a couple feet behind the butt end of that monstrosity. If a firefight started right now, that there’d be a hot mess."

"I don't what to do..." Cami breathed. "Look at the gun on that thing, if they turn that on the house, they'd punch clear to the backyard!"

"If they actually have ammo for it...I'm willing to bet these jokers are part of that group that hit the sheriff up north. I think we got us a big problem, missy."

The massive trucks rolled by her house and continued on their way as the man with the loudspeaker repeated his message again. The soldiers took note of the bullet holes that peppered the front of her house but didn't leave the road. They chatted amiably with each other and casually followed the trucks. It took a few agonizing moments for the trucks to plod down the road, but eventually the sound of their engines diminished to a muted rumble and then the post-tsunami silence descended on Cami’s house once more.

She checked the street to make sure no more trucks had entered the neighborhood, then unlocked the front door. "Everybody, stay inside. I'm just gonna go out and take a look." She stepped out, then walked around the bushes to the driveway and stood there to watch the strange procession as it worked its way north through the neighborhood and around the corner. 

There was a bit of a traffic jam when the giant armored truck reached the narrow one-lane bridge that crossed the creek just around the corner from her house, but after some consultation with the soldiers on the ground, the big truck eventually squeezed across. The smaller truck—still massive in its own right—likewise was able to just barely fit across the bridge. Eventually, with one last look down the street, the soldiers turned and followed. Once on the other side of the bridge, the man with the loudspeaker resumed his call for citizens to provide supplies. The little convoy continued around the corner before it disappeared from sight.

Cami blinked and looked across the road. Harriet stood on her front step, just barely visible down the long, landscaped driveway. She wore a robe and clutched at her chest as she peered around and watched the military vehicles disappear. She caught Cami looking at her and offered a slight wave.

Cami frowned, but couldn't help herself. She offered a wave back, then watched as Harriet awkwardly wrapped the robe even tighter around herself and disappeared back into her house.

It was the first direct contact Cami’d had with Harriet since the attack. While there was no proof that Harriet was directly responsible for the attack, Cami knew the woman was up to something. She was one of the executive board members—or maybe the new leader of the HOA, Cami couldn't figure out what had happened—and the HOA had been responsible for the ham-fisted attempt at supply confiscation. That unpleasant business had directly caused the firefight.

Cami frowned and put her hands on her hips. The HOA confiscation program was no different from what the National Guard just proclaimed, only the Guard had a lot more weapons, and presumably a lot more men, all trained and ready to act...where Harriet and HOA found thugs to do their dirty work.

Cami scratched her head, gave one last look down the road, then turned and returned to her house. She still hadn't figured out who the men were that had attacked, or why they'd been with the HOA reps. 

Either way, the National Guard presented a threat that was much more real and substantial than anything the homeowners association could ever hope to pose.

"Well? Satisfied that they ain't real?" Marty asked over the radio.

"You sure do watch me a lot," Cami said with a twist of her mouth.

Marty laughed. "I'm an old man, that's all I can do."

Cami stepped inside the house and shut the door again. The others bombarded her with questions, but she raised her hand for peace. "Guys, there's not much to tell. Whatever's going on out there—you heard the announcement. The National Guard is here, and they're not looking to help us, they're looking to steal from us. That guy in the truck out there said they’d be back to collect everything at sundown, and if we didn't have our food out on the porch..."

Mia shook her head. "I can't believe that they would break into houses and take stuff from people. Don't they know how much people are suffering?" Mia blushed and looked down. "Well, I mean not us...but most people," she added.

Cami patted her on the shoulder as she walked into the kitchen. "It's all right. And I agree—something's not right. The National Guard shouldn’t be going around stealing food from people that are already on the edge of starvation. They should be the ones out there delivering food to us."

“Are these the ones...are they the ones who attacked Rolling Hills?” Elizabeth asked as she came downstairs. She moved to Gary and wrapped an arm around his waist. “The one’s your friend talked about?”

"I think Marty's right, something's off about this whole situation," Amber said as she crossed her arms.

Cami turned and grinned. "Now who's sounding paranoid?"

Amber didn't respond but stared at Cami. "So, what are we gonna do?"

"We’re going to be careful, that's what we’re going to do," Cami said as she got herself a glass of water. "My first thought was to just go ahead and comply—put some food out there on the porch. They can take it and be on their way and leave us alone if they're not going to help."

Mia nodded vigorously. "I think that's a good idea. The last thing we need is to have a bunch of guys with guns—oh, I mean, a bunch of different guys, with bigger guns—show up and try to break down the door. I have a feeling those soldiers wouldn’t mess up like the men who attacked us the first time."

Cami nodded. "I agree, which is why we need to be careful. We can't put too much stuff out there..."

Amber took a seat at the table. "Otherwise they’ll know that we have a lot more than everybody else, and may come back and take it all anyway," she said with a sigh of exasperation. "Seriously, this end of the world stuff sucks."

Cami took another drink of water. "So, we gotta figure out some kind of fine line about what we put out there—and how we put it out there. If we dump a bunch of freeze-dried, prepackaged stuff on the porch, they're going to know a prepper lives here. Then they’ll want everything we have. If we put too little out there, they might get upset and kick in the door thinking we’re trying to hold out on them." She shook her head. "And we only have until sunset to figure it out."

"What's Marty going to do?" asked Amber.

Cami nodded, pulled the radio to her mouth and posed the question. His response was immediate. "That's easy, I ain’t doing squat. They're not getting anything for me. One look at my house oughtta tell ‘em there ain't much worth having here."

Cami sighed. "Marty, one look at your house and they'll know that somebody took the time to repair it, so someone lives there. That, to me, screams there’s enough valuable stuff there that they actually spent time and effort to repair it."

After a long moment, Marty returned to the radio. "Yeah, you might be right. Dadgum it."

"So, we still don't know what we’re going to do?" asked Mia.

Cami crossed her arms and leaned against the sink. "Oh, we’ll do something—but we better do it quick, because they’ll be back before long. We'll just have to do our best and hope they leave us alone. But as a precaution, I suggest when we noticed them coming around again, we take everybody out to the woods and hide."

"What about making some caches like Marty suggested earlier?" Amber asked.

“I don’t know about that...digging holes is what gave me away,” Elizabeth said.

"I agree,” Cami added. “Now might be a good time to do it—but let's not dig any holes in the backyard. Let's go out into the tree line and make holes out there. It'll be a lot easier to hide our tracks with leaves and branches and stuff."

“That could work...” Elizabeth mused.

"Me and the boys can figure out good spots to hide things, and I can make a map..." Mia suggested. “Could you help?” she asked Elizabeth. “You’re the only one with any experience at this...”

Elizabeth smiled. “Of course.”

"Excellent idea," Cami said. She stepped forward and placed both hands on the kitchen table. "Okay everyone, let's do this.”
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Camp Echo 

Port Jefferson, New York

The plume of white smoke in the distance made Reese grin. The first shouts of alarm happened when the white smoke turned black, and Reese turned away to hide his smile. The plan was working perfectly. In a matter of minutes, soldiers and civilians alike ran toward the fire. Everyone shouted at once and called out orders or warnings.

Reese turned and walked with the flow of people for a moment, then quickly spun around the corner of a tent and left the others behind. He ran to the far end of the barracks tent and found himself only a few blocks from the dock where they’d been forced to tie up Tiberia and Intrepid.

He checked for soldiers, then darted across one side street after another until he was only a block from the dock. He could smell the saltwater and the ever-present sickly-sweet reek of decaying vegetation along a shore. 

He looked around and was about to make his way to the boats when he spotted Jo, Byron, and Libby as they worked their way down the main road. Reese changed course and walked over to them. “Libby! Are you okay?”

The older woman smiled, a thin, wan excuse for the bright toothy smile she usually offered. “I’m fine...where’s Tony?”

Reese met Byron’s eyes. “He’s working on his part of the plan,” he said as he stepped aside to let a soldier run by. “I think we got their attention.”

“Come on, let’s get the boats and get out of here.”

“But, Tony—” Libby started.

“He’s fine,” Byron said. 

Reese nodded. “We’ll meet him on the coast in a few hours.”

“Come on, dear,” Byron said gently as he pulled Libby toward the boats. “He’s a big boy and we have a lot of work to do before we can meet him.”

Jo grinned at Reese. She showed him an olive-drab satchel, twice the size of the bag she’d brought from Mount Desert Island. “Lookie here!”

“The docs let you have all that?” Reese asked as he peered in the open bag and spotted scissors, bandages, little vials of antibiotics and a dozen other items he couldn’t readily identify. “That’s a lot of stuff...”

“I’ll say,” Jo quipped. “They didn’t let me just have it, but when we told them the plan they smiled and looked the other way.”

Reese put his arm out to stop Jo. “You told them the plan? The doctors who...they’re with the National Guard...and you told them?”

“Well, yeah,” Jo said and looked at him askance. “How else did you think we were gonna get her out of that hospital tent?”

Reese watched Byron and Libby work their way slowly down to the dock. The two guards on duty walked forward with a bored look on their faces and prepared to stop them. “Come on, we need to catch up.” He’d deal with the ramifications of Jo’s confession later—or they all would when the doctors betrayed them.

“...don’t care what they said, we can’t let you on the boats,” one of the guards told Byron as Reese and Jo reached them.

“What? Captain Marsters said—“ began Byron.

“Well, Major Robertson gave me my orders, so Captain Marsters can go pound sand,” snapped the guard.

“Now look, we don’t know what’s going on, but you can’t be here,” his partner said a little more amiable. “There’s a fire or something over on the east side of the base,” he added as he pointed. “It’s not safe—“

“But—“ began Libby.

“No buts!” The first guard said. He used his weapon to cross check Byron and Libby and force them back. The second soldier followed suit and blocked Jo and Reese.

“Alright, alright,” Reese said, his hands up. “Come on, guys, let’s head back to the barracks.”

“That’s the safest thing you can do right now,” the second soldiers said with a grim smile.

The others followed him reluctantly, but once they were out of earshot, Reese pulled them behind the first tent. “Look, we have to get past those soldiers...”

“No kidding?” Byron snapped. “How do you propose we do that?”

“I only saw two,” Reese began.

“Everyone else seems to be preoccupied with the fire,” Libby said weakly.

To put emphasis on her words, a tornado siren spun up and wailed over the entire camp. The eerie, undulating squeal sent prickles of ice water down Reese’s spine.

“What the heck did you do?” asked Jo.

“I...may have used a microwave...to start a fire...” Reese admitted. “But in my defense, I didn’t realize the quartermaster was hoarding toilet paper...” he added quickly.

“What?” asked Libby, her face blank. “The doctors said they had people outside the camp complaining there was no toilet paper left on Long Island...”

“Oh...” Reese said as he squinted at the thick pillar of black smoke that rose in the distance. “There was a lot...” He turned away from the fire and glanced at the dock. “Look, Byron, now’s our chance. They’ve moved to end of the dock.”

“So?” he asked.

“So...we can sneak up behind them now...they’re practically on the street. Look.”

“And do what?” asked Byron as he peeked around the corner. “They have guns, Reese.”

“Which won’t do them any good in the water. Look at all the gear they’re wearing. They’ll be too busy trying to stay on the surface to shoot us.”

The tornado siren wailed, and the Doppler effect made the sound grow fainter, then louder as the siren itself rotated in the distance somewhere out of sight.

Reese grabbed Byron on the shoulder. "We gotta do it now—follow me!" He didn't wait to see if the older man followed him but charged ahead. Reese sprinted around the corner and ran as fast as he could toward the two soldiers who stood where the dock met the street. He worked his way around a stack of crates that lined the wharf and leapt out onto the wooden planks. He was still a few strides away from the men when one turned to look over his shoulder.

"What—” he began, but never finished his question.

Reese slammed into him at full speed and grunted under the impact. The guard soared out over the water and hit with a splash and a yell.

By the time Reese recovered from his collision, the other soldier had spun and raised his rifle. "Freeze!" he snapped.

Then Byron was behind him and swung a piece of broken lumber he'd picked up next to the pile of crates. The wood cracked into the side of the soldier’s helmet. He doubled over in a shower of splinters and grunted in pain. Reese flinched in the opposite direction of the soldier’s weapon just as it fired. Byron stepped back, his face red, and dropped the board.

As it clattered to the ground, Reese reached out with both hands and grabbed hold of the soldiers’ load bearing vest. He spun himself toward the water, and the momentum threw the heavier man off balance. He yelled for help and let go of the ungainly weapon in his hands in an attempt to grab Reese. Byron added his body to the press, and the second soldier joined the first with a splash in the harbor.

While the two soldiers thrashed in the water and screamed for help, Reese and Byron returned to Libby and Jo, who were already halfway to the boats. The four of them made a boarding plank and got Libby aboard Tiberia, then Jo and Reese hopped over the railing and sprinted for Intrepid.

"What have they done to my boat?" screamed Byron from Tiberia’s helm.

Reese didn't have time to find out. He hopped the railing aboard Intrepid and immediately loosened the ropes that kept them tied to the dock. “Jo, get the bow line up front!” he called as he tossed the aft line back over to the dock.

While Byron continued to bellow at the soldiers for desecrating his beloved boat, Reese and Jo pulled the roughhewn gangplank aboard and pushed off from the dock. Despite the fact that he worked by himself, Byron was only a few seconds behind them in shoving away.

The commotion ashore continued unabated as even more people emptied tents all around them and ran toward the billowing smoke on the eastern side of the camp. No one bothered to look at the two small sailboats in the harbor. The towering pillar of smoke that rose into the clear sky was a beacon that attracted everyone in the camp. A few soldiers paused and stared at the sailboats as they broke free of the dock, but they were caught up in the press of people running to the far side of the base and soon forgot about the boats.

Reese still felt like he had a target between his shoulder blades, so he kept low at the helm and kicked the engine to life. He risked a glance back at the chaotic scene and grinned as Tiberia came about under power and slipped into Intrepid’s wake.

"Dadgum, I don't believe it—we actually pulled that off!" Jo hooted. She frowned then and looked past Reese toward the dock as they motored out into the harbor. "I sure hope somebody comes along and helps those two boys out of the water. They ain’t gonna last much longer with all that gear...”

Reese glanced over his shoulder again. "I do too—I didn't want to kill anybody...but we couldn’t let them hold us here any longer, either."

He half-turned and spotted Tiberia, a few boat lengths behind them. "Looks like Byron’s got Tiberia underway just fine."

"He’s bragged about being a master sailor long enough,” Jo said as she moved toward the front of Intrepid. "What I wanna know is what were they thinking by adding a freaking machine gun to the front of this thing?"

Reese blinked. In the haste to untie the boat and escape the National Guard camp, he hadn't taken time to survey Intrepid and make sure she was seaworthy. Jo was right—just in front of the main mast a rough circle had been hacked into the decking and steel rings installed to support a turret.

"Looks like they pulled that thing off one of those trucks of theirs...” Reese said. 

Jo climbed into the turret and spun left and right to test the maneuvering mechanism. “It’s an M2 Browning...and she spins easy as eatin’ pancakes. Fifty cal...these boys ain’t playing around.” Jo climbed out of the turret and poked around the boxes strapped to the deck. "We got a couple ammo cans up here, too...”

Reese frowned. "You want to go below and see what else they changed? I want to make sure we’re not gonna sink as soon as we get out of the harbor."

Jo's eyes widened. "That's a pretty good idea." She disappeared below, and Reese grabbed the radio. He switched it to the private channel, then pressed the transmit button. "Tiberia, Intrepid—you read me?"

"Loud and clear," Byron said a moment later. "You won't believe what those cretins did to my boat!"

Reese watched the harbor open up before them and the land pull further and further away from them as they motored straight up the middle of Port Jefferson Harbor. “Well, we’re not out of it yet...keep an eye out on the starboard side, I’ll watch port. Last thing we need is for some snipers to start taking pot shots at us before we can get out of the harbor."

“Look at all that smoke back there...I think whatever you started is spreading," Byron said.

Reese turned and sure enough, the pillar of smoke had spread into a wall of black that rose up from the camp and caught the easterly winds off the Atlantic. It was an impressive sight. Reese pulled the radio back to his mouth. "Not bad for a microwave and some toilet paper...”

"Did they do anything to Intrepid? They hacked out most of the main deck over here and installed benches—cheap wooden picnic table benches! I don't know what they were thinking. They turned this thing from a pleasure cruiser into a freaking troop transport. I lost almost all the storage space in the hold and the forward cabin!"

Reese whistled. "They cut a hole in the forward decking and installed a machine gun turret over here,” he said.

Byron was silent for a second, and Reese smiled as he imagined the salty old man swearing a blue streak. "Crazy fools—now we’ll have to learn how to sail these things all over again. The balance is gonna be off—remember that when we hit the open ocean."

Reese nodded. "I was already thinking about that. I sent Jo below to find out what else they did—we’ll know in a minute."

“What's the next part of this crazy plan of yours?"

"Follow my lead, we head north.”

“North?” demanded Byron.

Reese grimaced. "Like I said, follow my lead," he said, emphasizing the last three words. He hoped that if anyone back at Camp Echo listened into their conversation, the command to head north would throw any pursuers off their trail. Reese had no intention of going north. He promised Tony they’d meet west of the camp. As soon as they cleared the headland, Reese planned to raise sail and tack west to get around the peninsula then sail south along the coast to meet Tony at a secluded spot due west of the camp, somewhere between Old Field and Stony Brook. He’d have to hoof it about four miles to reach the coast, but Tony had readily agreed—he didn’t want to spend a moment longer than necessary in the surreal camp.

In the distance gunfire echoed and crackled.

"I think the locals have had enough,” Byron commented.

"Well, I wish them luck. Intrepid out." Reese hung up the radio and focused on the wheel. They were only a few moments away from leaving the sheltered harbor and entering the open waters of Long Island sound. His skills as a sailor would be put to the test as the ungainly Intrepid prepared to meet the choppy water for the first time since her surgery.

Jo clambered up from the below deck and use both hands to keep herself steady as she mounted the steps. "I don't know how to describe what I just saw down there," she muttered.

"Try," Reese said in the growing darkness. The sky just off the starboard bow had turned from pastel orange to purple. They’d be shrouded by darkness in a matter of minutes, and he needed to know exactly what was in the boat’s belly before they hit the open water.

"Looks like they put a couple support pillars down there and anchored them to the floor and ceiling.

Reese nodded. "They needed to reinforce the decking up here to handle the extra weight of that machine gun. What else is down there?" 

Jo sat on the aft bench and spread her arms over the railing. "Well, they got a couple crates full of MREs and some weird radio gear I ain't never seen. On top of that, there's several more cases of ammo down there, too."

Reese nodded. "That explains why she’s drivin’ like a wounded cow. When we get to the open water, you're going to have to hang on. I can't predict how well she’ll behave when we hit the chop."

“Ain’t gotta tell me twice." 

They were both quiet for a moment. Reese focused on the hissing of the water along the hull and the low hum of the engine as Intrepid chugged her way across the harbor toward the headland.

"What's the plan now? We’re gonna go get Tony, right?" Jo asked.

Reese nodded and adjusted their course slightly as the water from the harbor mixed with Long Island Sound. "Soon as we clear the headland, we’re heading west, then south along the peninusla. I promised Tony we’d pick him up along the shore due west of Camp Echo. We’re aiming for the West Meadow Wetlands Reserve.”

Jo rose from the bench and stood next to Reese. "You guys sure planned this well. By the time we get around the corner up there and pick up Tony, it’ll be full on dark."

Reese grinned at her. "That's the idea—I didn't see any night vision gear with the National Guard guys, but that doesn't mean they don't have it. I'd rather get out here, pick him up and skedaddle before they know what hit them."

"About that...” Jo said, “what are we planning on doing once we pick him up?"

Reese shrugged. "Well, I've been thinking about that, but Byron and I haven't had time to plot a course. Way I see it, we got two options," he said. "One, we continue heading back the way we came—we run northeast, right up Long Island to the tip. We can circle around, and head south into the open Atlantic from there before we angle back toward the coast. That's the safe way."

Jo hugged herself and braced her legs shoulder-width apart on the gently vibrating deck. "And the other way?" she asked. "I have to tell you, I'm not a big fan of heading out into the open water. I prefer big sky and open land, if you know what I mean."

Reese snorted. "Spoken like a true Texan." He took a deep breath and exhaled. The water grew more choppy, and his hands gripped the wheel tight to keep them on a steady course. "Option two, we pick up Tony then head southwest and follow Long Island until we come to New York City."

"Ugh," Jo complained. "Why on earth would we want to go there? I have to imagine as bad as we've seen things in Boston, here, and Maine, it's gotta be ten times worse in New York City."

Reese grimaced. "Well, for starters, there's bound to be survivors there, so if we need help or supplies, that's where we'll find them. We go out on the open ocean, and we’re totally on our own. We’ll either have to live off the food we find aboard the two boats or catch fish. At least if we stay close to the shore, there's a chance we might be able to find help." He shrugged. "If Libby needs medicine again...”

Jo shook her head. "I've got enough insulin—the doctor made sure of it—that she can make it to Baltimore, even if it takes us a couple more days. She'll make it—there’s plenty of insulation in this bag and it comes with it’s own solar charger to power a cooling element. Gotta love the toys the military plays with."

Reese nodded. "Well, that's good news. But we still have to deal with New York City if we head southwest. There's bound to be more National Guard presence that way, and who knows what the navy’s doing? It's got to be a hot mess down there." He looked at her as the boat shuddered after plowing through a wave. "I don't know about you, but after seeing that National Guard camp, I’m not exactly inclined to go looking for government assistance right now."

"Neither am I...but that open ocean can be a downright scary thought to a landlocked Texan...” Jo replied.

"Well, we'll have to worry about that after we get Tony. First things first: grab those lines over there, will you? We need to haul up the mainsail and make our turn."

Jo grunted and moved forward to pull the specified lines. It took her longer than it had Tony, but she wasn't all that bad, Reese had to admit. She had the mainsail up and tied off in only a couple minutes. Reese adjusted the tension on the lines that held the boom, and the big mainsail swung overhead, and the sail snapped taut as it caught the breeze, and the boat immediately began to heel.

"Okay, here we go—hang on!" Reese called out. "She's really off balance...” he said through clenched teeth as he fought the wheel.

Jo clung to the port railing. “Let's go get Tony," she said, her mouth compressed into a grim line.
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Lavelle Homestead

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

The deep bass rumble of an engine—a big engine—disturbed Cami's meditative state as she surveyed the remains of her late summer garden. She stood and dusted the dirt off of her hands and looked around. Mia's youngest son ran around the corner of her house and sprinted to her. "Miss Cami, Miss Cami! There's a tank coming down the road! Lookit!" Without waiting for a reply, he turned and sprinted back toward the street.

Cami put her hand on her pistol at her hip and ran through the garden gate and toward the house. Caleb was right. As Cami reached her front yard, she saw the big armored truck in the distance.

"Get back!" she called out to the kids and Mia, who stood awestruck in the flowerbeds where they'd been picking weeds to stay busy. "Everybody back inside! Go!”

Amber rushed up next to Cami on the front porch a moment later. "Mom, I think everybody's inside."

"Get inside, sweetie," Cami ordered. She made sure the offering of food—mostly vegetables from the garden and a few expired bits of baking supplies—was in place, then stepped through the front door behind her daughter and shut it. 

"Mom," Amber whispered as she crouched by Cami’s side. "Everybody's accounted for—I put them all in their battle stations," Amber said.

Just like earlier in the day, the big armored truck rumbled slowly forward and passed her house. The troop transport followed close behind, and a pair of soldiers got out. They were different from the ones that had been by earlier. A tall one and a short one, they made a comical pair in mis-matched gear. The tall one wore jeans and a camo coat, while the short one wore a complete uniform with tennis shoes instead of boots.

“I was right...look at these jokers. They ain’t soldiers,” Marty’s voice said from the radio at Cami’s hip.

The tall one spotted the offering on the porch and walked up her driveway as he examined the bullet holes in her house. “Anyone in the house?” he demanded in a rough voice. The short soldier broke off from the truck and followed him. Two more men hopped down from the rumbling truck and took their places in the street.

“I said, is anyone in this house?” 

“Don’t answer,” warned Marty.

“I have to or they’ll kick the door down...” Cami replied.

“I’m telling you, don’t do it...”

“What do you want?” Cami yelled back. She watched the two soldiers look at each other and grin.

“Dadgum it,” Marty growled. 

“Oh, this and that,” replied the soldier in the driveway. “Why don’t you open the door and let us in?”

"Ain’t no need to be afraid of us, lady,” said the other soldier, “we’re the good guys."

"Yeah," said the other soldier with a sneer. "We’re the good guys!"

“Don’t open that door,” Marty ordered.

Cami narrowed her eyes. “There's no way I’m opening that door...” she whispered back over the radio.

The soldier on the front porch pounded the butt of his rifle against the front door. "Hey! There ain't much out here for us! I know you got something else in there. You had a garden, where’s the rest of it?”

“Crap!” Amber hissed. “I knew we put too much out there...”

Cami waved her to silence. “That's all we can spare!" she replied, her voice high with fear and tension.

“They’re lyin’,” argued the second soldier. "Ain't no way somebody shot this house up for no reason. What you got in there?" he demanded.

"Nothing you're gonna want!" Cami growled through the slot in the plywood. 

"Oh yeah? We’ll be the judge of that.”

The second soldier stepped forward and peered at the door. “Lady, you don't open this door, then I’ll blow it open." He stepped back and pulled what looked like a massive shotgun shell from of pouch at his waist. "You watching me? This is an M2...”

“M203,” the other soldier said helpfully.

The short soldier nodded. “As I was sayin’, it’s an M203 grenade. Either you open this door, or I'm stepping back and I'll blow the whole wall in. Your choice." He turned and muttered something to the other soldier who promptly shouldered his weapon and scooped up the cardboard box of food and supplies Cami had left on the front porch. They retreated to the far end of the driveway where the soldier with the box waved to the truck further down the street. Two more soldiers hopped off the back and walked toward her house. 

“You don’t even know what the grenade’s called?” she said through the door. “You don’t look like soldiers to me.”

The short one frowned. “I know how to shoot it, does that count?”

Sweat broke out on Cami's forehead. She had to diffuse the situation and get the first two men to leave or her problems would only multiply.

The last thing she wanted was a full-on confrontation with everyone in the house. “Mitch," she whispered.

"Yeah?" he called from the hallway. 

"Get everybody out of here. Leave the shotgun.”

"But—battle stations?" Amber replied. “These guys aren’t real soldiers...”

“Get to the woods—now! They have grenade launchers," Cami hissed. "We can't fight back against that! Get everybody to the woods!" She looked at Amber and put a hand to her daughter’s cheek. “Please.”

Amber nodded, her eyes glistening, and sprinted from the room. She gathered Elizabeth and the kids at the bottom of the stairs and followed Mitch to the kitchen. With a last look back at Cami, she took everyone out the back door into the yard.

Cami moved to the front door and propped Reese’s shotgun in the corner. She took a deep breath, then unlocked the door, and threw it open. "Okay okay!" she said as she threw up one hand. "Don't shoot!"

The two soldiers who’d joined the first two at the end of her driveway laughed and took the package from their comrade, then returned to the truck. The original two grinned at each other and walked forward. Both of them gave her a once over with their eyes. 

Cami ignored them as her flesh rippled with goosebumps. The two men in camouflage looked less like soldiers and more like predators with every step.

The short one waved at the truck down the street. Cami heard the engine rumble as the driver of the troop transport shifted into gear and continued their march through the neighborhood.

Warning bells went off in Cami's mind. The two soldiers had voluntarily left the convoy. They assumed there were other supplies in her house, and so far, had only encountered her. Her heart rate quickened, and her hands grew slick with sweat.

"This don't have to end as bad as you’re thinking," said the tall man as he slung his rifle over his shoulder. A wide smile split his grubby face. Cami noticed the weeks-worth of beard on his face completely clashed with every clean-shaven army recruiting ad she'd ever seen on TV.

"You guys are with the real army, aren’t you?" she asked innocently.

The soldiers looked at each other and laughed. "Oh, we’re real enough," the short one said, his teeth white against his grime-covered face. His smile didn't reach his eyes, which were cruel and hard.

Cami narrowed her own eyes. She stepped fully into the doorway and brought Reese's marine shotgun up. The butt went to her shoulder in one smooth motion, and the soldiers froze, immediately spread their empty hands in the air. "That's far enough," Cami growled.

"Whoa...” the short one said, his eyes round. "Ain’t no call to be gettin’ upset...”

"Yeah, what’d we ever do to you?"

"Besides steal my supplies and threaten me?"

"I take it back,” the short one said, his voice low and full of menace. “This probably will go as bad as you were thinking,” 
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Spalding Residence

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Darien squeezed the binoculars in his hands until his knuckles hurt. "They're back."

"Gee, you think?" Spanner said at his side. "What are we gonna do?" 

"I'm sure as hell not going to let the National Guard—or whoever these posers are—come in here and take over...”

"Yeah, but should we let ‘em knock off that Lavelle woman first?" pointed out Spanner. "Saves us the trouble, don't it?"

"It does, but with her gone, the neighborhood’s gonna be that much weaker.” Darien frowned. “Everybody seems to be following her right now...she gets taken out, what you think they're going to do? They're going to fold. And that leaves us to stand alone against them,” he said with a nod out the window at the coyote brown MRAP that rumbled through the neighborhood. His hands itched to get behind the wheel of the mine resistant armored truck. 

“That’s one for the bucket list...” muttered Spanner.

Darien ground his teeth in frustration. Of all the people they had to pick on first, they chose the one person in the neighborhood that he wanted to shoot himself.

"You mean you want to go help her?" asked Spanner. "After the beating she gave us?"

"To be fair, you boys did start it,” Harriet said behind them. "I know—it was at my insistence, however, she was merely defending herself."

As much as Darien hated to admit it, Harriet was right. He sighed. "No, I don't want to help her," he said in reply to Spanner. "But Harriet's right. I do have to respect her. And if my guess is right," he said, as he focused the binoculars on the two soldiers approaching Lavelle's front door, "they know she's in there, and they think they have the upper hand."

"Yeah well, they're in for a rude awakening," Spanner said. "She's got teeth, man."

"Yeah, but she don't have teeth enough to fight back against M-4s. Look...” he said as nodded toward the window. "They’re backing up.”

“They’re getting ready to do something...” Spanner agreed.

Darien growled. “Come on, we gotta put a stop to this."

"What about the truck and the rest of them?" asked Spanner. He followed Darien just the same.

"They already moved down the road—I know this drill. Franks, get your boys."

"What's up?" Franks asked as he emerged from the front room downstairs. Darien met him at the bottom of the stairs. "You want a little payback on those National Guard wannabes?”

"Does the sun rise in the east?" 

"Whoever they are, we’re about to give them a bloody nose. Come on," Darien ordered.

"Saddle up, boys!" Franks hollered. "Let's get some!” The others cheered in response and rushed to grab weapons.
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Lavelle Homestead

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Cami tried to focus on the first soldiers face as her heart threatened to burst from her rib cage. She kept the barrel of her shotgun between the two soldiers so neither one could relax. As soon as she moved the barrel from one to the other, however his partner took a step forward. Another few seconds, and they’d be close enough to grab the gun from her hands. 

She took a half step back into the doorway. "Freeze, or I'll cut you in half."

"That's cute," the short one said. "But we’re wearing armor plates, lady. That thing’ll hurt, but it ain't gonna cut us in half."

“Just gonna make us mad...and that won’t end well for you,” added the tall one with a sneer. He took a step forward.

Cami shifted her aim up and the man froze. "Well, I'll just have to take your heads off instead." When the other man took a half step, Cami shifted her aim in between both of them and took a full step back. "Or, I can just fire here and take out both your faces."

That got their attention. Unfortunately, something else got Cami's attention. Movement over their shoulders across the street. A half dozen rough-looking men emerged from Harriet's garage and sprinted down the driveway toward the street. 

"Now what?" Cami growled to herself.

"Well,” said the tall one, “if you know what's best for you, you'll drop that stupid gun and let us inside."

"Yeah," said the short one. "You show us some good ol’ fashioned southern hospitality and maybe we'll forget about this little...misunderstanding."

"Mom! Who are those guys?" Amber called from inside the house.

Cami winced. Of all the times for her daughter to have disobeyed...

"Well, well, well!” said the tall man. He lowered his arms. "Looks like we got us a real party. Aren't you going to invite us in? We'd love to meet your daughter."

Cami narrowed her eyes. “You take one more step and I'll send you straight to hell," Cami said, the ferociousness in her voice a surprise even to her.

Both soldiers got their arms back up and took a step back.

Cami's attention was split dangerously between the two men in front of her and the six men who’d crossed the street and charged toward the soldiers from behind. She might be fast enough to take out both soldiers—and maybe rack the next round—but there was no way she’d be able to hold off six more attackers—and worry about Amber in the house behind her. 

Then she saw the man who led the pack of filthy savages across the street. It was none other than the short, bald guy with thick shoulders who’d been in charge of the raiding party that had attacked her home the other day.

"You," Cami said as the barrel dropped an inch.

"Can we come in?" prompted one of the soldiers with a lecherous smile.

"Shut up," Cami snarled and raised the shotgun barrel again.

"I've had just about enough of this," said the tall man, his face a mask of stone.

"Yeah—this ain't no way to treat a guest,” added the short one.

And then the newcomers were on the soldiers. In a flurry of punches and kicks, the six men from Harriet's house tackled the two soldiers. Cami stepped back and slammed the door and threw the deadbolt. She pressed her back against the door, breathing hard.

Amber sprinted from the kitchen and embraced Cami. "What the heck is going on out there?" she asked over the sounds of the melee.

Cami pushed Amber away roughly. "Get out of here," she hissed in a whisper. "Get back to the woods like I told you! I don’t know what's going on, but the guys who attacked us a couple days ago are back—and they’re out there fighting the soldiers. Go!"

"I'm not leaving without you,” Amber hissed with just as much intensity.

Someone crashed into the door, and Cami squeaked in surprise as the impact drove her away. She spun and leveled the shotgun, half-expecting the door to break open and reveal the snarling face of the short bald man.

Amber shifted over to the living room and peered through the slit in the plywood. "Holy cow...those guys are beating the snot out of the soldiers! Why aren’t we helping them?"

"Because they ain’t soldiers," a rough voice said through the door.  “It's okay, you can open the door. I don't want to fight you."

Cami pushed her face up to the peep hole and saw five rough men congratulating themselves over the trouncing they’d just given the two impersonators. One, a man with dreadlocks that looked remarkably like the man she and Mitch had seen the day before, dropped to a knee and rifled through the pockets of one of the unconscious would-be soldiers.

The others picked up their weapons and examined them as Shorty stepped forward and presented himself before the peep hole. "I suppose you have no reason to trust me after what happened a couple days ago. That was an unfortunate mistake. I've taken steps to ensure that that...kind of thing won't happen again. My name is Darien Flynt, and yes, before you ask, I came out of Harriet Spalding's house."

"Did you kill her?" Cami yelled through the door.

Flynt smiled and shook his head. "Quite the contrary. My men and I rescued her from an attack when we first came to the neighborhood last week.”

“What?” Cami muttered to herself. She glanced to her right, and Amber mouthed the words last week in silence from the window. Cami shrugged. "Harriet's okay?" she called through the door.

“She's got me wrapped around her little finger, but yeah, she's okay,” Flynt said with a shrug. “Can you open the door so we can talk face-to-face? This is kind of awkward...and I'd like to get this over with before that the rest of those goombas come back around. They're gonna come looking for these two, you know."

"We have snipers," Cami warned.

Flynt looked down, then raised his hands in front of the peep hole. "Like I said, I’m not here to fight.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Franks, you guys back up and keep an eye on our friends." The six men as a group moved back and left Flynt alone on the porch.

He turned back to the peep hole. “Better?" he asked.

Cami looked at Amber. She shrugged. Cami motioned for her to get back down the hallway and Amber shook her head and raised her pistol. 

“I’ll stay here and back you up.”

Cami pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes, then took a deep breath. "All right, I’ll open the door, but I swear, you do anything that makes me nervous, and you get the first shot."

Flynt nodded. "Fair enough." He kept his hands up and spread wide from his thick chest.

Cami took another deep breath, then threw back the deadbolt and opened the door. As soon as it door cleared her line of sight, she leveled the shotgun and raised it to her shoulder. She aimed square at Flynt’s unprotected chest. 

Unlike the National Guard imposters, Flynt wore no armor, and the double-ought buckshot loaded in Reese’s shotgun would rip his torso to shreds at such close range. She could tell by the look in his eyes as he blinked at the open maw of the shotgun that Flynt knew he was a dead man if her finger so much as twitched. "All right, talk," Cami ordered.

"You don't beat around the bush. I like that," he said with a nod of appreciation. "Look, my boys aren't upstanding citizens. I'm a car thief. Been on the wrong side of the law for a lot of years. But that doesn't make me a bad person. I got standards...I’m not a fan of violence." 

Cami scoffed. "Could've fooled me. You attacked us first, remember?"

Flynt lowered his hands. "Look, it wasn’t one of my proudest moments, okay? It seemed like a good idea at the time...”

“Said every general whoever failed," Cami muttered.

"Come on, lady, cut me some slack here—I just rescued you, okay?"

Cami clenched her jaw, but nodded abruptly. "Fine. Thank you for that. I appreciate the assist."

"Look," Flynt said as he exhaled. "I don't much like you—I’m sure you don't like me or my boys overly much either. But we’re all on the same side here.”

“Oh really?” Cami scoffed. 

“Yes, really. We’re all trying to survive, and these clowns," Flynt said with a jerk of his thumb over his shoulder at the unconscious would-be soldiers. “Have a track record of killing everybody that opposes them. I don't know about you, but I don't want to end up dead. As crappy as this world is turning out to be, I'd still like to live to see the next tomorrow."

Cami let the shotgun barrel drop a few inches. "Go on."

The corner of Flynt’s mouth twitched as if he wanted to smile but didn't. He swallowed and plowed ahead. “Look, neither one of us can stand alone against these guys. Especially when they come rolling back looking for their two missing men. The only way we can get through this is if we stand together." He pushed his hands out in front of his chest and showed his palms to forestall her argument. "I'm not saying that we should get married or anything, all I'm saying is that we need to put aside our differences for the time being. Once this is all sorted out...” He sighed. "Then we can sort things out."

Gary appeared in the doorway behind her. "Cami, a word?"

Darien caught her eye and shrugged. "No problem, but you might want to make it quick—there's no telling how fast those guys in the trucks are gonna loop around the neighborhood. And they're bound to notice these two are missing pretty soon. I’ll interrogate them, but we need to make up our minds and do something. Quick."

"Just...” Cami looked between Gary and Flynt. "Just give me a second," she said. She lowered the shotgun and turned her back, then called over her shoulder. “You’re still being covered by our sniper."

"Fair enough," Flynt said, unconcerned.

Cami stepped through the front door and looked at Gary, who stayed in the shadows. "What is it?" she asked tensely.

"I don't trust this guy, and neither should you."

"Easy—done." Cami grinned. "Anything else?"

"But I think we should agree to his plan."

Cami stared at him, her eyes wide. "Are you serious? Just like that?"

"Cami—listen to me. The guys out there—these National Guard guys, they're the ones who wiped out our neighborhood. From what Marty said, these wannabe soldiers are destroying everything and killing everybody. Somebody's gotta make a stand. And if not us, then who?"

"It's gonna be risky," Cami said. "You saw the hardware they were packing on that big armored truck."

Gary grinned. "You saw the hardware Marty's packing—he’s got that .50 cal, remember?"

Cami frowned. “Yeah, but he also said he's only got a couple rounds left. He won't be much good to us in a fight."

"As long as the other side knows we got him, it might be enough," Gary said with a shrug. "Either way, they're going to force our hands when they come back. We gotta be able to do something."

Cami sighed. "You're right—we can't fight them off on our own." She cradled the shotgun in her arms and looked out the door. Flynt had his back to the door and was deep in the business of removing the two unconscious soldiers from Cami's sidewalk. A pair of his men took each soldier and dragged them across the street toward Harriet's house. The last two stayed by his side and watched Cami watch them.

"Okay, as long as you're on board, just watch my back,” she whispered to Gary.

He nodded. "You got it."

Cami cleared her throat to get Flint's attention and stepped back out onto the porch. "Okay, we’ll agree to a truce. A temporary truce," she emphasized.

Flynt nodded, and stuck out one thickly muscled arm. “Shake on it?"

Cami shifted her shotgun to the other hand and spat in her open right palm. She slapped it against Flint's hand, and he grinned broadly at the gesture. "My word is my bond," Cami said.

"I like the way you think."

"You break your word, and I'll shoot you myself," Cami said.

Flynt’s grin expanded into a full-on smile. "You're just full of surprises." He nodded. “I would expect nothing less.”

"What now?" asked Cami as she wiped her hand on her pants.

Flynt put his hands in his pockets and looked back toward his men as they hauled the soldiers up Harriet's driveway. "Well, for now we need to come up with a plan. I figure those guys’ll be back around here looking for their buddies any minute. Best way we can run them off is probably with an ambush. What do you think?"

Cami looked up and down the street. There was no sign of the armored truck or the massive troop carrier. But she could hear the engines on the far side of the neighborhood. They’d made a complete circle and would be at the main road in minutes. "I think you're right. Sounds like they’re over that way," she said as she pointed over Flynt’s shoulder. "That puts them at the north entrance to the neighborhood.”

Flynt took a deep breath. "We can have my guys down in the ditch on the far side of the road next to Harriet's driveway. How many people do you have?"

Cami frowned. "Enough. Although they’re mostly snipers."

Flynt grinned. "Is that right? Well, I can have ten shooters on the far side, we've got mostly AKs and ARs." He shrugged. “Don't have a ton of ammo for either but should be enough for a show of force—maybe get them to turn back. If we combine that with a couple well placed shots from your snipers," he said with a grin, "we might have a chance."

Cami looked down the street. "Depending on how many men they have."

Flynt inclined his head. "True. So, do we have an accord?”

Cami sighed and slung the shotgun over her shoulder. “I’m probably going to regret this...but...” She extended her hand. "I suppose it's as good as we’re going to get. Agreed." They shook, then Flynt left to cross the road and rejoin his troops. Cami watched him run, then turned back to Gary, who stood in the doorway. "Well, that turned out a lot different than I was expecting," Cami said.

Amber appeared behind Gary. "Was that the guy that attacked us the other day?” 

"Does anybody remember me saying get to the woods?" Cami said, exasperated.

"Oh, Mia’s right behind me, too," Amber said with a grin as she jerked a thumb over her shoulder.

Cami shook her head. “Whatever.” She pulled the radio off her belt and put it next to her mouth. "Marty, I think I got the workings of a plan. Can you bring out your big toy and cover the street in front of my house?"

"Missy, from that distance, I can shoot the hair off a gnat’s behind."

Cami snorted. "That'll do—I’m hoping we don't have to shoot anything. We’re aiming for a show of force, but you might have to spend one of those big bullets to prove you got something they need to respect."

"I can handle that, just keep the radio on so I know what to do."

"Copy that," Cami said. "I'll hit the VOX button and just let it run. I have a feeling whatever's going to happen will happen in the next couple minutes."

"Roger that. Reaper standing by."

Cami turned to the others. "Okay, here's the plan. The soldiers—“

“Who aren’t soldiers...” Mitch said. 

Cami shot him a dirty look. “—are gonna come back looking for those two guys they dropped off. Might be pretty soon. When they do, they’ll probably stop right in front of our house. Mr. Flynt is going to have his guys on the other side of the street—”

“Oh, it’s Mr. Flynt, now, is it?” demanded Marty from the radio.

“What, down in the ditch?" asked Amber. "No one will even know they're there...”

"That's the idea," Cami agreed. "Our job is to keep them occupied on this side so they don't bother to look at the ditch. But that's gonna put us in a little more danger until the trap is sprung. You guys ready for this?"

"We all heard what these people did to Rolling Hills. No one wants to see that happen here." Mia stood straighter and squared her shoulders. "I'm with you, Cami—as much as that helps."

Cami put a hand on Mia's shoulder. "It helps a lot, Mia." She turned to the others. "Amber, get up in the FROG, I want you keeping an eye on the street from above. You can help Marty deter these guys from a long distance."

"Got it," Amber said. She turned and disappeared up the stairs.

"Mitch, Gary—I know you guys want in on this too, so take the corners of the house. Stay on the outside but stay hidden. They’re expecting everybody to be inside, I think." She turned Mia. “I’m going to give you one of Reese's long guns—I don't expect you to have to shoot, just poke it through that slot there in the front room window and it'll let them know we have another shooter.”

Mia nodded, a shaky movement, and tried to smile. "Okay, Cami, I can do that."

Cami nodded. “Good. And make sure the boys stay in the woods." She put her hands on her hips and cocked her head. "You guys hear that?” 

“The engines are coming around the front of the neighborhood,” Gary said. “They’ll be here any minute.” 

“Let's go," Cami ordered.

When the massive trucks returned, Cami was ready for them. She stood on her porch and cradled the shotgun in her arms, as sweat trickled down her spine and made her shirt damp. The big armored truck rumbled to a stop in front of her house, and Cami had to lean against the railing to keep from falling over in fear. Her mouth went dry, her breathing quickened, and all her senses sharpened as she watched the turret gunner swivel the monstrous machine gun around to point at her house.

"Briggs, Johansen, get out here," barked the man with the megaphone from inside the truck.

When no one appeared or answered, the gunner in the turret looked down and spoke to someone inside. Then he disappeared and the man with the megaphone took his place. "Ma'am, where are my men?"

"They're not going to be bothering anybody anymore, that's where they are." Cami replied. She grimaced at the sound of fear that echoed through her words and hoped the soldiers were more occupied by the fact that two men had vanished.

“I’ll give you five seconds to produce my soldiers, or we’ll open fire."

Two men hopped down out of the back of the transport truck and raised rifles at Cami.

"If you do that," Cami called out in a voice with a little more steel in it, "my people will open fire, and we’ll all die together."

The man with the bullhorn suddenly looked a little less confident as he glanced around. He dropped into the turret and the gunner reappeared and set himself up behind the metal shield. 

"I don't think you understand the gravity of the situation,” the leader’s amplified voice said through the tiny triangle shaped window of the armored truck. “Allow me to enlighten you." 

The gunner opened fire. Ka-chunk-ka-chunk-ka-chunk and clods of dirt and grass leapt into the air not ten feet from Cami. 

She squealed in fright and half-crouched behind the railing as dirt rained down around her. It took every ounce of willpower in her body to stand and not throw up into the yard. Her ears rung and her knees were weak, but she managed to stand up again.

"You okay?" chirped the radio on her belt. 

"Yeah, I'm okay," she said quietly as she kept her eyes on the truck.

"Tell them that wasn't very smart,” Marty instructed.

"That wasn't very smart," Cami said. "Perhaps we should give you a demonstration as well."

From Marty's house, a tremendous crash of thunder echoed immediately followed by the sharp clang of metal on metal, and a circle of daylight appeared in the metal shield that protected the gunner. The man yelped and dropped down into the turret.

"Tell him next time he'll need a new gunner."

Cami smiled as she relayed the message.

In response, four more soldiers jumped out of the transport truck and took up position along the side of the big six-wheeled beast. All their rifles aimed at Cami.

She swallowed and was about to speak when a shout went up from the other side of the road. Darien’s men made themselves known and flanked the soldiers in the road. They dropped their weapons at the sight of so many men with rifles trained on them from behind and raised their hands in defeat.

She watched as Flynt walked the length of both vehicles and stood near the driver’s door of the armored truck. The door opened, and Flynt said something to the driver. The driver replied—whatever he said, Flynt didn't like, because he pulled a massive, chrome plated pistol from his waistband. He kept it aimed at the ground, but the threat was real enough that the driver’s door slammed shut. 

Flynt called out to his men, who stepped back into Cami's yard but kept their rifles trained on the soldiers. The soldiers scattered and climbed aboard the transport truck, then both vehicles shifted into reverse and backed painfully slow down the road toward the neighborhood entrance. Cami couldn't see through the small, armored windows of the lead vehicle, but she could well imagine the angry glare from the man who commanded the mission.

Before the vehicles had reached the entrance to the neighborhood, Cami stalked across her driveway and confronted Flynt. "What was that about?" she said as she pointed at the trucks. "You let those guys get away? We had them dead to rights."

Flynt looked at her calmly. "We did. You have enough food and water to take care of six prisoners? Do you have enough people to guard them and defend the neighborhood when the rest of their force shows up?" He waited for an answer, and when she didn't have one, other than a frown, he nodded. "Me neither. This was the best situation. I had to make a snap decision, and I made it. We got all their weapons—that’s six fully automatic M-4s.”

Cami squinted at him in the failing light. “They have six less rifles now...”

Flynt nodded. “And they have six guys that are now a burden on them. Without weapons, they can't fight, and if they can't fight, they’re just using up supplies."

Cami looked at Flynt in a new light. "You know, that makes a certain amount of sense," she admitted.

Flynt puffed his considerable chest out and grinned. "Thank you,” he said with a smile.

"Now what do we do?" 

"Now, I suggest we split the rifles between our two groups and get back to our own bases. I need to make sure Harriet's house is hardened for attack, and you guys should do the same. Get your weapons ready and let's agree to meet a little later.”

“We should set up roadblocks,” Cami suggested.

"Good idea," he replied. 

“I’ll get the word out through the neighborhood,” she added. “We can get cars from several houses to block the road—although I don't know if cars will stop that big monster from getting in."

Flynt shook his head. “Probably not, but I tell you what, I'm gonna steal that bad boy."

Cami laughed. “You're crazy.”

"Maybe,” replied Flynt. “But I think we might all need to be a little crazy to survive this."
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Sailing Vessel Intrepid

Off the coast of Long Island

Four miles west of Port Jefferson

Reese looked up from Intrepid’s wheel. The white mainsail glowed in moonlight. He grimaced. It would be a beacon to anyone on shore that cared to look.

"I don't see anything," Jo said from amidships. She held one hand up to block the wind that buffeted them so close to shore. "Didn’t you say he’s supposed to be around here somewhere?"

"I did...by my back of the napkin navigation, we're due west of the camp now.”

"I wish there was a way he could signal us...” Jo said.

Reese grimaced. In their haste to come up with a plan to escape the National Guard camp, he and Tony hadn’t thought about a way for Tony to signal the rescue boats offshore. 

"Wait a minute...” Jo said. "Is...is that a fire? Right there," she said as she pointed.

Reese was grateful for the moonlight—without it he wouldn't have been able to see her just ten feet in front of him. He squinted across the open water toward the shoreline and frowned. "I don't see—wait a minute. It is a fire!” 

He snatched the radio from the cradle by the Intrepid’s wheel just as Byron's voice crackled over the little speaker. "I think that's him! There's a fire straight off to port. You see it?"

"We do," Reese replied with a smile.

"You hold position out here, we’ll go pick him up," Byron said.

“Roger that, good luck,” Reese replied. He hung up the radio and called out to Jo. "Hey, let those lines go up there, we gotta drop the sail.”

"Okay fine, but there's a lot of rocks up there next to the shore. Does he know that?" Jo asked as she watched Tiberia peel off from their little formation and angle toward the shore.

Reese pulled up the mini binoculars that hung from a cord around his neck. It was hard to focus the picture with such limited light, but the foam that sprayed up around the half-submerged rocks just offshore glowed in the moonlight—an unmistakable hazard. He lowered the binoculars and the rocks all but disappeared. "You got crazy good vision, you know that?" he said to Jo as he grabbed the radio. “Tiberia, abort, abort! There's rocks close to the shore, your sailing into a hazard!"

Reese watched and held his breath as Tiberia continued on her course, then turned at the last minute and tacked back out to their position.

"That was close...” Byron said over the radio. "I can't get any closer...we saw him! We actually saw him waving at us...”

"We can get a little closer...maybe he can swim out to us,” Reese suggested.

He squinted at the rocky shoreline and calculated his chances. Tony had risked his life to complete the diversion so they could all escape. He’d promised the young man he’d be there to pick him up.

“How can we get close enough to him?” Reese asked the wind.

“More importantly, are those headlights?” Jo asked.

“Crap...” Reese yanked the mic back to his mouth and forgot about protocol. “Byron! Tony’s got company! I see headlights up the hill from the shore. I think the Guard found him.”

“They must have seen the fire he started...” Byron groused. 

Reese’s decision had been made for him. He wasn’t about to let the Guard get ahold of Tony—not after the stunt they’d pulled in their escape. It would be nothing short of a death sentence. 

“Raise the sail,” he barked at Jo. “We’re going in.”

“What are you doing?” demanded Byron when he spotted Intrepid angle in toward the shore.

“You know how when we first met you didn’t think I was a sailor?”

“I still don’t,” grumbled Byron’s voice over the speaker. 

“Well, it’s time I proved you wrong.” He switched the radio off to avoid unnecessary distraction. The maneuver he was about to pull would be the trickiest of his sailing career. He needed to thread the needle between the rocks close to the shore and stay out of range of the Guard troops who’d crested the hill and started down toward the beach where Tony stood with his arms in the air.

Intrepid, overloaded with the machine gun and all the supports the soldiers had installed, plowed through the chop with all the grace of an icebreaker. Reese mourned the sleek swiftness that he’d first encountered when he’d taken the wheel, for it was long gone. Intrepid sailed like a brick.

The deck heeled over, and Jo squealed from amidships. “You sure know how to show a girl a good time!” she hollered into the wind.

Reese laughed as his hair whipped in the salt spray. “Just hang on!” 

He kept a tight course and drove straight in toward the shore. The immediate coastline was shaped like a very shallow semi-circle. Reese waited until the rocks were mere yards away before he pulled the halyards loose and let the wind out of the mainsail as he turned. 

He had to time it just right so they could maintain momentum, but slow down enough that Tony could swim out to the boat. “Come on!” he yelled into the wind. “Swim to us!” 

Tony hopped from foot to foot and waved his shirt over his head to get their attention.

“He hasn’t seen the soldiers yet!” Jo warned. She pointed up the hill. Flashlights lanced through the night as a squad of at least five men worked their way down the hill through the trees toward the beach.

“I can’t get us any closer...” Reese said. He pulled the lanyard, and the mainsail dropped all the way. “That will kill our momentum, but if he doesn’t get in the water, we’re going to get caught in the current and pulled into those rocks!” He hit the button to start the engine and hoped the little motor would be strong enough to keep Intrepid from drifting too close to shore.

“Come on, kid...”

The first gunshot from up the hill startled Tony into the water. Reese watched in horror as the soldiers lined up through the trees and took pot shots at the figure on the beach. The muzzle flashes were like little points of light that occurred a few seconds before the reports from the rifles rolled across the water.

“Swim!” Jo yelled, as she leaned dangerously out over the starboard railing. She looked back at Reese, her eyes white in the moonlight. “He’s not going to make it!”

Reese looked at Tony, now chest deep in the freezing water. He flailed his arms against the current and struggled to reach the rocks, but the soldiers had shifted into a run and sprinted down the hill through the trees. Every so often one of the dark shapes would pause and take a shot, which illuminated the others in a muzzle flash.

“There’s nothing more we can do,” Reese said.

“We’ll see about that,” Jo growled. She clambered up to the machine gun turret and racked the charging bolt back with a vicious jerk. “Let’s see how you like this, you sons of—“

Her voice disappeared into the thunder that erupted from the barrel of the M2 Browning mounted on the forward deck. Reese flinched and covered his ears against the tremendous noise. Jo screamed and raked the shoreline with fire. Reese stared—it looked like a dragon had come to life on Intrepid’s deck and blasted flame at the figures on the shore.

Two soldiers fell, tugged to the ground as if on strings, when the big rounds slammed into them at hypersonic speeds. The incoming fire lit up the beach and shredded the bushes and trees that lined the shore. Stray rounds sparked off rocks and a few tracers bounced up into the sky like fireworks. Jo laughed maniacally and continued to pour fire onto the soldiers.

Tony splashed through the water and made it through the rocks. Jo was relentless and chased the retreating soldiers on the beach with her fire. Another one dropped to the ground, and the survivors hid behind trees and returned ineffective fire. When a stray bullet clipped the boom next to Reese’s head, he’d had enough.

Tony was close enough to catch the life preserver, so Reese tied a long rope to one, then flung it out as far as he could. “Grab that!” he yelled. Tony raised a hand in thanks and dragged his body through the water toward the ring.

“Keep the pressure on,” Reese yelled to Jo when she paused in her efforts to deforest the shoreline.

“I’ll have to reload in a minute,” she warned. The barrel glowed orange in the night, but Reese saw the grin on her face and a shiver went down his spine. 

“Remind me never to get on your bad side,” he muttered as he turned his attention back to Tony, some twenty yards out. The soldiers on the beach took Jo’s break to heart and fired back. Bullets sparked off the mast and kicked up foam in the water.

Reese kept his hand on the throttle until he saw Tony wrap his arm through the ring and wave. He dipped below a wave and bobbed back to the surface but waved again. Reese threw the throttle forward and Intrepid picked up speed against the current. He spun the wheel to head out to the Sound and present the smallest possible target to the men on the beach. After a few seconds, Jo and the machine gun swung out of line and she disengaged and left the glowing, smoking weapon. 

She clambered across the deck back to the wheel and grabbed the taut line connected to Tony and the life preserver. “He’s still back there!”

“Start pulling him in, we have to get as far out as possible!” Reese said. He ducked as a bullet pinged off the mast. “We’re still in range!”

Jo didn’t respond but grunted as she began the laborious process of hauling Tony toward Intrepid while the current tried to pull him to shore. He tried to keep his head above the water but every third wave dunked him and he disappeared for a second until the life preserver popped him back up to the surface.

Reese tied the wheel to maintain their course back toward Tiberia and turned around to help Jo. “Come on, we can work together. Ready?” he asked as he took the wet rope in his hands. The water tugged on Tony and the line felt like a piece of steel. “Heave!” he hollered and they both pulled back. “Heave!” He called out again. They quickly fell into a rhythm where Jo leaned forward and pulled in more rope when Reese pulled back, then he took the slack when she pulled, and they kept a continuous pressure on the line.

Pull by pull, Tony grew closer as Intrepid motored further offshore. A last desultory pop echoed off the beach, and the fight was over. “Hang in there!” Reese called as Tony came within a few yards of the aft rail.

“You’re almost...here,” Jo called around a deep breath.

The water grew choppier the further off-shore they pulled, and Reese began to worry that Tony wouldn’t be able to keep his head above the surface. He killed the throttle and let Intrepid drift while they finished the rescue.

Jo laughed as they pulled Tony, sopping wet and shivering, over the starboard rail. Reese tossed the life preserver aside and helped ease Tony to the deck. Jo scurried down the ladder below decks and emerged a moment later with a big government issue emergency blanket that she draped over the young man’s shoulders.

Reese took a knee next to the younger man and caught his breath. “That was...that was exciting, huh?” he asked with a grin as he gripped Tony’s shoulder.

“N-n-n-next time,” Tony sputtered, as water pooled under him on the deck, “y-y-y-you do it!”

Reese laughed and moved back to the wheel after a final clap on Tony’s shoulder. “We’ll make a sailor out of you yet!” He unhooked the rope that held the wheel on course and looked around to get his bearings. They’d come almost half a mile offshore and Byron had angled Tiberia to intercept them a little further out in the Sound. 

He unhooked the radio and flipped it on. “Tiberia, Intrepid—we have an extra passenger.”

“Thank God!” Byron cried. “That was incredible!”

“Well,” Reese said with a grin as he watched Jo tend to Tony, “I don’t think your nephew would agree with that, but he made it.”

“Is he hurt?” asked Byron.

Reese could well imagine the older couple had watched the rescue mission with breathless anxiety. “He’s fine—a little water-logged and cold from his swim, but nothing a good rest can’t fix.” He eyed Tiberia’s position by the white sail, illuminated in the moonlight. “Hold your course, Tiberia, we’ll come alongside shortly.”

“Roger that, Intrepid. Holding course.”

It only took Reese a few minutes to get the mainsail hoisted—with a few new bullet holes—and pull Intrepid closer to the other boat. Before Tony had even pulled himself off the deck, Reese had parked Intrepid next to Tiberia and he and Byron tied the two vessels together. Libby was the first over the railing and rushed to her nephew’s side.

“Thank you,” Byron said as he gave Reese a handshake that transformed into a bear hug. “That boy is the only family I have left...I don’t know what I would have done without him...”

“You would’ve done the same if it had been me or Jo on the shore,” Reese said.

Byron looked at him and then looked out over the railing at the dark mass that was Long Island in the distance. “I don’t know that I would have, Reese.” He turned to face him again. “But I know I would now.” He looked at Reese in the eye, deep shadows across his face in the darkness. “I won’t forget this, Reese.”

Reese nodded. He didn’t know what to say. He’d never heard Byron’s voice get so thick with emotion before. 

“Thank you,” Libby said as she bowled into Reese and enveloped him in a big hug. “Oh, thank you, thank you so much...” she sobbed into his chest.

Reese looked over Libby’s gray head and smiled at Byron, who moved over to Tony.

She pulled back and wiped at the tears on her face. “I’m sorry...”

“Don’t be.” Reese took her hands in his. “We’re all okay and we’re safe. That’s all that matters.”

“Well, I for one want to get out of here. I never want to see Long Island again,” Tony said as Byron helped him sit up. “Can we go now?”

“Which way is it, commodore?” asked Reese. “Northeast around the tip or down the Sound to New York City?”

Byron stood and held onto the starboard railing as he looked toward Long Island. “They’re going to expect us to go away from here as fast as possible.” He looked at Reese.

“I was afraid you’d say that,” Jo quipped.

Reese nodded. “If we raise the jibs, we might be able to slip through New York by sunup.”

Byron helped Tony to his feet. “Then let’s do it.”

Jo wrapped the blanket around Tony and helped Libby to the railing shared between the two boats. “Fast sailing...at night...heading right toward who knows what. Sign me up,” Tony said.

“Hey,” Reese said as he readied to untie the boats. “Look at it this way...if you throw up, no one will see.”
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Lavelle Homestead

Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Cami stood behind her impromptu roadblock and smiled at the exhausted faces that peered back at her. "Guys, I think we did pretty good."

She wasn't sure if ‘pretty good’ would be enough to keep them all alive to see the next dawn, but it would have to be. They’d spent all morning driving and pushing half a dozen cars from her side of Bee’s Landing down the road to the main entrance. It took several minutes of cussing and finagling to get the vehicles into the positions that Marty had designed. 

Cami had at first suggested they just park cars nose to nose and block the road, perhaps two or three rows deep., Marty thought it was a good idea at first, then had them angle the cars in at reverse angles, nose to tail in a herringbone pattern. He reasoned that if the armored vehicle smashed into the cars instead of just pushing them out of the way, the cars would interlock with each other and create an almost impenetrable mass. Unless the armored vehicle was a monster truck and able to just climb up and over the cars, they'd be forced to go through the ditches on either side of the road, which might cause a rollover. If nothing else, it would slow everything down and give the defenders a chance to cause as much damage as possible.

For his part, Flynt had agreed to the plan and done the same thing at the northern entrance. Cami had given him one of Sheriff McIntyre’s radios, so that as the two commanders of their forces, they could stay in constant communication. It'd been Flynt's idea to post snipers—selected from his own men—in the houses that flanked each entrance to the neighborhood. 

Cami hadn’t been thrilled with the idea of taking four of their fighting men right out of the equation, but surprisingly Marty had agreed with Flynt. Not only would the attackers have to deal with the roadblock, but they'd be constantly sniped at from concealed positions in abandoned houses. 

It would take more men—hopefully—than they’d wish to spare to clear the houses and thus force the attackers to accept greater losses as a result.

It wasn't the best plan, but it was the only plan they'd had time to come up with. And before they knew it, the sun had climbed high overhead. Flynt took the remainder of his men and split them between the entrances and the woods on the north side of the neighborhood. Cami took her squad—Mitch, Gary, Amber, and Marty—and moved them into the woods to the south of the neighborhood as a flanking unit. Volunteers from across Bee’s Landing arrived as Mia spread word of the impending return of the Raiders. A sizable group of volunteers with their own weapons had filtered between the houses at both entrances.

"It's not exactly an army, but I'd say it's pretty darn good for what we've got to work with," Gary said with a tired but proud grin.

"Agreed," Cami said. Let's just hope—“

Her radio chirped. “Heads up, I think we got incoming," Flynt's gravelly voice crackled over the radio on Cami's hip. Everyone at the southern roadblock froze. Cami pulled the radio from her belt and brought it to her mouth. "You see them? How many are we looking at?"

"I see that big armored truck, and two troop carriers...wait, there's more. I got four civilian cars following...and a pickup truck with a machine gun mounted in the back." The transmission paused, and Cami looked at Gary who looked away. 

"That doesn't sound very good," Cami muttered.

“They just tried to get through our roadblock and gave up. They're headed your way. Hope that sounds better."

Cami turned and signaled everyone at the roadblock. “Get to your positions and take cover! Here they come!"

As she scrambled to get behind the corner of the Westin house, along with a couple others, she heard shouts of alarm from across the street. Susan Curtis had agreed to vacate their house until the threat had passed, and reluctantly approved the use of their upper floor as a shooting gallery. One of Flynt’s men waved from the second floor and yelled that he had visual confirmation of the incoming convoy.

Seconds later they all heard the deep throaty rumble of the huge armored truck as it emerged into view. Cami imagined that the scene played out pretty much like it had at the northern entrance. The driver of the armored truck rolled to a stop at the entrance, then turned as if to probe the barricade before him. The armored truck didn't have enough space to get up to ramming speed—Marty had been right about that. 

The main road ran perpendicular to the entrance, so the armored truck had to make a sharp right turn to into Bee’s Landing, and it could either have enough speed to do so by running down the straightaway of the main road, but it would also roll as it took the corner. 

Or, the truck could take the corner safely, but have only enough momentum to nudge the cars in the roadblock. The driver took the second option, and the front of the vehicle crunched two cars, but as the cars behind them stacked up like herringbones, the entire barricade collapsed in on itself like an accordion and the massive armored truck stopped in its tracks.

The top hatch opened up and the soldier with the megaphone reappeared. "People of Bee’s Landing, you are illegally obstructing a lawful confiscation mission. By order of the governor of South Carolina, this neighborhood is now placed under interdiction. Lethal force has been authorized, and we will punish you for this stupidity."

"Yeah, but you won't be driving that thing when you try!" someone behind the car barrier yelled back. A defiant, rough laughter erupted from the defenders, scattered between the barricade and behind the two houses at the entrance to the neighborhood.

Cami gripped the captured M-4 Flynt had given her and steeled herself for the coming fight.

The man with the bullhorn disappeared back inside the armored truck and was quickly replaced by the gunner. He racked back the charging bolt on the massive machine gun, then let lead fly. The cars immediately in front of the armored truck were ripped to shreds in seconds as the .50 caliber machine gun did its lethal business.

Cami cringed around the corner of the Westin house. The noise was deafening. Glass, metal, and plastic flew as the massive bullets punched holes through the cars.

As terrifying as the demonstration of power was, Cami quickly recognized it as futile. None of the defenders were behind those first cars, and despite the fact that the cars had been ripped to pieces, the massive truck could still not gain entry to the neighborhood.

The machine gun fell silent when another weapon cracked from the upper story of the Westin house. The gunner jerked sideways and fell behind the metal shield that Marty had perforated earlier in the day.

The defenders sent up a ragged cheer, and several wild shots rang out from across the street. Temporarily stymied, the fake soldiers poured out the back of the troop carrier, still parked on the main road, and rushed for cover along the ditch just outside the neighborhood. They set up a perimeter, and Cami watched in fascination as they attempted to put return fire into the ranks of her own people.

"You see that?" asked Flynt over the radio. "Yeah, I see it," she shouted over the noise of the battle. "What do they think they're doing? None of their guys can hit any of ours!"

"Because they're not soldiers—I knew it! These guys stole all this stuff."

The civilian vehicles made U-turns one after another out in the street. "Heads up Flynt! The convoy’s breaking up and they’re going back toward you. So is the pickup with the machine gun in the back."

"Got it! Good luck!" he called out.

Cami raised the radio to her mouth again over the din of the battle. "You too!"

"What do we do now?" asked a breathless Gary as Cami clipped the radio back to her belt.

"Have someone up in the house keep an eye on those guys that just deployed from the back of that big truck. We can't let them get a foothold over there."

"We can't fight back—that machine gun will chew us up if anybody tries to move!"

As Gary spoke, Cami watched another fake soldier emerge from the turret and adjust his helmet. He set up behind the machine gun and swiveled it to face the house she cowered behind. 

“Take cover!” Cami shouted as she dove for the ground.

Without taking aim, the man in the turret opened fire and raked the side of the house. The incoming rounds shattered windows and ripped apart expensive siding and created a cascade of glass and splinters that fell on the defenders huddled on the ground.

One of Flynt’s sharpshooters fired back—Cami saw the muzzle flash from across the street in Susan Curtis’ house. The round ricocheted off the armor plating near the gunner, but it was enough to get his attention. As she lifted her head from the ground, he spun the turret around and began to pick apart the front of Susan Curtis’ beautiful house.

Cami peeked around the corner then jumped back as a chunk of the corner exploded in her face. Gary grabbed her and pulled her even further back. 

"It's no use,” he pleaded. “We can't get around that thing, and they can't get through! It's a stalemate!"

"We can't just sit here and hope Flynt and his people are able to hold them off at the other entrance," Cami yelled back. "We gotta do something to shut that machine gun down!"

Another rifle shot cracked from one of the upstairs windows and the machine gun fell silent once more. Cami risked a glance and saw the second gunner writhing on the roof of the armored truck.

"We have to find a way to immobilize that thing," she said through clenched teeth.

"Unless you got a grenade handy, I don't know what we can do," Gary quipped.

"Go inside—see you can find anything in this house...anything! Even firecrackers!"

Gary nodded, and slipped around the back of the house. Cami brought her rifle up and took aim at a soldier that crept around the decorative bush near the imposing stone sign that marked the entrance to Bee’s Landing. 

He raised his own rifle and fired a three-round burst at the window where Flynt’s man had shot from Susan’s house. Cami fired her own three-round burst and smiled as bits of rock exploded in the attacker’s face. 

He dropped to the ground and screamed, though she doubted she actually hit him. She pulled back around the corner as several shots aimed in her direction found purchase in the side of the Westin house. 

"That was too close..." she whispered to herself as her knees shook.

One of Flynt’s men, a large guy with a neck like a bull, ran around the corner and got her attention. "They’re splittin’ up! Some are goin’ into the woods over yonder," he said as he pointed toward the tree line behind the Westin house.

Cami ducked as bullets peppered the wall next to her. "We gotta take out that turret!" she cried out in frustration.

Behind her, another of the guys from the neighborhood yelled that he’d spotted soldiers through the trees on the other side of the house.

"I think I got an idea," Gary said as he reemerged around the corner of the house. He was covered in dust and sweat, but a wide grin split his face as he held up a cylindrical can in his hand.

"A bug bomb?" Cami asked, incredulous. "Gary, we need a real bomb!"

"Yeah well, this is the best I could do—and I doubt those jokers will be able to tell the difference. All they'll see is a bunch of smoke and it's gonna burn their eyes and lungs. It might give us the break we need to make a move!"

Cami flinched as a bullet took a chunk of siding out next to her head. "I guess it's as good as we’re going to get," she yelled. "Do it!"

Gary nodded. "I'm gonna need some covering fire—those guys slipping through the woods will be a problem."

"We'll take care of that. You get that in the tank." Cami grabbed him as he turned. "And be careful," she added.

Cami followed Gary around the house, then gathered three other volunteers to watch the forest. "There," one of the men said as he pointed toward a particular clump of trees. They all raised their rifles and fired, and Cami watched with satisfaction as several camouflage clad men scrambled from cover, returned some ineffectual fire, and moved deeper into the trees.

Cami saw their chance. "Keep pouring on the fire! Keep pushing them back!"

The volunteers complied and poured fire into the trees. One had an AR, another had an old lever action rifle, and the third used a shotgun. The three of them, in the span of a few seconds, turned the sculpted backyard into a landscaper's nightmare. Leaves flew through the air, branches snapped, and bushes shivered under the impact of all the lead they threw downrange.

Cami slapped Gary on the back. "Now's your chance! Go, go!" She stacked up behind him and followed him as he sprinted to the far end, far corner of the house and checked the street for soldiers. As she reached the corner, he dashed across the road and dove into the ditch on the far side. Cami turned left and covered the road in case a soldier happened to pop out from behind one of the trucks. Gary lifted his head and glanced in her direction, and she nodded.

As Gary belly-crawled along the ditch on the far side of the road, the gunfire continued behind her. Cami grinned. Flynt had been right—they were no soldiers. Someone poked a helmeted head out from around the back end of the troop transport, and Cami fired a shot that sparked off the rear bumper. The man yelped in surprise and ducked back around the corner which gave Gary enough time to pull himself parallel to the neighborhood entrance and the big armored truck that blocked it. 

He glanced at her one more time, his face pale and his eyes wide. Cami held up three fingers, then retracted them one at a time until she had until only her fist was raised in the air. When she hit zero, she pulled the trigger and fired several rounds toward the troop transport to keep any curious heads down. 

When Gary climbed up out of the ditch, she stopped firing and let him race across the road. He clambered up the side of the big armored truck, and one of the snipers in the house behind her joined in the fun. He fired three quick shots at the man in the turret who yelled something and dropped down inside the vehicle. The hatch remained open, which was all Gary needed. 

He pulled himself halfway up the side of the lumbering beast fiddled with the bug bomb in his hands, then tossed it in the opening, dropped to the ground, and sprinted to the far side of the road. Cami heard a faint pop, and then white smoke billowed from the open hatch.

Several of the cars in the barricade were on fire and the smoke swirled around the house which partially obscured Cami's view of where Gary dove into the ditch. The smoke parted for a moment, and she saw the driver’s door on the massive armored truck swing open. A plume of white smoke escaped, and the driver tumbled out coughing and sputtering to the ground. He fell on his hands and knees and threw up on the pavement. Three other men opened up the rear hatch and fell out, likewise affected by the bug bomb. 

Something tugged at Cami's backpack, and she lost her balance. Wood splintered up next to her head and Cami realized someone had shot her pack, so she dropped to the ground.

"Mom!" Amber screamed from behind a tree just a few yards away from the house.

Cami rolled in time to see several camouflaged men emerge from the forest and charge straight at the house—straight at her. Cami looked left and right and found herself alone on the backside of the house. Her only option was to dive under the deck and hope she could hide in the shadows long enough for others to come to her aid.

As the men charged, they raised their rifles and Cami got to her knees and lunged for the deck as the first shots cracked through the air. Bits of wood jumped up from the deck and stung her face as she hit the ground again with a grunt and rolled under the deck.

She heard Amber scream in the distance and the heavy boom of the .308 rifle she carried answered the sharp staccato of the pretend soldiers’ rifles. Over the din of the battle, over the screams of the wounded, the gunfire both behind and in front of the Westin house, and the deep rumble of the armored truck, the thunderous roar of Marty's .50 caliber rifle cut through it all. Cami heard a disgusting smack and looked up in time to see a red mist in the air where one of her attackers had been moments earlier.

The others skidded to a stop and scrambled away from the headless body that lay bleeding in the backyard. Amber raised her rifle and fired again, and one and one of the remaining soldiers joined the headless body on the ground.

And then it was over. 

Residents from the neighborhood emerged from the trees where they had circled around and flanked the soldiers, and in a matter of seconds the gunfire near the Westin house tapered off and ceased all together. Every man in camouflage threw his weapon down and raised his hands. 

Gary emerged from the far side of the road and took charge of rounding up prisoners. Amber rushed to Cami’s side and helped pull her from under the deck. Cami got to her feet and brushed the mud and dirt and twigs off of her pants and enveloped her daughter in a bear hug. They laughed and cried at the same time.

"We did it!" Gary said. "I don't believe it, but we did it!"

Several of the residents raised their weapons in the air and fired celebratory shots into the clear sky.

On the other side of the neighborhood, Cami heard the echo of rapid gunfire back and forth—the battle at the second entrance continued unabated.

Cami saw to it that the prisoners behind the house were clumped together and put under guard, then she grabbed her rifle from the ground where she'd left it and cautiously made her way to the front.

Of the cluster of a half-dozen men who'd jumped out of the troop transport and tried to bum rush the barricade, only one man remained. He stood with his hands in the air, blood splattered all over his legs and chest and his mouth trembled. He dropped to his knees and placed his hands behind his head as several residents emerged from behind the smoking cars and came out of the house across the street.

Cami leaned against the house and pulled the radio from her belt. She dusted some dirt off and flicked away a moldy leaf, then brought it to her mouth. "Flynt, you there?"

After a long moment and some more gunfire in the distance, he replied. "Yeah—we’re here...takin’ heavy fire, but we’re here. How is it on your side?"

"We got ‘em!” Cami exhaled. “We beat them back! Taking prisoners now," she said.

Cami knew as soon as she heard the big armored truck shift gears that they’d left a golden opportunity in the open and the enemy had seized it. She spun and raised her weapon, but it was too late. The driver had slammed the door and despite the white smoke that puffed out through the turret hatch, whoever had climbed in managed to shift into reverse and back out onto the road. 

He spun the wheels and crunched the front and the front corner of the cargo transport, but the armored truck rumbled down the road back toward the second entrance. "They got the truck! They got the freaking armored truck! It's coming back to you, heads up! I'll send all the men I can spare!"

Before she could say anything, volunteers streamed past her and ran toward the second entrance as they chased the armored truck down the road. Mitch sprinted past her and reached the troop transport. Gunfire crackled from the far side of the truck, and Mitch staggered back toward the driver’s side, but kept his rifle aimed toward the rear.

"Mitch!" Gary yelled. He left the prisoners and ran for his son. Cami spun to take over watching the prisoners, but two of them jumped to their feet and ran for the tree line. She raised her rifle to her shoulder and fired one shot. The M-4 barked, and he spread his arms out and swan-dived into the loamy soil. The other man glanced over his shoulder and vanished into the underbrush with a rustle of branches and leaves. Cami swung her rifle back to the two remaining prisoners, both of whom lowered their heads and raise their hands. 

"Don't shoot!" one wailed. "I only went with these guys because they forced me! I'm an accountant from Charleston! Please, God, don't shoot!" The man fell flat on his face and his entire body shook as he cried.

Amber appeared at Cami’s side and aimed her rifle at the two men on the ground.

"Keep them covered," Cami growled. She took a knee and removed a section of paracord from the thigh pocket on her cargo pants. She forced the men to hold hands while back to back, then tied the rope as tight as she could around their wrists. Locked together and unable to coordinate movements, the prisoners were secured, and she stood again.

"Listen—you hear that?" Cami asked.

Amber cocked her head. "I don't hear anything."

Cami grinned. "That's right, the gunfire from the other entrance...it stopped." Cami brought the radio back to her mouth. "Flynt! What's going on?"

When the radio broke squelch, she heard cheering and laughter in the background. "We did it! By God, we did it!" Flynt yelled.

Cami stepped around the edge of the house again and peered down the road. The last remaining vehicles the wannabe soldiers possessed executed three-point turns and sped toward the other entrance. Men emerged from the tree line and jumped aboard the trucks, some barely able to hang on as the attackers retreated. 

A few parting shots from the upper-story windows of the house behind her echoed down the street, and one man tumbled out of the back of the last truck... and it was over.

Cami rushed through the smoke and cheering residents, crossed the road and approached the captured troop transport. On the other side, she found Gary and Mitch leaning against the truck. Mitch had a bloodied bandage wrapped around his left leg, and Gary held both their weapons.

"Did we win?" Mitch asked, his voice tight and his face pale.

"I think so," Cami said, unable to hide the wide smile that spread across her face. "I think so."
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Bee’s Landing Subdivision

Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina

Darien turned away from the celebration at the second entrance and stormed over to the nearest clump of prisoners. He pushed his way through the guards and grabbed one of the men on his knees by the collar, then roughly hauled him to his feet. Before the captive could protest such rough treatment, Darien pulled his Desert Eagle free of its holster and placed the barrel under the man's chin. 

"Who are you with?" he growled.

The man rolled his eyes in fright and blubbered an incomprehensible answer. Darien pushed the barrel tighter into the soft flesh under the man's jaw and repeated his question.

“I don't know, man—I just do what I'm told!"

"Who's in charge of your outfit?"

"The new guy...I never saw him before..." the man quailed.

Darien already knew the answer—the two fake soldiers he and Franks had ambushed in front of Cami Lavelle's house had talked quickly enough. But he needed to independently confirm what he’d been told. And he didn't want to waste time—any second one of the celebrating victors might turn and wonder why he wanted to rough up a prisoner.

"A name! I need a name!" he demanded.

A hand gripped Darien's shoulder. "Easy, man," Spanner said quietly. "We already won...no sense in getting the locals riled up against us for mistreating prisoners."

Darien shrugged out of Spanner's grip and wrapped his hand around the prisoner’s throat. He squeezed as he removed the barrel from the man's jaw and placed it against his forehead. "Give me an answer, or I'll turn your head into a canoe."

"Cisco! Cisco—the guy said his name was Cisco! He walked in a couple days back, shot the CO of my unit and took over! He's crazy! Don't shoot me, please!" the man begged.

"Cisco," Darien muttered. Absently, he released the man and let Spanner put the prisoner back in place with the others. He turned from the group of volunteers and holstered the Desert Eagle. Spanner rejoined him and frowned. "What was that all about?" he demanded in a low voice. "We just helped save this neighborhood, you want to turn them against us?"

Darien looked at Spanner. "I needed to know. I needed to know if those two idiots we interrogated were telling the truth."

"Satisfied now? That psycho really is out there."

Darien turned and watched the smoke drift over the houses from the burning cars at the other entrance. "Yeah, and we’ll have a big problem if he figures out we're part of this neighborhood, and helped defend it."

Spanner blew up his breath between his lips. "I don't think he's gonna be happy that we knocked him back on his heels." He wiped soot and sweat from his face with a dirty rag. "You think he's gonna be back?"

Darien shook his head. "I know he'll be back." He turned and looked over the remains of their roadblock. The armored truck had nearly broken through before the driver had given up and moved on to the next entrance. If he’d persisted and rammed the barricade one or two more times, Darien was sure the big vehicle would've smashed its way through and reached the neighborhood. He put his hands on his hips and sighed as the smoke drifted around them. Locals mingled with Darien's men and they shook hands and slapped each other on the back, newfound brothers in arms. Comrades.

"What are we going to do?" asked Spanner.

"Lavelle told me they captured the troop transport over at the other entrance," Darien said as he watched the celebration.

"You think we ought to...borrow it and get out of here?"

Darien narrowed his eyes as he watched Franks shake hands with one of the locals—the hotheaded hunter that had argued with Harriet after the HOA meeting. "As bad as things are out there, I think we might have a better shot if we stay right here."

"Yeah, but you know they won’t let you take over this place now," Spanner said. He leaned in to whisper. "Now that they're organized, we don't have a snowballs chance—"

"We might not need to take over. Maybe we can just...I don't know, become part of this place?"

Spanner looked at him, then shook his head and smiled. "These are strange times we’re living in, brother. Strange times."

Darien looked around. “It’s not a bad neighborhood to live in, you know?”

Spanner scoffed at the idea. "What makes you think these people are going to trust us?"

Darien grinned. "What makes you think I want to give them a choice?"
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