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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Sailing Vessel Intrepid 
 
    Gravesend Bay, New York 
 
      
 
    Reese Lavelle leaned against Intrepid’s wheel and stared at the destruction along the New York coastline. After they’d survived the initial destruction caused by the tsunami in Maine, then traveled south to an utterly devastated Boston and took to the sea, he’d thought he’d seen everything. What more could the tsunami have done, other than wipe out everything within 12 miles of the coast? It had been the same all along their journey south—houses, buildings, and boats, all trashed and ripped to pieces by the power of the waves, the rubble left to float and clog the shore for sometimes a mile out to sea. Inland, buildings had been stripped to the foundation for miles—nothing remained but the skeletal shells of buildings and high rises that managed to survive the wrath of the ocean. 
 
    But as the sun crested the eastern horizon and brought light back to New York City, Reese discovered what they’d seen so far had been child’s play. The Big Apple had been brought to her knees. Several of the tall buildings that towered over the docks and wharves on the southern end of Manhattan had collapsed on top of each other or destroyed the smaller buildings that clustered around them like mushrooms. The New York City skyline resembled a giant set of dominoes that had partially crashed down.  
 
    And the bodies. Reese could have done without seeing that many bodies in the water, some clothed, some naked, all bloated and smelling like nothing he ever thought possible. They rose and fell with the swells, some with glazed eyes staring at the sky, others clearly missing parts because of animal predation. 
 
    As the breeze shifted, the smell made his eyes water. For the tenth time that morning, Jo threw up over the side, her dry heaves making Reese want to follow suit. He clenched his jaw and gripped the wheel even tighter. He had to maintain control. 
 
    Smoke poured from more fires than he could count and stained the pink-tinted sky a ruddy brown. Pinpricks of light glowed from within the buildings—fires, sometimes more like bonfires closer to the ground—flickered like lightning bugs wherever his gaze fell. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he muttered as they ghosted through The Narrows. 
 
    “Let’s hope we don’t see it any closer up,” Jo muttered as she leaned against the mast and watched a body float by. “Can’t even imagine how many people died here…” 
 
    Reese frowned. “If it smells this bad out here…” 
 
    Intrepid sailed forward, carried by the slight—and weakening—breeze. The 38’ sailboat only occasionally bumped into debris, thanks to Reese’s disciplined course through the wreckage. 
 
    They approached the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge and sailed quietly under the massive span. Above them, cars choked the bridge and more than one body hung from rope tied to the railings. Jo turned away but Reese forced himself to watch the grisly scene drift overhead. 
 
    Just off the starboard side, Byron and Libby Jennings, and their nephew Tony, sailed aboard Tiberia. The other boat in their little flotilla crept just as silent as Intrepid, as if scared to wake the ghosts of New York. 
 
    Reese narrowed his eyes at the eastern shoreline. A crowd of people had gathered near one of the few remaining boats still docked on Manhattan, right at the eastern foot of the Verrazano Bridge.  
 
    "Check it out—look at all those people over there...what are they doing?”  
 
    “Intrepid, Tiberia,” Byron said via the radio. “Marine Basin Marina is busy—keep an eye on that...” 
 
    Reese grimaced as Intrepid shuddered. “Dadgummit…all this debris is making it hard to get through. I have to keep my eyes on the water,” he replied. “Jo, can you watch those people on shore? I don’t have a good feeling about them…” 
 
    “Is that still Manhattan?” she asked. 
 
    Reese snorted. “No, we passed that before dawn—that’s Coney Island.” 
 
    Jo grunted, unimpressed. “They probably ain’t got anything better to do than watch us,” Jo replied. “But I agree…makes me feel like a hamburger in a room full of starving people.” She moved to the port railing and took up a pair of binoculars to scan the shoreline as sunlight filtered through the smoke. 
 
    "Intrepid, Tiberia. You seein’ that group on the shore, just north of the lighthouse?" 
 
    Reese snatched the mic off the stand next to Intrepid’s wheel. "Roger that, lot of them are paying attention to us, too." Reese glanced up. Their big white mainsail—riddled with bullet holes thanks to the National Guard shootout on Long Island—was barely filled by the light breeze.  
 
    "Watch your head," he called out to Jo as he tacked again to avoid debris in the water. The mainsail luffed as the breeze shifted to a different angle and the boom swung to the other side of the boat in time for the mainsail to catch the breeze once more. Reese tied off the lines, and Intrepid slipped around a tangle of packing crates that floated like mines in the water. 
 
    "We’re not making much headway here,” Byron radioed over from Tiberia. “I think it's about time we switched to outboards.” 
 
    "Agreed," Reese said with the mic near his mouth. “And the sails are all lit up in the sunlight—they’re making us a prime target." 
 
    The distinctive pop-pop-pop of gunfire from the shore drew Reese's attention. "I think we definitely need to get the outboards going," Reese said. "Intrepid out,” he added before he slapped the mic back in its cradle. "Jo!" 
 
    "Hey,” she replied, the binoculars still pressed to her face. “Hey—I think they’re shootin’ at each other!”  
 
    "I'm not worried about that, I'm worried about if they decide to shoot at us! Loosen the halyards—we gotta drop the mainsail." 
 
    As Jo reluctantly moved away from her observation post, Reese hit the ignition switch for the diesel engine that powered Intrepid. When he looked up, Jo had released the lines, and the mainsail dropped into a pile over the boom. 
 
    The surge of power from the motor was noticeable compared to the slight breeze they'd been sailing under. Reese grinned as he attained more control over the steering. The faster Intrepid went, the easier it was to change course. He leaned to the right and peered along the length of the hull. "Okay, now that we’re moving faster, can you head up front? Call out if we’re about to run into something and tell me which way to go. I'm driving blind back here…” 
 
    "You got it," Jo replied. She scrambled along the railing to the front of the boat and positioned herself in the machine gun turret. Reese grinned. If any of the survivors along the shore decided to open fire on Intrepid, Jo had a nasty surprise for them. The National Guard troops that had tried to kill Tony back on Long Island found out the hard way that M-4s don't compete with an M2 Browning. 
 
    Reese glanced over his right shoulder and watched Byron kickstart Tiberia’s engine. Her hull was pockmarked with carbon scoring and bullet holes. He hadn't seen that before—but the action on Long Island had taken its toll on Tiberia’s hull. Cautiously, he leaned over the starboard railing and glanced down the length of Intrepid's hull as the water of the harbor hissed by. Several bullet holes peppered the side, none of them near the water line. 
 
    Reese sighed, thankful he didn't have to worry about sinking immediately. 
 
    A few minutes later, as they crossed Gravesend Bay, Reese watched as a bright orange and white Coast Guard helicopter roared out over the water and hovered over Intrepid. Cursing in the downdraft, he set the radio to scan mode and waited for the helicopter to hail them—he imagined they were about to demand Intrepid turn back and clear the area. Instead the helicopter abruptly pivoted and raced toward Gravesend. 
 
    "Well, that was weird," Jo said when she could speak over the noise of the retreating helicopter. "What was all that about?" 
 
    Reese shook his head. "No idea,” he called from the back of the boat. “Just keep watching…” 
 
    Jo stood up from the machine gun.. "There's some boats casting off!"  
 
    Reese looked where she pointed. As they approached the tip of Coney Island, Reese not only spotted the boats she’d mentioned, but the massive gray hulk of a naval warship parked some ways out in Lower Bay near Hoffman Island. Next to the warship several smaller vessels buzzed around like angry hornets in the debris filled chop. 
 
    As more of the open water of the Lower Bay came into view, Reese saw that it wasn't just a single ship that sat off the coast of New York, but an entire fleet of warships and one iconic white Coast Guard medium endurance cutter. Several smaller cutters—coastal patrol boats by the looks of them—prowled the debris-clogged waters off Coney Island. 
 
    The wreckage of boats and ferries lay scattered between the shore and the warships. Reese felt dread grow in the pit of his stomach. "You seein’ what I'm seein’?" Reese asked on the private channel.  
 
    Byron, for once didn't chide him over proper radio etiquette, but answered immediately. "I'm seeing it, but I'm not believing it. You don't think the navy wrecked all these boats, do you?" 
 
    Reese shrugged one shoulder. "Looks like an awful lot of firepower out here…and there's a lot of bodies…” Reese said as he turned away from the macabre scene.  
 
    “There's definitely boats headed our way!" Jo warned from the bow. 
 
    Reese turned and looked toward Gravesend Bay in time to see one of three substantial boats—like a small ferry—pull away from the dock as people desperately ran toward it. He watched in amazement as dozens of people leapt from the shore only to fall into the ferry’s wake as it pulled away from the long wharf, props spinning like mad. Gunshots rang out all up and down the shore, and to his amazement, people returned fire from the upper decks of the ferry. 
 
    Jo looked at him and placed her hands on the machine gun.  
 
    "No,” Reese said quickly. “It's not our fight, Jo—we don't know what's going on over there! We need to focus on getting out of here as fast as possible!" 
 
    "There's plenty of open water over that way," Jo said, as she gestured off the port bow. "But they're coming right for us." She racked back the charging bolt on the machine gun and settled herself in the turret. “I tell you what, I ain’t gonna be taken to another camp!” 
 
    “Oh, crap…” Reese muttered as the ferry angled away from the other two boats, right for them. The first boat to leave belched black smoke—a fire had started on the upper deck, and it quickly fell behind.  
 
    “Little boats comin’ out now,” Jo warned as she swiveled the machine gun between targets. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Just keep watch—we don’t need to start—“  
 
    Reese’s words were lost when the second boat exploded in a whoosh of fire and overpressure. Planks and pieces of people sailed into the air a split second before the ear-splitting BOOM rolled across the water like a physical wall and knocked Reese back in surprise. He pulled the wheel by accident when he fell and Intrepid heeled around as she turned hard to starboard. Jo screamed from the machine gun as the deck tilted sharply down to port. 
 
    It only took Reese a second to regain his composure and right the rudder, but the damage was done—the sudden movement had bled off almost all their forward speed and allowed the ferry to nearly catch them.  
 
    People on the ferry waved at him. 
 
    Reese watched in horror as the speedy, smaller craft quickly caught up to the lumbering ferries. Men on the smaller boats poured semiautomatic weapons fire into the crowded boats. As the distance between them shrank, sporadic cries and screams for help from the overloaded ferries echoed across the water. "I don't know what they think we can do," Reese said helplessly. If even half dozen people managed to jump aboard Intrepid, it would be enough to destabilize the ungainly sailboat and possibly swamp them all. He caught Jo’s eye. “We gotta keep them away from us!" 
 
    “But—“ she began. 
 
    Behind them, the sharp bass blast of ship’s horn silenced everyone. Reese spun to see what had caused the noise and found an 87-foot Coast Guard cutter plowing through the waves toward them at top speed. The sleek white hull sliced through the water like a knife. It was an amazing piece of engineering, and Reese was transfixed for a moment as the quasi-military boat sheared through debris and water alike as it raced forward. 
 
    “We gotta get out of their way!" Byron screamed over the radio. Tiberia veered sharply south, and tried to cut to the port side of the quickly approaching Coast Guard boat. Reese followed suit, and spun Intrepid’s wheel hard starboard. Jo yelled at the sudden movement up front again, and the boat lurched around in a tight circle to follow Tiberia.  
 
    Reese glanced over his shoulder and frowned to see the ferry had matched their maneuver. The cutter blared its horn again, then cut between Tiberia and Intrepid. The sudden maneuver caught Reese by surprise, since the space between the two sailboats was no more than 30 yards.  
 
    Reese quickly reacted and spun the wheel hard to port, which caused Jo another cursing fit from the machine gun turret as Intrepid pitched hard over in the opposite direction. Intrepid hit the wake of the passing cutter and rocked up and over the small waves, which further jostled Jo. 
 
    Reese kept his head on a swivel as he spun the wheel back hard to starboard in order to regroup with Tiberia. Behind him, the cutter had also turned on a dime and effectively put itself between Intrepid and the ferry. The ferry then had to perform its own evasive maneuver to avoid ramming straight into the side of the Coast Guard boat, and the captain managed to pass just astern of the smaller cutter.  
 
    Reese shook his head—the maneuver also exposed the chasing boats which were soon engaged by the twin M2s mounted on the cutter’s foredeck. The cracking thunder that rolled across the open water between the Coast Guard boat and Intrepid shocked Reese. Whoever the gunners aboard the cutter were, they weren’t playing around—the first chasing vessel, a motor yacht—took the full brunt of the incoming fire.  
 
    Clean white paneling shredded in the incoming hail of lead and huge chunks of the forecastle erupted out over the water. Too late, the skipper of the chase boat realized they’d bitten off far more than they could chew, and though he tried to turn in an evasive maneuver, it only exposed his broadside to raking fire from the cutter.  
 
    In seconds, people abandoned the chasing boat, or fell overboard as they were struck by the incoming fire. Smoke erupted from the wheelhouse, and before long the attacking vessel floated adrift in the debris choked water, just one more dead boat among the graveyard. The second boat turned hard to the east in an effort to get around the front of the cutter—Reese's eyes widened as he realized the skipper of that boat intended to make an end run around the cutter and catch up to the ferries, who now raced for safety toward the naval vessels still a half mile or so away. 
 
    Reese grabbed the mic. “Tiberia, hard to port, hard to port! Those guys in that other yacht are going to try to cut us off to get to the ferry!" 
 
    Byron's reply was quick. "I see it, I see it!" 
 
    Both sailboats cut hard to port in an attempt to get behind the attacking yacht, but the big, sleek luxury yacht was too fast. Where the sailboats had small outboard motors, used to get them through rough weather or into safe harbor, the motor yacht had two massive V8 engines to get the big vessel up to high-speed. The skipper of the big yacht throttled up, which caused the bow of the big white yacht to lift up as she spun around. Rough men in ragged clothes with long rifles bristled on the upper decks. Reese watched and waited for them to shoot Intrepid to pieces. As the motor yacht came within range of the ferry, however, they largely ignored the sailboats and poured fire into the escaping survivors. 
 
    Reese glanced back to see if the Coast Guard would offer any assistance, but they were still engaged with the remnants of resistance aboard the partially sunk first attack boat. "Why aren’t they doing anything?" Reese growled in frustration. 
 
    "Why aren't we doing anything?" Jo demanded from the bow as she spun the machine gun around to take aim at the big yacht. 
 
    Reese pointed at the massive white boat as it powered parallel to them on an intercept course with the ferry full of screaming people. "Because we can't take the firepower they’re packing, even with that gun you have!” 
 
    A few people aboard the ferry returned fire at the quickly approaching luxury yacht but had little effect. The crackle of gunfire rolled back and forth between the two boats as Reese and Byron attempted to get their little flotilla out of the crossfire. 
 
    "Jo, we don't know anything about what's going on here," Reese pleaded. “Do we know the people on that yacht are the bad guys? How do we know they're not just a bunch of survivors trying to take back what's theirs?" 
 
    "You mean like the people on that ferry?” Jo said as she pointed at the ferry, which now sported a plume of black smoke. 
 
    "I don't know!" Reese hollered. “That’s the problem—maybe they kidnapped a bunch of people? The last time we got involved in local problems, you almost got killed and—“ 
 
    "Open your eyes!” Jo snapped. “This isn’t Boston, and those people were fleeing for their lives! Why are you so afraid to do anything? We practically burned Long Island to the ground—“ 
 
    A heavy rat-tat-tat-tat-tat from the twin pintle-mounted M2s aboard the cutter cut through their argument as the little vessel launched itself toward the luxury yacht and smashed through the floating debris in the water. 
 
    The attackers on the yacht finally took notice of the two sailboats, and some of them turned and targeted Intrepid and Tiberia. Jo ducked as a bullet ricocheted off the bow. "Well, if we’re not gonna fight, get us out of here," she shrieked. "We’re sittin’ ducks!" 
 
    “Hang on!” Reese spun the wheel hard over to port in an attempt to get them away from the yacht.  
 
    "What do you think I'm doing up here?" Jo yelled back.  
 
    A bullet sparked off the boom above Reese’s head and he ducked. “Dadgummit! Get off my back!" he hollered over his shoulder at the men on the yacht. As much damage as the heavy machine gun mounted on the deck of the cutter inflicted upon the luxury yacht, dozens of people poured fire from small arms toward the white patrol boat. 
 
    It only took a moment of the withering incoming fire for the cutter to turn and attempt to disengage. 
 
    Reese shook his head as the yacht gunned its engines and turned to give chase. All the fighters lining the railings cheered as they renewed their efforts to turn the Coast Guard boat into Swiss cheese. 
 
    Reese watched in horror as he realized the patrol boat was relatively defenseless from the stern. All the heavy weapons were mounted on the front of the boat. The undefended rear was savaged by the incoming motor yacht. The noise was deafening. Reese saw the incoming transmission light on the radio but couldn't hear whatever Byron was saying over the gunfire. 
 
    Reese’s mouth turned into a grim line. Jo was right—whatever the people aboard the yacht and the ferry had against one another was none of his business, but when the yacht turned to attack the Coast Guard, they crossed a line. Coasties routinely put their lives on the line for sailors like Reese in the best of times. He’d had to rely on them in a couple bad situations in his sailing career. Reese squared his shoulders—it was time to repay the debt he owed on behalf of all sailors. 
 
    The cutter turned in a desperate maneuver to bring the forward guns to bear on the yacht, and as some of the men aboard the yacht took cover, Reese pointed at the exposed pilot house. "Now's your chance Jo! Light that sucker up!" 
 
    A wicked grin spread across her weathered face. “It’s about time.” She lined up on the broadside of the yacht's superstructure and unleashed the dragon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Lavelle Homestead 
 
    Bee’s Landing Subdivision 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami Lavelle sat at the kitchen table in her house and stared down at the sobering papers before her. She’d had Mia, Amber, and Mitch walk the neighborhood and check on folks before sunset after the fighting. Now she had a complete list of who was left in Bee’s Landing, what houses had been damaged during the battle, and who had been injured and killed. 
 
    Her coffee sat untouched on the table next to the papers. Three people—two men and a woman had been killed. She hadn’t known them personally, but their deaths weighed heavy on her soul. Everyone had turned to her for leadership, and that meant the deaths were on her shoulders. She had decided to take a stand and fight, she had decided to risk the lives of the volunteers…and so she bore the guilt. 
 
    Amber walked into the kitchen and Cami looked up, grateful for the distraction. "Good morning, honey," she said softly. 
 
    Her daughter frowned. “What's wrong, mom?” 
 
    Cami tapped the paper on the table with one finger. "This. These three people would be alive—and seven more wouldn't be injured—if it hadn't been for me saying we should fight…”  
 
    Amber came over and hugged Cami. "Stop right there, mom. Don't put this on you. It's not your fault—those guys that rolled in here with those army trucks and tried to steal stuff from us—it's their fault. Never forget that. Everybody knows it’s not your fault." 
 
    Gary and Elizabeth entered the kitchen, hand in hand. "Good…morning?"  
 
    Elizabeth let go and rushed to Cami’s side. "Cami, what is it?" 
 
    "Mom’s on a guilt trip,” Amber reported. “She thinks the people died in the battle because of her.” 
 
    "Amber," Cami said sharply. 
 
    "What? It's true. You’ve got some kind of hero complex going on," Amber said matter-of-factly. "But it's not your fault. Those…jerks came here looking for a fight—“ 
 
    “And we gave ‘em one!” Gary said with a clenched fist. "Cami, if you hadn't convinced everybody to stand up and fight, the same thing that happened in Rolling Hills would've happened here: they would've destroyed this place, killed everyone, and taken whatever they wanted." Gary sat down at the table and pointed it at Cami. "You stopped that." 
 
    "But—“ Cami began. 
 
    "Cami,” Elizabeth said quickly, “every one of those people that joined up to fight volunteered. They knew what was coming, and they knew what was at stake." 
 
    Gary leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. "I suppose this is what military commanders go through when they get into a firefight and lose someone, huh?” 
 
    Cami shook her head and fought back the tears that blurred the edges of her vision. "I'm not…this isn’t…” 
 
    Amber slapped her hands together and stood. "You know what we need? We need a victory party. We need to lighten the mood around here—yeah, we've had a few people die, but the rest of us are alive, and we should honor the sacrifices they made to protect us!" 
 
    "Somebody say party?" asked Mitch as he stumbled into the kitchen rubbing his eyes. "Or was that coffee?" 
 
    Amber laughed and moved to the counter. She pulled out coffee mugs from the cabinet and poured some for everyone. 
 
    "A party?" Cami gasped. "How can you think of a party at a time like this?" 
 
    Amber frowned as she put several mugs of steaming coffee on the table. “How can you not think of partying at a time like this? We’re all alive!" 
 
    "Yes, but these people—“ Cami said as she gestured at the papers. 
 
    "Not only knew what they were getting into," Elizabeth repeated, "but would be happy to know that their sacrifice allowed us to stay alive another day. How would you feel if you had been one of the ones who'd fallen? If you could know that Amber survived, how would that make you feel?" 
 
    Cami put a hand to her mouth and choked back her first shudder of a sob. "I'd be happy…of course," she replied, looking askance at Elizabeth. "But that doesn't change the fact—“ 
 
    “The people in this neighborhood need to celebrate—finally something good has happened! For two weeks, we’ve lived under the shadow of fear—fear of the unknown, fear of death, fear of people breaking into our homes in the middle of the night and taking what little we have left." Amber shook her head. "And then the biggest threat of all came into town with a freaking tank…or whatever it was," she said as she waved a hand. "And instead of rolling over and taking it, we stood up and fought back. Hard. We lost three people. Did you look at the count of how many we killed?" 
 
    Cami wiped her face and shifted papers. She picked them up and read. "No, I didn't look…oh, my…” 
 
    "Yeah—there's 19 people out there from the other side that died trying to take this place,” Amber said as she let the words sink in. "I don't know how many those jokers had to start with, but there's 19 fewer scumbags out there that won’t hurt anyone ever again.” 
 
    Elizabeth reached out and put a hand on Cami's. "That's 19 animals that won't be threatening parents or won't be taking food from the mouths of starving children. They won't cause death or destruction or terrorize anyone else. Ever. Don't dwell on how many lives were lost on our side, think about how many lives have potentially been saved because of what you did.” 
 
    Cami sighed and sat back in her chair. Amber was at her side in a heartbeat and enveloped her mother in a bear hug. "Nobody's perfect, mom, and everybody’s sad that we lost those people…and I'm sure their families are grieving…but if we didn't do anything yesterday, if we didn't stand up and fight, if we let those guys just come in here and take whatever they wanted…” 
 
    Gary cleared his throat. "They’d be back. They’d come back the next day, or the day after, or maybe next week. They’d demand more. They’d take more and more until there was nothing left to give, and then they’d burn the place down and kill anybody who fought back. And when they were done with this place, they’d move on like locusts and find the next neighborhood.” He took a deep breath. “No one fought back in Rolling Hills. But we stopped them here." He said as he jabbed his finger on the table for emphasis. "At the very least, like Amber said, there's 19 of those scumbags that'll never get the chance to hurt people again." 
 
    Amber stood and adjusted the bandage on her arm where she'd been grazed by a bullet during the battle. "In my opinion, that calls for a celebration. I think it's just what this place needs to lift the somber spirits. We survived!" she said as she worked her way around the table. "We won. We fought—and we’re not a bunch of soldiers, but we still fought, and we won!" 
 
    "It might not be such a bad idea after all. Think about it…” Mitch added. “John Douglass brought back a deer from his hunting trip yesterday…” 
 
    “There you go!" Amber said as she pointed at Mitch. "We don't have any way of keeping that meat fresh, there's no fridges or freezers—other than ours. It’s gotta be cooked, smoked, or dried…or something." 
 
    Mitch nodded. "And John lives by himself, so he's not going to be able to eat all that meat even if he did find a way to somehow preserve it.” Before Amber could jump in again, Mitch raised his hand. "We could have kind of like a block party. Everybody brings something to share—whatever they have, doesn't have to be much—and we all get together and have a big feast to celebrate." He looked at Cami. "We can have a ceremony to remember the dead, like a funeral or wake or something," then he looked at his father. "And then we can celebrate the victory." 
 
    "Yes!" Gary said as he took his coffee. "It can be like a potluck…or something…right? We can honor those who fell—” 
 
    “Celebrate those who survived…” Mitch added. 
 
    “And recognize everything we’ve all sacrificed so far,” Amber finished. 
 
    "You might be right," Cami said with a small smile. "Maybe we do kinda need something good to happen after…everything…” 
 
    Gary nodded. "It might bring the community closer, you know? We could really get organized." 
 
    Cami nodded. "Might be able to set up an election or something to put people in charge other than me…” 
 
    "Or we could get other people to help you," Amber said with a smile. "It's our neighborhood, we all should be a part of it. It's not fair that everyone has dumped all the responsibility on you." 
 
    Cami shrugged. "To be honest, I was more worried about us—everybody here—than I was about the rest of the neighborhood." She wiped her face again and took a sip of coffee. "Okay then, I guess I'm on board." 
 
    "Yes!" Amber and Mitch said as they high-fived each other over the table. 
 
    "On one condition," Cami said seriously. All eyes in the room turned to her. "First, we have breakfast, and everybody helps clean up…” She pointed at Mitch. “Everybody."  
 
    Mitch laughed. "You got it, Cami-san.” 
 
    "And?" asked Amber. 
 
    "And…” Cami said as she got up from the table. "I get a chance to go talk this over with Marty." 
 
    Amber crossed her arms. "Have you heard from him? I didn't see him much yesterday…and after the fight he kinda…disappeared." 
 
    Cami nodded. "He said all the excitement of the battle made him tired, and he just wanted to rest. I checked him out, he wasn’t injured or anything…but I’m a little concerned. He wasn't his normal crotchety self." She thought for a second. "You know what? I'm gonna skip breakfast—you guys enjoy. I’ll go check on Marty—be back in a bit." 
 
    "Okay, so we need to figure out how we’re going to do this," Amber said as Cami opened the back door. "We need to split up and spread the word about the party. Me and Mitch can head to the other side of the neighborhood, and I'll go find Mia and her boys and see if they want to take this side," Amber was saying as the door shut behind Cami. 
 
    Cami stepped out into the bright sunshine of a new day and sighed. Maybe Amber was right. Maybe they did need a community effort in this, and maybe she didn't have to shoulder all the responsibility herself. But she'd never stop feeling responsible for her daughter, and the people that relied on her—and lived in her house. She'd never give up hope that they would survive. Cami glanced at the blue sky again.  
 
    "And I’ll never give up on you, either, Reese. Come home…please…” 
 
    Cami took a deep breath and exhaled, then set off to find Marty. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Lower New York Bay 
 
    Off Coney Island, New York 
 
      
 
    Reese angled Intrepid so that the sailboat crossed the stern of the luxury yacht. Just like the cutter, most of the armed people on the yacht were concentrated at the front of the vessel. Only a few men remained at the back end of the boat, and as a consequence, she decimated the yacht. Each round from the M2 Browning punched a fist-sized hole in the fiberglass hull and siding of the yacht's upper decks. Large tinted windows shattered and the men at the railings dove for cover amid shouts of alarm. 
 
    The noise was deafening. It was all Reese could do to hold on to the wheel between the near constant gunfire from the cutter tearing into the front of the yacht, the return fire from the men on the yacht, and Jo spreading destruction across the aft end of the yacht. Shell casings flew from the M2 and bounced off Intrepid's deck to splash into the water. For a split second, Reese worried that some hot shell casings might fall below decks and start a fire, but it was too late—he’d piloted them straight into the mouth of the beast and there was no turning back. The only way they'd survive the fight would be if they won. 
 
    Someone in the yacht caught on to Reese's strategy, and despite the threat from the cutter, the yacht began a tight turn. Its engines kicked up a spray of sea foam as the massive yacht started its maneuver. 
 
    Reese threw Intrepid's throttle wide open. The dinky little outboard motor couldn't hope to generate the amount of horsepower each half of the pair of engines on the yacht put out, but it was barely enough for Reese to stay—if not directly behind the yacht—then at least off its rear quarter. The longer he could keep the largest concentration of shooters on the yacht pointed toward the Coast Guard vessel, the longer Intrepid might survive the fight.  
 
    It was more than a struggle to pilot the sailboat through the choppy water and debris, all churned up by the yacht’s engines and the patrol boat’s even more powerful engines. Several new holes appeared in the side of Intrepid's hull after a series of sickening thump-thump-thump sounds. Reese wiped prop spray out of his eyes and crouched low to make himself as small a target as possible. 
 
    “I’m out!” Jo called. She paused in her unrelenting fire and dropped down into the turret to grab another box of ammo. 
 
    "Well, hurry up, because I think you made ‘em mad!" Reese said as he struggled with the wheel when Intrepid slammed into the much bigger boat’s wake. On the other side of the yacht, the Coast Guard patrol boat circled back and let fly with another barrage from the M2s mounted to the foredeck. Whole chunks of the pilot house on the yacht splintered and flew off into the air as the incoming fire ripped the luxury vessel to shreds. 
 
    Jo clambered around in the turret as she attempted to reload the glowing machine gun, then cried out sharply and fell to the deck. “I’m hit!” 
 
    Time slowed for Reese as he narrowed his eyes and focused on his friend. He didn't see Jo at first, only the spray of red on the white decking around her. Worry spun up in Reese's mind—over Jo’s safety, over the ability of Intrepid to remain in the fight, over the chances of either one of them getting out alive now that the machine gun had been taken out of commission. 
 
    Movement off the port bow caught his eye, and Reese turned in time to see Tiberia in slow motion cut between the aft end of the yacht and Intrepid. Byron fired a pistol at the big yacht, while Tony stood in the gaping hole in the foredeck where the National Guardsmen from Camp Echo had chopped up the decking to create bench seating. He fired a blast from the shotgun at point-blank range which did little damage but encouraged the few men on the back end of the yacht to clear the decks. 
 
    It was just enough of a respite for Jo to pull herself to her feet, her face ashen. Her mouth formed a wide grimace and her hands shook. Her right hand dripped bright crimson blood, and she swore a blue streak as she reloaded the M2—time-consuming process—and yanked back the charging handle. Jo stepped back into the turret—though to Reese it looked more like she fell into the turret—and screamed something incoherent as she depressed the trigger. The glowing barrel spewed lead, noise, and smoke once more. 
 
    Shell casings flew and tinkled off the deck as Jo dismantled the rear end of the yacht in a systematic pattern. One man stepped out of the wheelhouse with a rifle and was cut down in a spray of blood. The open door was all the opportunity Jo needed to fill the interior of the yacht's bridge with supersonic lead.  
 
    The yacht skipper reversed course abruptly and cut hard to port. The maneuver presented the yacht’s vulnerable starboard broadside to the merciless cutter and caught Reese off guard. He was unable to match the maneuver, and Intrepid was likewise turned broadside to the yacht for a few spine-chilling moments. Several men braved the lethal barrage from Jo's machine gun and returned fire, peppering Intrepid's deck with fresh holes and splintered wood.  
 
    Reese swore as he ducked. There was nowhere to go. Hot lead screamed down from above as the men on the upper decks of the now smoking yacht shot down onto Intrepid. Jo's relentless fire was the only thing that saved him from being ripped to pieces, exposed as he was on the wide-open aft end of Intrepid.  
 
    Bullets pinged and sparked off the mast and the metal railing that surrounded Reese in the cockpit. Something bit his hand and he yanked it back from the wheel with a yelp. A quick glance down showed one of the spokes on Intrepid's heavy wooden steering wheel had shattered with a lucky shot from the men sporting AK-47s on the luxury yacht. He ignored the blood that leaked from his hand and gripped the wheel even tighter. 
 
    "We can't hold out much longer!" Reese warned Jo. "One lucky shot through the engine and we’re dead!" 
 
    Jo sent a quick barrage of .50 caliber rounds into the men who'd gathered on the upper decks of the yacht. Where the yacht had once been paneled in white fiberglass, it looked like several cans of red paint had exploded on the upper decks. 
 
    Sweat and blood dripped down into Reese's eyes and he angrily cleared his vision with the back of his uninjured hand as the wheel shuddered and bucked. Intrepid rocked and rolled through the yacht’s wake and churned-up water. Somewhere behind him to starboard, Reese heard Tony's shotgun blast again, a sharp report over the constant tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat from the cutter. 
 
    An explosion rocked Reese back on his heels and if he hadn't had a death grip on the wheel, he was sure he'd have been knocked into the water. The Coast Guard—or Jo, he couldn't tell which—and had scored a direct hit on the yacht’s engine compartment. A scorching fireball mushroomed out and encompassed the luxury cruiser as bits of fiberglass and decking rained down on them all. Thick, black acrid smoke roiled out from the dying yacht and encompassed the naval battlefield.  
 
    At last Jo's machine gun fell silent. The dogged cutter continued to pour fire into the yacht for another few seconds, then even the constant drumming of the twin M2s mounted to the foredeck fell silent. Through the ringing in Reese's ears, he heard the screams of desperate people as they jumped, wounded—and in one case on fire—from the doomed yacht into the Lower Bay. 
 
    The wind shifted and the black smoke that billowed from the yacht rolled right across the water toward them. Reese tried to warn Jo, but the smoke entered his lungs as it swallowed Intrepid and he doubled over, coughing.  
 
    He spun the wheel hard to port, and Intrepid lurched to the left of the yacht and motored its way through the smoke until the breeze shifted again and he could see once more. Reese blinked away tears as he looked around and saw Intrepid was surrounded by the wreckage of the battle—the massive ferry had partially sunk, which lifted the aft end up out of the water at an obscene angle.  
 
    Smoke still poured from the ferry as well, adding to the already muddy atmosphere. Reese froze, unable to process the chaos that surrounded Intrepid. People thrashed in the water and screamed for help, some clung to bits of the ferry, others, either flung into the water by the explosion or those who jumped in to save themselves, tried to clamber back aboard the ferry as it bobbed along semi-submerged.  
 
    Behind him, screams echoed from the fog of smoke belched out by the yacht. Tiberia hovered just on the edge of the smoke as Byron attempted to keep a safe distance. And then, like a Valkyrie that swooped down onto an ancient battlefield, the cutter punched through the wall of acrid smoke and a splash of sea foam, emerging scarred and wounded but still in the fight. Coasties swarmed over the foredeck and continued to man the M2s while others tended to wounded comrades or dragged them below. Still others were already busy with repairs. 
 
    Reese relaxed, and the tension in his shoulders slipped away. They'd survived. He leaned forward over the wheel. “Jo—are you okay?"  
 
    Before she could answer, a loudspeaker blared to life and echoed across the water separating the Coast Guard cutter and Intrepid. "You on the sailboat! Keep your hands above your heads and lower your weapons.” 
 
    Reese looked up from the wheel and a spotlight clicked on and shone directly in his face. "Ah, crap…"  
 
    “Hey, we’re the good guys!” Jo yelled back, but she raised her hands just the same. 
 
    “Step away from the deck gun,” ordered the voice on the loudspeaker as the big white boat approached. They were close enough that Reese could see the wary expressions on the crew’s faces as they shouldered carbines and took aim. 
 
    “We’re on your side,” Reese yelled. “We were just trying to help.” 
 
    “Who are you with?” demanded the loudspeaker. 
 
    Reese looked at Jo. She shrugged. “No one,” he yelled. “We’re just trying to get south.” 
 
    After a long pause, during which Reese imagined a hurried conference aboard the patrol boat, someone different came back on the loudspeaker, a woman. “Maintain your position and prepare to be boarded. We’ll deal with you in a minute.” 
 
    The big engines rumbled, and the patrol boat pulled away to circle back toward the burning yacht. As they turned, Reese caught a glimpse of crew on the aft deck prepping an aluminum hulled cutterboat into the water, manned by a pair of coasties with rifles. It slid through an opening in the stern and dropped into the water as the bigger patrol boat continued toward the yacht. 
 
    As soon as the patrol boat turned, Reese killed the outboard and clambered forward to get to Jo as Intrepid drifted. “How bad is it?”  
 
    She winced at his touch. “It’s pretty bad…but I’ve had worse.” 
 
    Reese hovered over her as she lowered herself to the deck. “What do I do? How do I help?” 
 
    Jo grimaced as she looked at the blood smeared down her leg. “For starters, can you get the first aid kit?” 
 
    “Intrepid, Tiberia—what’s going on over there?” 
 
    Reese scrambled back to the cockpit and snatched the radio from its cradle. “Get over here! Jo’s hurt!” He let the mic dangle from its cord as he ducked through the companionway to get the first aid kit and ignored Byron’s further calls for answers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Westin House 
 
    Bee’s Landing Subdivision 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Darien Flynt kicked a charred brick in the road as he walked up to the half-burned house at the entrance to Bee’s Landing. The Westin house. It had been his shelter, the sanctuary he and his crew had found a little over a week ago when they’d stumbled into the subdivision, desperate for shelter and water. 
 
    He’d found Harriet Spalding there, he’d rescued her there, and started his conquest of the neighborhood there. He snorted. His failed conquest. There was no doubt Cami Lavelle was the one in charge of things now. He’d never get past her—she was too important. Even he had to admit things would fall apart faster than a boosted Bentley if something happened to Lavelle. 
 
    He sighed and looked around. Rubble from the collapsed front of the house had spread across the road. Shell casings absolutely littered the ground, everywhere he looked. Charred boards steamed inside the gutted house, and the odor of smoke and fire lingered in the area. He rubbed his nose and crunched across the debris toward the subdivision entrance. 
 
    “What a freakin’ mess…” he muttered. He put his hands on his hips and stared at the row of fresh-turned dirt along the entrance road. They’d buried nineteen bodies the day before. Not only to get rid of the corpses, but to signal a warning to anyone else who might try to attack Bee’s Landing.  
 
    The crude sign planted in the shallow graves was plenty warning. Only one car had come by since the battle and by all accounts, sped away after the driver read the sign and spotted the graves. 
 
    Death to raiders. 
 
    He turned in a circle and surveyed the battlefield. Tire tracks criss-crossed the road and brass casings glittered in the sun. An empty mag for one of the M-4s they’d captured from the raiders caught his eye and he walked over and picked it up. He was turning it over in his hands and idly staring at the polycarbonate magazine when he heard the sound of two pairs of boots picking their way through the rubble. 
 
    “Darien Flynt,” one of the two armed men said as they walked up. Both carried long rifles slung over their shoulders. The shorter guy on the right carried a raider M-4, the taller one on the left carried a bolt action hunting rifle. They grinned as they approached him. 
 
    “The one and only,” Darien replied, wondering if he had time to draw his Desert Eagle and drop them both before one got off a shot. If it came to that.  
 
    “Good to meet you,” the short one said as he drew near. He stuck out a plump hand. 
 
    Darien looked at the sweaty sausages at the end of the man’s arm, then shook hands. “Thanks?” 
 
    “We’re out on patrol—nothing official, mind you,” the taller one said. “Just doing our part, since we didn’t get to help yesterday in all…this,” he added with a queasy look at the debris strewn intersection.  
 
    “Of course,” Darien said flatly. 
 
    “Anyway, we were out and walking around and…” 
 
    Darien cleared his throat. “You wanted to see it?”  
 
    “Well…yeah…” 
 
    “W-we didn’t get to take part yesterday, y’see…” the short one added. 
 
    “Right…” Darien said. “I think you said that.” 
 
    “Did we?” The tall one said. He slapped his head. “Hah! Stupid. Anyway, here we are, out protecting the neighborhood—“ 
 
    “And doing a bang-up job,” Darien interjected with a false smile. 
 
    The tall one nodded, “—and who do we see, but the hero of the hour, himself!” 
 
    Darien inclined his head. “I don’t follow…” 
 
    “Well, yeah, everyone’s talking about you,” the short one said as he looked at his taller partner for encouragement. “You’re the one who held them at the north entrance, right?” 
 
    “Well, I was over there, but I didn’t do it all by myself,” Darien said. 
 
    The tall one laughed nervously. For a second, Darien wondered if the fool was going to ask for his autograph. “Of course not…but…well, the folks over on the east side,” he said with a nod of his head toward the newer, more crowded side of the neighborhood, “are really taken with you, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Darien spread his hands and smiled. “I’m afraid I don’t.” 
 
    “Well,” said the tall one. He licked his lips. “You’re like a celebrity. The ex-con who saved the day!” 
 
    “Uh, I’m no ex-con,” Darien said. “I may be a car thief, but I’m an honest thief.” 
 
    They both laughed. The short one spoke first. “Of course, of course. Listen, we just wanted to say it’s an honor to meet you, and we’re real happy you’re on our side. Thanks—and that’s not just from us, but everyone over on the east side.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said the tall one as he reached out to shake hands. “Thanks. We won’t forget what you and your crew did,” he said, as if he were saying something in slang and it suddenly made him cool to know the meaning of the word. 
 
    “Right…” Darien replied again. He flashed the fake smile again. “Just doing my part.” 
 
    “Hah! That’s awesome,” the short one said as he started to walk away. “You take care now.” 
 
    Darien stood in the neighborhood entrance and watched the two Elmer Fudd’s trundle through the debris and walk down the road toward the other entrance. The one he’d manned the day before when that nightmare of a truck rolled up and tried to break through. 
 
    He turned the M-4 magazine over in his hand again. What he wouldn’t give to have half a chance at stealing that big armored beast. If they ever came back… 
 
    He sighed and turned around to face the remains of the roadblock—the crushed cars a testament to the brute force the raiders had wielded in their attempt to breach the entrance. The first two rows of cars had been sandwiched into the third and the whole pile of crushed metal had solidified into an impenetrable mass. The old man—Price—had come up with that idea. It had saved his bacon over at the other entrance. 
 
    “Me…a hero…” he muttered as he looked at the wreckage leftover from the firefight. “Look ma, I’m a hero!” He laughed. If his ex could see him now. “Probably try and get some more alimony out of me.” He laughed again. Not like that would ever happen. “Sorry, babe, it’s the end of the world, didn’t you hear?” 
 
    Darien walked across the street and picked up a knife—the blade coated in dried blood. He pocketed the magazine and examined the knife. “What else is left out here?” He made a mental note to have Spanner scavenge both entrances later. They couldn’t afford to leave any supplies out in the open for strangers to come along and find.  
 
    As he turned, his foot nudged a cylinder, like a can of spray paint. He looked down and read the label. “Bug bomb?” He reached down and picked up the empty canister. It looked like something heavy had flattened it. “What in the world?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Price Residence 
 
    Bee’s Landing Subdivision 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami walked across the side yard and looked at Marty’s house. The bullet holes and charring from the first battle of Bee’s Landing were still raw and fresh. After a moment, she pulled the radio from her hip and brought it to her mouth. "Reaper, you in there? It's me."  
 
    Marty's voice came over the tiny speaker on the radio: "Hold your horses, missy, I’ll be out front in a minute." 
 
    Cami replaced the radio on her belt and adjusted her holster and walked to the front door. The ever-present weight of the Glock on her hip was a constant reminder of the danger they all faced in the new post-tsunami world, and at the same time, a great source of comfort. She stood with her back to the damaged door and scanned the road. Cami would never be unarmed and helpless again—nor would Amber. 
 
    Thinking about her daughter, Cami didn't hear the door open behind her until Marty cleared his throat. She turned around and smiled, but the smile froze on her face. "Marty? Are you okay?" 
 
    The normally unflappable octogenarian looked tired and worn out. His already wrinkled face, weathered from years in the sun and a long career in the military, normally gave him a hard-working, vigorous appearance. The Marty Price who stood before Cami had sallow, pale skin and a sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead. He was slumped over his cane and it appeared he needed the support of the hickory walking stick more than ever. 
 
    Cami stepped forward and put a hand on his arm. "Marty, seriously—“ 
 
    "Oh, I'm fine, missy, I'm fine…” Marty said, but there was an underlying weakness in his voice. It didn't have the same strength and vigor, the same half-mocking tone that she'd grown accustomed to since the end of the world. 
 
    "Well, come on in, don't stand there gawking at me…” Marty turned from her and shuffled deeper inside the house. Kirk ran out to sniff at Cami. The stub tail at the back end of the elderly vizsla swung so fast back and forth that his entire butt wobbled.  
 
    Cami knelt and received a face full of slobbery licks while she scratched the loyal hunting dog’s ears and neck and back. "Who's a good boy?" she asked Kirk in a goofy voice reserved for babies. "You are! Yes, you’re a good boy…” 
 
    She patted Kirk on the rump a few times then stood. The retired hunting dog sprinted forward a few steps, circled Marty, then sat and watched his owner head to the kitchen, ears cocked and whimpering just slightly. He turned and looked at Cami, and his stump tail swished over the wood floor a few times. Kirk looked back after Marty, then got up and followed him into the kitchen, his nails clicking on the floor. 
 
    "Yeah, you know something's not right…don’t you?” 
 
    Cami had to admit, despite the house being torched by Darien Flynt and his followers during the ill-fated attack the previous week, the house didn't appear that bad. Everything reeked of smoke and wet wood, but the broken windows had been boarded up nicely, and those windows on the rear of the house that hadn’t been broken were left open to allow a breeze to circulate somewhat through the stuffy, wounded house.  
 
    Marty's decor was spartan to say the least—most everything that had been on the walls in the front half of the house where the fighting took place had all been destroyed or fallen and lay in broken heaps on the floor. As Cami walked down the hallway and followed Marty, she paused to investigate old black-and-white pictures from wars and campaigns she could only guess at, and dozens of young men in uniforms posing with weapons and tanks.  
 
    "Marty, are these relatives of yours?" 
 
    Without looking over his shoulder, the old man muttered his response: “Brothers, all of them." 
 
    She paused and stared at a picture of a young man wearing what looked like a World War II officer’s uniform next to a tank. “Who’s this…? By the tank?" 
 
    Marty paused at the end the hallway. He sighed, then coughed, a wet mucusy sound that did not instill confidence in Cami. “My father. World War II. Battle of the Bulge." Marty shook his head, then turned into the opening on his left and disappeared. Kirk paused for a moment, looked at Cami, whimpered once, then followed.  
 
    Cami walked down the hall past all the smiling, brave young soldiers—some in color some in black and white—and followed Marty into the living room. He'd already settled himself into a threadbare, heavily cushioned easy chair. His head lay against the back, and his eyes closed as he sighed and relaxed his gaunt, tired frame into the chair. Kirk laid at his feet and curled up into a ball smaller than Cami thought possible for a dog his size. Marty lifted one palsied hand and beckoned Cami to come into the room without even opening his eyes. “Find a seat, missy,” he whispered. 
 
    Alarmed at the weakness Marty displayed, Cami moved into the room, found a wooden chair near a card table in the corner and removed the books and weathered papers that had been stacked on top. She brought the chair over to sit within a foot of Marty. "What's going on?" she asked. "How are you feeling?" 
 
    "Pretty good…” Marty said as he exhaled. "Just tired. All this fighting…just plumb wore me out, that's all, missy. Been up too many nights in a row getting my toys ready.” 
 
    “Toys?” 
 
    Marty grinned. “Oh, just a few...things...I’ve collected over the years. The alphabet soup agencies would all likely have my head on a plate for most of ‘em, but what they don’t know ain’t gonna hurt ‘em.” He laughed. “Suppose all that don’t even matter anymore, huh?” 
 
    “Marty...” 
 
    He rolled his head and looked at her. “Oh, hush now, missy—ain't no use in worrying about me—I’ll be right as rain tomorrow, you'll see." 
 
    Cami sat back and crossed her arms, dubious. "Well if you're tired, I'll let you rest. I just wanted to run something by you, but I think you need sleep more than anything. You need any food? Something to drink? I can get it for you and put it here on the end table…?” 
 
    Marty smiled and opened his rheumy eyes. "Oh, don't fret about me. I'm fine, missy. I’ll get up and get something in a minute. I wanted to get these toys ready in case we need to use ‘em.” 
 
    “Are they anything like that monster rifle you used the other day?” 
 
    Marty grinned. “Something like that. Johnny Douglass knows. He’s helped me get the parts to some of my surprises. Now—what is it you wanted to talk to me about?" 
 
    Cami hesitated for a moment and chewed her lower lip. 
 
    "What is it? Ain't got time to sit here and watch you worry that lip until it bleeds. If you're not gonna fess up, then I'm gonna take a nap. Been up most of the night manning the nets. Ain’t nothin’ but bad news out there…” 
 
    “What kind of bad news?” 
 
    “Oh,” Marty exhaled, “the usual…cities on the coast are falling into ruins, survivors are dying of starvation…the Middle East war is heating up…there’s talk Russia might join Iran against Israel…but there ain’t much of Iran left to worry about.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Marty grinned. “Israel nuked ‘em…Europe’s done lost its mind. Taiwan fell…Japan and China are on the brink of war…it’s a hot mess out there.” 
 
    Cami gripped the sides of the wooden chair seat and nodded. "Okay, well...that wasn’t what I wanted to hear…” 
 
    “What’d you come over here and bother me for?” 
 
    Cami sighed. “Amber and Mitch and…well pretty much everybody at my place…they want to put together a little celebration party. Like a victory celebration." Cami looked down. “In light of what you just told me, though, I think that’s—“ 
 
    “A stupid idea?” Marty arched one grayed, bushy caterpillar of an eyebrow. "A victory celebration…hmmm…victory over what?" 
 
    Cami shrugged. "Death I guess. We beat back those thugs and their armored car and all the wannabe soldiers…they would've stolen the supplies from us that we needed to survive. We lost three good people in the fight yesterday…” 
 
    Marty grunted. “Aha…I was wonderin’ when you’d get around to survivor’s guilt.” 
 
    “No, I—“ 
 
    Marty held up a hand. “We survived, they didn’t. You need to get over that. It's our job to make sure the cause is worth their sacrifice.” 
 
    "But is it really worthy of a party? Those men died because of me…” 
 
    “They did—and if you do your job and do it right, more men are going to die because of your decisions. But more people will live because of you, too. How many of the bad guys did we take out?" 
 
    Cami blinked at the sudden change in the conversation. She didn't have time to dwell on her own feelings and answered like a robot. “Nineteen. Nineteen confirmed kills." 
 
    "Good," Marty said as he closed his eyes. "Anybody that has a force that size…losing almost twenty men is gonna be a pretty big setback. I imagine they’re off licking their wounds somewhere, trying to figure out what their next move is. Certainly, won't be coming back here in the next couple days, that's for sure." 
 
    Cami nodded. "That makes sense…so maybe it is safe for us to…let loose a little bit?” 
 
    Marty shrugged, an incremental movement of one shoulder. "Don't suppose it’ll hurt. Can’t imagine folks have much food to throw a party these days, though.” 
 
    "Well, one of the men on the other side of the neighborhood bagged a deer the other day. He’s single, so he's got all that meat to himself and no freezer to put it in. I don't think he knows how to sun cure meat like the Indians did…” 
 
    "I do," Marty said with a grin. "Got books on how to do it, too. But I don't think that's the right course. I think a little block party might do everybody some good. 
 
    "Maybe…” Cami admitted. "But the problem is, do we invite…you know?" 
 
    "The thugs that attacked you and tried to burn my house down over my head? Absolutely." 
 
    Cami coughed in surprise. The stuffy odor of the house went straight to her nose and tickled her throat. "Excuse me? That wasn’t the reaction I was expecting…I don't even know if the others have thought about that yet," Cami said as she gestured toward her own house. "But Darien and his crew—“ 
 
    “Oho?” Marty muttered. "We’re on a first name basis now, are we?” 
 
    Cami blushed. "Not by choice, but I didn't have time during all the fighting to ask for Mr. Flynt. It's just easier to go with first names—besides, without him and his…crew…we wouldn't have been able to hold off simultaneous attacks on both entrances to the neighborhood. Some of his men are actually pretty good shots." 
 
    Marty leveled a dark glare at her. “That should be a warning." 
 
    Cami nodded. "It was—it is…that's why I'm so torn about doing this block party thing. Who's to say if we’re all gathered in celebration that Darien and his crew don't decide to help themselves to whatever supplies people have left? Or do something worse? We’ll all be gathered together in one spot—“ 
 
    "And almost everybody will be armed," Marty said. "I studied how this Flynt moved during the attack. He's methodical, not without intelligence, but not trained. He won't think of things like a military commander will, he’s not strategic.” He paused to catch his breath. “But the man has some critical thinking skills. Don't underestimate him—or those animals he controls." 
 
    Cami leaned back in her chair and spread her hands in a gesture of helplessness. "Then what are we supposed to do? I can't make everybody happy and have this party and leave us all exposed to Darien double-crossing us." 
 
    Marty cackled, a sound which quickly turned into another coughing fit. He wheezed and took a deep shuddering breath. "The solution’s simple, missy. Invite them, too." 
 
    "What?” Cami blurted. 
 
    "Sure…” Marty explained with a sly grin. “Invite them to the party, but make sure Harriet Spalding is on board. Try to get her to take the lead on this—she'll want to have it at her place…she’s got the biggest yard in the whole dang neighborhood, and she loves doing crap like this," Marty said as he spat the words. "It'll make her feel important, make her think like she's gaining the trust of the community again. She’ll be on board, trust me." 
 
    “I…I don't know, I think I'd feel safer having it at my place, where I know we can keep things under control…” 
 
    "That's not the point, missy. Like I said, encourage everybody to be armed. Ain't nobody gonna start nothing with that many people packing guns. But if you have it at her place, and you know this Flynt is shacking up with her—this is a perfect opportunity to get some valuable, behind-the-lines intel." 
 
    Cami laughed. "Marty Price…are you suggesting we throw the party at Harriet's place just so we can get some reconnaissance done on Flynt and his men, their situation, and their stockpiles?" 
 
    Marty cackled again and slapped his own thigh, weakly. "Now you’re gettin’ the hang of this commander stuff. You gotta think like a devious old man.” He sighed and looked at her. “Let's face it, missy, you ain’t no Rambo.” He held up a hand. “But you got brains, and you got guts. That's more than two thirds of the commanding officers I ever served under. Use them well, and use your advantages to downplay your disadvantages, and you’ll be all right…and so will the people that follow you." 
 
    Cami leaned back in her chair and fidgeted with her ponytail. "I don't know…it’s awful risky…” 
 
    “Is it any riskier than creating roadblocks across your neighborhood and starting a gunfight with heavily armed troops right outside your own front door?" 
 
    "Well…when you put it that way…” 
 
    "Course I put it that way, missy. I'm trying to lead you to a conclusion. Now go on, go organize your little shindig. Make sure you get the Spalding woman involved, and then you come tell me all about it when it's over." 
 
    "Oh, no…you're coming with me." 
 
    Marty opened his eyes wide. "What makes you think I'd set foot in that woman's house?" 
 
    "What makes you think anyone would believe a crotchety old man to be any kind of threat? I bet they think you can’t even see more than a foot beyond your own nose…” Cami said with her own sly grin. 
 
    Marty opened his mouth to reply, then closed it. He sat still for a moment, staring at Cami, then a wide, devilish smile spread across his wrinkled face. "Missy, I'm starting to like the way you think." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Long Island Sound 
 
    Off the coast of Manhattan Island 
 
      
 
    Reese looked up as he held the first aid bag open for Jo. She cursed and hissed air through her teeth as she dug around inside the bag and muttered about her luck. The 87-foot Coast Guard cutter had taken up position next to the half-sunk yacht, and the crew was engaged with saving as many people from the water as possible. The patrol boat’s aluminum hulled cutterboat sped over and circled Intrepid.  
 
    Meanwhile, Reese frowned at the two crewmen aboard the cutterboat as they stood by with rifles aimed at him. The man behind the wheel yelled across the water. "Put any weapons down if you have them and raise your hands!"  
 
    "I can’t!” Reese yelled back. “She's wounded—I’m trying to help her!"  
 
    “Put your—“ the driver started to repeat. 
 
    Reese cut him off. “If you're gonna shoot, then go ahead and do it! Otherwise leave us alone for a few minutes," Reese said as he ignored the Coast Guard crew and turned back to Jo. "What else can I do?" 
 
    "Try to remember that they're not the enemy," Jo said as she tried to clean off the gash in her leg, a bloodied furrow created by a lucky bullet. "That's gonna leave a mark," she muttered through clenched teeth. 
 
    Reese grunted. He tore open a bandage and handed it to her so she could put pressure on the wound. Intrepid shuddered as the cutterboat bumped up next to it, and one of the crew climbed aboard, the rifle now held with the barrel pointed toward the sky.  
 
    "She okay?" 
 
    Reese turned and glanced at the blue-clad coastie in his bright orange life vest. "I don't know, I'm not a doctor. All I know is she got shot while we were trying to help you guys out, and now you're acting like we're the bad guys!" 
 
    The Coast Guardsman slung his M4 over one shoulder and pulled a bag around from his back. "You’d be a little suspicious too, if you were attacked as many times as we've been the last two weeks," he muttered. “I’m Petty Officer Riley Gellar—I'm a medic, let me help." 
 
    Reese grudgingly stepped aside and let the man kneel by Jo. "May I?" he asked, his hands hovering over her wound. 
 
    "Be my guest," she said and peeled back the blood-soaked bandage. "Haven't had this many younger men interested in my leg in a long time," she chuckled. 
 
    Gellar looked up at her and grinned, then unzipped his bag and put on a pair of latex gloves. "Have you irrigated the wound yet?" he asked while he prepped his hands. 
 
    Jo shook her head. "Didn't have nothing to wash it with." 
 
    He pulled out a plastic vial and attached a small rubber tip to it. "This is a saline solution to clean the wound channel, so we can see what we’ve got to work with.” He paused, then looked at Reese. "This may hurt a bit." 
 
    "Listen here, son,” Jo said and snapped her fingers at the coastie. “I’m a big girl—-don’t look at him, look at me. I can handle it. This ain’t the first time I've been shot." 
 
    Gellar’s eyebrows climbed up to his hairline. "Yes ma'am," he said. He squeezed the tube, and the sterile solution squirted out onto Jo's leg to wash the blood and grime away from the open wound. “Ooooh, that hurts more’n a burnt steak at a bar-b-que.” 
 
    She hissed and slapped at the deck.  
 
    "Not the first time you've been shot?” asked Reese. He pointed at her and then at his chest. “There's a story in there you're going to have to tell me…” 
 
    She glared up at him but said nothing. 
 
    "Well, good news is,” Gellar announced, “this looks like a relatively shallow wound channel…I don't see any debris in there," he said as he peered at the injury. "It's a bleeder, that's for sure. We can pack it with some gauze for now and wrap it up. Gonna have to leave a drainage port open for a while. It's too wide to stitch up…” he said as he sat back. He nodded to himself. "Yep, gonna need to let that drain while it heals.” 
 
    Gellar tended Jo, Reese turned and watched Tiberia ghost silently next to Intrepid’s port side. The Coast Guard crew kept an eye on Byron and Tony, but they made sure to keep their weapons pointed in safe directions. The medic looked up at Reese. "They friends of yours?” 
 
    Reese nodded. “Yeah, we all sailed out of Boston together." 
 
    "Boston?" asked Gellar. “What are you guys doing down here? You don't sound like you're from Boston…” 
 
    "Why does everybody keep saying that?" Jo muttered. 
 
    "It's kind of a long story," Reese muttered with a shrug. 
 
    "Hey, Gellar,” the cutterboat driver yelled. “Cap’n wants to see somebody—bring the skipper." 
 
    “Aye, chief,” he replied. Gellar stood and peeled off his bloodied latex exam gloves. "That should hold you for a while,” he said to Jo. “As long as you keep it clean and let it drain, you should be just fine in a couple weeks." He frowned and tucked the used gloves into a little plastic baggie which then went into his pouch before he zipped it up. "Assuming it doesn't get infected…” 
 
    "It's all right," Jo said as she waved off his concern and sat up. "We got some antibiotics." 
 
    Gellar nodded, then turned to Reese. "You the skipper of this rig?" 
 
    Reese nodded. "I suppose I am," he said as he caught a line tossed from Tony to tie the two sailboats together. "That mean you want to take me somewhere? We didn't do anything wrong—“ 
 
    Gellar held his hand up to stop Reese's protest. "I'm not saying you did. All I know is the captain told me to bring you back. Since you were in the firefight, I don't see how there's much of a choice in the matter. You going to come peacefully?" 
 
    Reese sighed. "Like you said, I guess I don't have much choice in the matter." He looked down at Jo. "You okay?" 
 
    "We'll look after her," Byron said as he climbed aboard Intrepid. He reached out and shook Gellar’s hand. "Byron Jennings. I own and skipper Tiberia, there," he said, and jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "This is Intrepid, she belongs to friends of my wife and I. They bequeathed her to us when they…after the tsunami hit Portsmouth." 
 
    Gellar frowned. “New Hampshire?"  
 
    Byron nodded. "We were sailing south to Baltimore. Had to stop in Boston for medical supplies and ran into Reese and Jo here," Byron said. "They're good people, chief. We wouldn't be here—my wife wouldn't be alive if it weren't for them." 
 
    "I'll be sure to let the captain know,” Gellar said with a final nod to Byron and Jo. “If you'll follow me," he said to Reese.  
 
    “It's okay," Byron muttered to Reese when he hesitated. "It's the Coast Guard, Reese. The good guys, remember?" 
 
    Reese turned and looked at the waiting crewmen on the cutterboat, all armed with M-4s, bulletproof vests and ballistic helmets. "I'm not sure anybody's a good guy anymore…” Reese muttered, but he followed the Coast Guard medic just the same and climbed over the slick side of the cutterboat. He took a seat in between the frowning coasties for the bumpy—if swift—ride back to the patrol boat.  
 
    "What’s she called?" Reese yelled over the roar of the outboard. 
 
    "It's the Sailfish," Gellar yelled back. “Marine Protector-class patrol boat—but don’t let cap’n hear you call her a ‘patrol boat.’ She’s a cutter. We mostly work drug and immigration interdiction, search and rescue…stuff like that…” He shrugged. "Never been in a gunfight before. Crazy times, man." 
 
    “Stow that," barked the driver. "He can talk to the captain." 
 
    “Sir,” Gellar said in a tight voice, then fell silent. 
 
    Reese remained quiet while the driver expertly maneuvered next to the much bigger Sailfish and pulled astern near the lowered ramp that cut through the cutter’s transom. One of the crew tossed a line down to the cutterboat, which was tied to a cleat on the front, and a powerful windlass aboard Sailfish pulled the smaller boat right up the ramp. 
 
    A few seconds later, once the cutterboat was secured, Reese stepped over the side and dusted his hands on his pants as he nodded in greeting at the half dozen crew who stood with weapons at the ready.  
 
    "Thanks for the nice warm welcome, fellas,” Reese said with a lopsided grin. 
 
    A young woman in a Coast Guard blue jumpsuit leaned over the pilot house railing above them and peered down at Reese and the gaggle of armed crewmen. "That him?" 
 
    "Yes, Ma’am," Gellar said as he peered up.  
 
    "Very well—bring ‘im up." 
 
    "You heard her, c’mon,” Gellar said as he led Reese up the stairs to the pilot house. 
 
    “Clear decks,” a voice called out behind them as the crew readied the cutterboat for redeployment.  
 
    Reese climbed the metal steps to the young woman, who appeared to be half his age—she could have been one of Amber's friends—waiting for him outside a hatch in the pilot house. He cleared his throat, but she ignored him for a moment, focused on the sight she viewed through a pair of massive nautical binoculars attached to the railing. She kept one hand on the binoculars and turned back to him.  
 
    "That was some fancy sailing you did back there, mister. Really pulled our bacon out of the fire. Thank you for that." 
 
    Reese shrugged. "I, uh...didn't want to get involved at first—“ 
 
    She nodded. "That was smart." She turned back to the half-sunk yacht and the rescue efforts as her crew in the cutterboat raced to pull people from the water and the yacht continued to be consumed by flames. "Times like these, it's hard to choose which side to join. But I can honestly say I'm thankful you chose ours." 
 
    "Did I choose the right one?" Reese asked. He glanced over the railing at Intrepid and Tiberia, lashed together and floating, adrift in a sea of debris and wreckage a hundred yards away from Sailfish. The two sailboats looked tiny—almost like models. The figures that moved around on their decks…it was hard to believe those were his friends, the only people in the world who cared about him other than his family, still 800 miles away. 
 
    The officer turned and stuck out her hand in a formal gesture. "Lieutenant Commander Julia Ortiz. I'm captain of the Sailfish.” 
 
    Reese shook her hand, and though her hand was delicate and smooth, the grip was strong and confident. "Reese Lavelle. I'm Intrepid’s skipper." 
 
    “Good name for that little pistol boat you got. Pardon my saying so, sir,” Ortiz said, “but you look like you've been through a lot. You folks okay?” 
 
    Reese found that comment ironic, considering the bags under her bloodshot eyes, but he told her about the tsunami and how he and Ben came ashore in Maine. He explained linking up with Jo and how they’d survived the riots in Ellsworth. He left nothing out, and once the words began flowing, he found it almost therapeutic to unleash the burden of everything that had happened. From the long walk south through Belfast and Liberty, and the conflicts with the wannabe security guards, to the drive to Boston and the subsequent gang violence that led to Jo almost getting killed…he finished up with Byron, Libby and Tony in Boston and filled Ortiz in on their misadventures in Newport and Long Island. 
 
    “We just want to go home,” he finished, with a shrug. 
 
    "So, that was you at Camp Echo?" Ortiz asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    "What do you mean…?” 
 
    "Oh, it's all over the comms nets. There's some kind of rebellion underway on Long Island. Got kicked off at Camp Echo,” Ortiz said with a smile. “Bunch of rogue soldiers up there." 
 
    "So, they weren't following orders?” asked Reese. 
 
    “Uhhh no," Ortiz said with a genuine smile, white teeth flashing against her olive complexion. "Those guys have been a thorn in our side for the past week. Every time one of our boats gets too close, they start takin’ fire. Those jokers have been stealing every private watercraft on Long Island. Nobody knows what they're doing, but I guarantee you it's not sanctioned." 
 
    Reese nodded. “So, what happened?" 
 
    Ortiz laughed. "Well, the camp burned to the ground and there was a general riot, and most of the soldiers seem to have scattered to the wind—that’s all the navy told us from their overflights. I was going to ask you what happened since you were on the ground…” 
 
    Reese sighed and leaned against the cold steel railing along the observation deck. "Commander Ortiz, you get me a glass of water and you can ask me whatever questions you want." 
 
    “Deal,” Ortiz said with a thoughtful grin. "Hey Gellar, can you get us a couple bottles of water?" 
 
    "Ma'am," the medic said with a casual salute from the main deck. He disappeared under the pilot house, out of sight.  
 
    "We busted out of there yesterday at sunset…” Reese said, as he stared at Intrepid. 
 
    “How did you get out?” she asked, leaning on the yellow railing outside the pilot house. “We’ve heard from a few people that managed to escape—Camp Echo was like a fortress…so I’ve heard…” 
 
    “Well, we set a little distraction fire—“ 
 
    “I’ll say! What’d you do, blow up their fuel and ammo dump?” 
 
    Reese grinned sheepishly. “I…ah…” he scratched his head. “I may have set fire to a cache of toilet paper with a can of tuna in a microwave.” 
 
    Ortiz blinked. For a long moment, she just stared at him, then burst out laughing, her guffaws caused crewmembers on decks below to pause in their tasks and look up questioningly. 
 
    Reese cleared his throat. “So…ah…after that, we picked up Tony—“ 
 
    “Wait, wait, is this the part where you guys assaulted the beach?” 
 
    Reese paused. “What? How did you—” 
 
    “We picked up their radio chatter—they had all kinds of traffic last night about some gunboat tearing up the beach. Said it had to be the navy making a move…” 
 
    Reese grinned again. “We...may have had something to do with that. Jo doesn’t like getting shot at, so…” He shrugged. “She returned fire.” 
 
    Ortiz laughed. “Oh, I can’t wait to tell Captain Brighton about this. Okay…so, after you destroyed Camp Echo, the most notorious installation on Long Island, then pretended to be a naval gunship, what else did you redneck commandos get up to last night?” 
 
    “About a pot of coffee,” Reese muttered. “We sailed all through the night to get down here. I knew the city was going to be bad,” Reese said as he leaned on the railing and looked across the harbor toward New York. “I didn't expect to sail right into the middle of a naval battle, though.” 
 
    Ortiz looked at Reese and grinned. "You think this was a battle?” she asked as she gestured at the half-sunk yacht. Below them on the main deck, men yelled and threw lines and life preservers to the people still in the water. Ortiz scoffed. “You ain't seen nothing.“ She pointed at the dull gray warship in the distance. “See that? That's Normandy. Mmmhmmm, Ticonderoga-class Aegis cruiser. Some idiots up in Battery Park started firing homemade mortars and stuff, taking pot shots at her when she first pulled into harbor. Man, she lit them up." Ortiz whistled in obvious admiration. "Never seen anything like it…” 
 
    Reese cleared his throat. "I don't mean to be rude, but can you please tell me what the heck is going on around here? I haven't had any sleep, my friend’s been shot, my boat’s full of bullet holes, I used up half my gas trying to get through this war zone…all I want to do is get home. I just need to know what's going on, so we don't sail into another nightmare.” 
 
    Ortiz braced her feet on the gently pitching deck and clapped her hands behind her back. "Well, Mr. Lavelle, you’re not gonna have much luck with that. All down the coast is pretty much a war zone. Everything's falling apart." 
 
    "I know the tsunami was bad, but—“ 
 
    “All due respect, sir, no you don't. You’ve only seen a little bit up here. Boston yeah, they got smacked pretty good, same with Newport. New York City was saved a lot of damage—everything that's going on here?" She said with a nod toward Gravesend Bay. Sporadic gunfire still popped and echoed in the distance. “This didn't have much to do with the tsunami. Sure, they took some damage, had waves up about 20 or 30 feet high, but Long Island blocked most of the damage. East coast of the Big Island is pretty much trashed. But Manhattan…they had some record flooding, but the waters receded quick. Everything that's going on now, this was all caused by the idiots in town thinking they could be warlords. Everything went right down the toilet within a matter of days." 
 
    Reese sighed. "Nine meals to anarchy…” 
 
    Ortiz blinked and looked at him. "Excuse me?" 
 
    Reese shrugged. "My wife was always talking about it. She said civilization was only nine meals away from collapse at any given point. Three days." He explained. "You take away water, food, and reliable access to medicine…and any normal person will go absolutely crazy and do whatever it takes to get food and water for their family. I never thought…I’d hoped that it would take a little longer…” 
 
    Ortiz crossed her arms. "Well, unfortunately I think your wife was right. It was about 4 or 5 days before we got called in. But by then it was too late—the locals had been overwhelmed. Everything had already fallen apart." 
 
    "Commander, do you...“ Reese began, then he swallowed. His mouth had gone dry despite being splashed with seawater all morning. "South Carolina—Charleston—do you know anything? My family lives just north of town—we have a house, but it’s…” His words faded as he saw the look of anguish settle on Ortiz's face. 
 
    "I'm sorry, sir…” she said quietly. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    She looked away for a moment. "I don't know how to tell you…” When she looked back, her eyes were wet. "Charleston's...gone." 
 
    Reese sagged against the railing. He didn't even hear Chief Gellar approach up the stairs. Gellar nudged Reese with the bottle of water. "You okay?" 
 
    "His family was in Charleston," Ortiz said quietly. 
 
    Gellar exhaled. He handed Ortiz a bottle then turned and left without a word. Reese couldn't blame him. What could anyone say to a man who’d just found out that the closest city to his house had been wiped off the face of the earth? 
 
    He'd known—he'd always known. As soon as he saw the destruction in Bar Harbor, Reese had dealt with the nagging worry in the back of his mind that Charleston had suffered a similar fate. Once they'd reached Boston and discovered that the biggest city in New England had been brought to its knees by the tsunami, he knew there'd been little hope for South Carolina, nestled as it was in the low country so exposed to the ocean. But he hadn’t heard official word, and that had allowed a sprig of hope to stay alive in his heart…until Ortiz laid bare the fear that clenched at his soul. 
 
    Charleston was gone. 
 
    Reese blinked away tears and stared up at the smoke-filled sky. Just because Charleston had been destroyed didn't necessarily mean that Cami and Amber were lost as well. He cleared his throat. "We live—“ he said in a husky voice. He stopped, closed his eyes, and started again. “Our house is something like 15 or 16 miles from the ocean…I hope…I hope that was enough.” 
 
    "I'm sure it was," Ortiz said quickly. "From everything that we've been able to tell over the last couple weeks, the waves petered out after a dozen or so miles. Sometimes they went a lot further up rivers, but for the most part it was the coastal towns that took the biggest punch to the face.” She cracked the lid on her bottle and took a long pull of water. "The real surprising part is that the rest of the country fell apart so fast." 
 
    “Wait, what? What do you mean the rest of the country?” He swallowed. “Are we at war or something?” 
 
    Ortiz shrugged. "Nobody knows what happened to the president and most of Congress. Everybody was taken by surprise…NSA, CIA—everybody was blind. Washington is gone. One of the guys on the president's cabinet was sworn in as the president—until they can find the real one—and he's trying to kick-start the country out in Denver, but…” She sighed. "We're all just trying to do what we can to hold things together. The military's going in six different directions, so the Coast Guard is just knuckling down and doing what we always do—protect boaters, guard the coast, and keep the peace on the water." 
 
    Reese looked over Ortiz's shoulder at the flaming, smoking hulk of the luxury yacht. "Doesn't look like there was much peace around here lately…” 
 
    Ortiz snorted. "We’ve been having problems with gang violence in Manhattan. Once the army arrived and started evacuating survivors to the mainland, the ones that stayed behind pretty much had free reign of the place. When you think about it," Ortiz said, her head inclined. "The waves destroyed everything that was on the ground level and maybe the first four stories. There's plenty of buildings in New York that are a lot taller than just one or two floors.” 
 
    She took another drink and leaned on the railing. “That’s a lot of stuff left behind. To make matters worse, we had hundreds of thousands of civilians decide that they didn't want to leave that valuable stuff. So now we’ve got people trapped on Manhattan—on top of gangs and warlords fighting each other in the streets in a post-apocalyptic free-for-all. On top of all that, people are trying to escape on their own, any way they can…because they're starving." She shook her head. "That's what was going on when you guys showed up—we were trying to coordinate a civilian evacuation.” 
 
    Reese shook his head. “Gangs? Warlords? What is this, the Dark Ages or New York?” 
 
    Ortiz nodded. “Maybe the Dark Ages of New York.” She exhaled. “One of the worst thugs settin’ himself up as a boss got wind of the evacuation and tried to cut them off. I don’t know what they were planning on doing with all those people if they managed to capture them—it's not like they're all hauling gold jewelry in suitcases or anything…most of the people that were on those ferries only had the clothes on their backs.” She turned and leaned back against the railing. "I just don't know…” 
 
    Reese downed half of his water bottle and took another glance at Tiberia and Intrepid, still tied together a hundred yards to starboard. Beyond the two sailboats, the skyscrapers of Manhattan remained shrouded in smoke and fire. How many people were still alive and had watched the fighting behind windows in those upper stories? How many people had decided it was worth the risk to stay behind when the rest of the island panicked and left in the wake of the tsunamis? 
 
    Reese turned back to Ortiz. "You’re doing the best you can, commander. You’re trying to save lives—that's more than most people have done since the tsunami hit." 
 
    She turned and offered him a tired smile. "You’re not doing so bad yourself. If you guys hadn't shown up when you did and popped off with that .50—what the heck are you doing with a machine gun mounted on a sailboat in the first place? Talk about some redneck engineering…” 
 
    Reese laughed and held up his hands. "Don't look at me—that was them crazy National Guard boys on Long Island. They took the boats, tried to put us into work gangs, then put a turret on Intrepid. They hacked a hole through the main foredeck on Tiberia and put in seating." 
 
    “Seating? Like a troop transport?" 
 
    Reese nodded. "Exactly. They used wooden picnic table benches of all things, bolted them into the hold. Absolutely wrecked a pretty boat. I’m surprised she still sails. We have no idea what they were planning…” 
 
    Ortiz nodded. "We might, though—heard rumors they were making raids on Manhattan. I think they were planning on using your boats to slip across and steal supplies from the abandoned buildings. If anybody would've been able to hold off the gangs to extract loot, it would've been those soldiers." 
 
    "Well…” Reese said as he scratched at his head. 
 
    "You did good," Ortiz said with a smile. "There's people in Manhattan that still  have food today because you guys stopped those rogue soldiers in their tracks. Everybody's talking about it. I'm just glad I got to be the one to meet you first." 
 
    Reese shrugged. "Well, we didn't set out to do anything except escape.” 
 
    Ortiz looked up at the smoke that swirled in the sky. Her mood darkened, and she remained quiet for a long moment. "You said you’re headed to Baltimore? You’re not going all the way to South Carolina?" 
 
    "Oh, I am—but Jo and I promised to help Byron, Libby, and Tony make it to Baltimore first." Reese shrugged. “They’re good people. They needed help, and we needed a ride. They had two sailboats…so…I offered to sail one to Baltimore for them. Jo and I will have to figure out how to get to South Carolina after that." 
 
    Ortiz continued to look up at the smoke that swirled in the sky. "Well, Lavelle, you’re gonna have more troubles than raiders to worry about if you head that far south. There’s a nasty tropical system headed toward the Carolinas." 
 
    "Say what now?" Reese said. 
 
    "I haven't read the latest updates,” Ortiz said quickly, “I’ve had a few more important things to worry about than hurricanes a thousand miles away, you know?" She turned and looked at Reese. "Last I heard, it was still a tropical storm, but the navy forecasters were predicting landfall somewhere between Jacksonville and the Outer Banks.” 
 
    Reese exhaled and stared at the pressed steel decking below his feet. "Are you freaking kidding me?" he muttered. He put his hands on his hips and looked up. “How much time?"  
 
    Ortiz crossed her arms. "Hard to say. When the tidal wave hit—“ 
 
    “Tsunami,” Reese corrected gently. 
 
    She looked at him. “And caused all the cascading failures—National Hurricane Center is based out of Miami, they went dark when the waves hit and no one’s heard anything since—everybody’s guessing now.”  
 
    Reese narrowed his eyes. "You're a sailor. What’s your guess? How long do I have?” 
 
    Ortiz sighed. "I don't like that you’re puttin’ me on the spot like this, Lavelle. I’m not a frickin’ forecaster," she muttered. 
 
    "Trust me, I'm not gonna hold you personally responsible, but I gotta have a ballpark figure. He gestured toward Tiberia and Intrepid with his head. “I need to know if we should get going now, or if we can take time to repair the boats first? Please—I’m begging you—what's your best guess at landfall? Are we talking hours, days, or…?” 
 
    Ortiz looked at him square in the face. "Okay, we'll skip the civilian BS we've been givin’ everybody who asks. Sailor to sailor."  
 
    Reese nodded.  
 
    She frowned. “It's got the potential to be a bad one. The Gulf Stream is like an oven this year and the currents and winds are all favorable.” 
 
    “How bad?” Reese asked, his voice tight. 
 
    A grim look came across Ortiz’s face and her mouth compressed into a tight line. “You need to hurry." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Lavelle Residence 
 
    Bee’s Landing Subdivision 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    It took the entire day to plan the party, but by sunset, most of Bee’s Landing had gathered at Harriet's house. They walked in from all corners of the subdivision in ones and twos, and whole families. Cami had watched them gather as the sun sank lower and lower toward the horizon. Someone lit tiki torches around the corners of the yard and the mellow light created an inviting, relaxing environment. 
 
    Cami stood on her front porch, arms wrapped around a big mixing bowl full of a macaroni salad she’d made from a boxed mix. The party looked…dangerous. So many people gathered together, so many people with guns, so many criminals… 
 
    Amber stepped up behind her with vegetables from their harvest. "What are you waiting for, mom?" 
 
    Cami blinked as she stared at the long, tree-lined driveway across the road that led to Harriet Spalding's house. Where the man who’d attacked her own house and set fire to Marty's place currently resided. The same man who had only the day before assisted Cami and a number of volunteers in defending the neighborhood from a group of imposter soldiers hell-bent on taking everything they had. 
 
    "I'm waiting for reality to set in, I guess…” Cami muttered. 
 
    "Well, you can wait here all you want," Mitch called out as he stepped between them onto the porch and adjusted his shirt. "But I'm ready to party." He slicked back his hair and winked at Amber. "I heard Traci and George are bringing their instruments. We’re going to have us an old fashion hootenanny." 
 
    Cami looked at Amber askance. "A hootenanny?" 
 
    "What?" Amber shrugged as she stepped around Cami and joined Mitch. "The Addisons—they got a guitar and a violin—“ 
 
    “Fiddle,” Mitch corrected. 
 
    "It's gonna be fun,” Amber said, not missing a beat. “Come on, mom, we can do square dancing…” 
 
    Footsteps behind her made Cami turn, and she smiled at Gary and Elizabeth. Since they’d returned from Rolling Hills, her old friends had been attached at the hip. It did her heart wonders to see two people in love reunited after the tsunami. The sight gave her hope that Reese would still come home one day. 
 
    "Are you ready for this?" asked Elizabeth softly. Her hair had been pulled back into a single braid through which Amber had woven wildflowers. In one of Cami's old sundresses, Elizabeth looked the picture of health and mature beauty. Next to her, Gary had shaved his beard and dressed in one of Reese's old Hawaiian shirts. He looked completely different from the bedraggled, desperate man whom she found peeking in her windows almost two weeks earlier. 
 
    "You two sure clean up nice," Cami said with a smile. 
 
    "You’re not so bad yourself," Gary replied, then quickly coughed as he took the playful elbow in the ribs from Elizabeth. 
 
    "Well, I suppose we better get this over with," Cami said. She stepped off the front porch like a soldier, off to do her duty, followed by Gary and Elizabeth, while Mia and the boys brought up the rear. Once across the street, the boys took off screaming toward the sound of a guitar in the distance and the squeal of other children as they ran through Harriet's yard with an inflatable beach ball. 
 
    "Boys! Wait—“ Mia ran forward, stopped, than turned to Cami. "Sorry, gotta go!" She turned and sprinted after them, her lightweight dress flapping in the breeze behind her as she ran, laughing. 
 
    Cami turned to Gary. “Would you mind taking this?” she asked as she offered the bowl of macaroni salad. “I need to go get Marty." 
 
    "Not at all." 
 
    "Would you like us to wait?" asked Elizabeth. 
 
    “Nah, don't worry about it. I'm sure it'll take him a couple minutes to get across the street." Cami smiled. “Besides, you two look like you can’t wait to party.” 
 
    "We'll meet you there, then," Gary said. They turned and walked off down the driveway, hand in hand. 
 
    Cami was almost to Marty's front door when it opened. He stepped out, nodded at her in greeting, and shut the door behind him. "Why you got that look on your face, missy?” he growled as he locked the door. “Didn't expect me to meet you outside, huh?” When he turned around from the door, he smiled, but Cami saw that it didn't reach his eyes. He looked tired—better than when she'd last seen him that morning, but still dangerously tired for a man of his age. 
 
    She stuck out her arm, and Marty slipped his arm under hers. "I really appreciate you coming with me to this thing, Marty." 
 
    "Well, I don't appreciate you dragging my tired bones out of the house for this soirée.” 
 
    “But?" Cami prompted as they reached the road. 
 
    Marty stopped to catch his breath. He stumped his cane on the asphalt. "But you made a good point. There ain’t no better way for us to get some rock-solid intelligence on these criminals Flynt’s hanging with." He shook his head as they shuffled slowly across the street. "No, sir." 
 
    It took them another five minutes to make it up the driveway, and the foot-stomping music grew steadily louder as they approached. The smell of roasted venison permeated the air like a fine fragrance and made her stomach complain loudly. Cami couldn't help but smile at the jovial atmosphere. Several people walked by and thanked her, wishing to shake hands with the leader of Bee’s Landing. 
 
    “Aaah, no…I’m—I'm no leader," Cami said over and over again.  All she wanted to do was get some of the mouth-watering food she smelled. The aroma of grilled venison made her realize how hungry she was and her fingers itched to pull apart the succulent meat. 
 
    "Don't let her get away with that humble modesty,” Marty said to one man who approached. “She organized and planned the whole thing.” He patted her hand affectionately. 
 
    Cami blushed, but accepted the gracious thanks of everyone who came by to speak to her. “Why are you putting all this on me?" she asked under her breath as they approached the main group of revelers. 
 
    “Hey, Cami!” someone called out. “You gotta try this—“ he handed her a plate of venison, lightly basted in sauce. 
 
    "Because the longer we keep the attention focused on you, the easier it'll be for me and the others to slip in and figure out what's really going on," Marty muttered as he declined a plate of food.  
 
    Cami smiled at the people around her as she put the first morsel of venison in her mouth. She closed her eyes in bliss. Whoever had cooked it knew what they were doing. The meat was flavorful and delicate, it seemed to melt in her mouth as she chewed. 
 
    As they reached the main group, the music paused, and Harriet stepped up onto the deck at the rear of the house. The last time she'd done so, with this many neighbors in attendance, was the night of the last HOA meeting. 
 
    Cami frowned. The smile on Harriet's face was directed at her, but she knew the woman was up to something. She mentally prepared herself for an ambush, and her free hand slowly dropped to the holster at her hip. Despite the fact that it was a party, Cami had insisted everyone in her group go armed. Mia—the only one who hadn’t had any formal firearms training whatsoever, was the only exception. She had her hands full with the kids anyway, so Cami couldn't completely depend on her if things devolved into a firefight. 
 
    “May I have your attention, ladies and gentlemen?" Harriet called out in a ringing voice. The music died down, and the loud conversations dwindled. Heads turned to look at Harriet, before someone whispered that Cami had arrived. Spontaneous clapping broke out, and everyone turned to cheer the savior of Bee’s Landing. 
 
    "I have the esteemed honor," Harriet yelled over the clapping and cheering, her face contorted with irritation, but determined to pull through her moment in the sun. "To welcome Cami Lavelle to our celebration!" 
 
    The crowd roared at Harriet's words, which elicited a beatific smile from the former traitor of Bee’s Landing. 
 
    She stepped out into the crowd and worked her way through the people who pushed forward to shake hands with Cami. Eventually, the crowd parted and Harriet stood before her. The congratulations died down to a whisper as everyone watched what would happen between the two women who had become bitter rivals in such a brief span of time. 
 
    "Cami, I know things have…not been easy between us." Harriet looked down and smoothed her bright floral dress with her hands. 
 
    Cami swallowed. Harriet's hands were trembling. When she looked up, her eyes were wide, and a tremulous smile graced her mouth. "I just wanted to say that…I’m sorry…for anything I may have done in the past. I realize that you've almost single-handedly saved this neighborhood and everyone in it. We couldn't possibly be here if it weren't for you—and I just feel…I’m just so sorry that I had any part in anything that might have caused you grief." 
 
    Cami held her tongue. She—and most of the people in the crowd—knew that Harriet was the one directly responsible for goading Flynt into attacking her house. But…it was probably the closest she'd ever get to a direct apology. Thinking of what Reese would do, Cami smiled and hoped wherever Reese was, he'd smile with her. 
 
    Cami reached out her right hand and Harriet took it quickly in both of hers. "Everything that happened before the battle needs to be buried, Harriet. We’re all in this together. Every day that we survive," she said as she looked around the crowd, “is a new day full of new challenges. I don't know what I'm doing—“ She held up a hand as people around her begged to differ. "I'm no military commander, I'm just me. 
 
    “Thank goodness for that!” A female voice that sounded suspiciously like Amber’s called out in the crowd. A round of applause broke out and Cami smiled awkwardly, still holding Harriet’s hand.  
 
    “My point is, we don't have the luxury of having petty rivalries," Cami said, unable to resist the barb at Harriet. For her part, Harriet nodded in acceptance. That surprised Cami—perhaps she was sincere after all?  
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” Harriet said. 
 
    “And we need to work together to make sure that everyone of us has a chance to see that next dawn,” Cami continued. “And that our children grow to remember this time as just a speedbump in the overall span of their lives, and not the defining moment…or the end of everything. It's up to us—all of us—to do that. And I say we should start right now, with this party!" 
 
    Everyone cheered, and when Harriet and Cami raised their clasped hands over their heads, the cheer grew into a roar. People came up to shake both of their hands and clap everybody on the back. They were offered drinks of sun tea, sweetened with precious sugar and dehydrated lemon slices. 
 
    As Cami mingled with the congratulatory people who approached her, she noticed with alarm that Marty had vanished. The sly old fox had been true to his word. While everyone had focused on the speeches, he’d slipped into the background and disappeared. For that matter, so had Amber, Mitch, Gary, and Elizabeth. She spotted Mia on the periphery of the crowd smiling and cheering like the rest of them, but only for a moment—she turned and ran off after the boys once more. Her sons had made friends with the simpleminded giant Flynt called Jon Boy, and the three of them ran around like two ducklings following a rhino. 
 
    Cami gave in to the congratulatory handshakes and worked her way through the crowd toward the house in no particular pattern but seemed to meet everyone in the neighborhood. 
 
    "Merle!" Cami called out. The man who'd been sick the week before turned at the sound of his name and revealed his tragically frail wife. Amy was on her feet, though, and she used a cane, but she was alive. Both of them were pale and skinny to the point that Amy appeared skeletal, but they both smiled and their eyes were bright and clear. Cami rushed forward and stood between them both, enveloping them in a big hug.  
 
    "I'm so glad to see you both!" She stepped back and took Amy's hand. "How are you feeling, dear?" 
 
    Amy nodded and swallowed. Her lips were cracked and parched, but it didn't stop her smile. "I'm fine, thanks to you. A little weak—and still hungry and thirsty—but I wouldn't be here if—” 
 
    “Don’t say it,” Cami laughed. “A thank you will suffice,” she said with a wide smile. She’d heard far too many if it weren’t for you’s already.  
 
    Merle hugged Cami again, his tears wet and warm on the side of her neck. "You saved my wife, Cami" he muttered into her hair. "I'm never going to forget this." 
 
    Embarrassed, Cami thumped him on the back, but couldn't say any more before she was whisked away by someone else who wanted to say thank you. She lost track of time, but it felt like hours had gone by before Cami finally found herself alone in a corner of the gathering and able to think.  
 
    The glass of sweet tea in her hands only contained the dregs of a dehydrated lemon slice and a few drops of amber tea. She looked down at the glass and sighed. Somewhere along the time she'd sipped it all while listening to the stories of the people in the neighborhood who looked at her as their natural leader. 
 
    "There you are," Mitch said as he sidled up next to her and gave her a fresh glass. He took her empty and smiled. "I've been meaning to find you." 
 
    "What's up?" Cami asked with a smile. 
 
    "There's a couple people here that no one seems to recognize…” Mitch said under his breath while smiling at one of the volunteers who’d manned the roadblock the day before. They casually waved at each other and then he turned back to Cami. "He's been hanging out over there on the other side of the house. I didn’t get a good look at him, but I don't live here, so I casually asked a couple people if they knew who he was. It’s startin’ to set off alarm bells with me, but nobody else seems to notice. He looks familiar, though.” 
 
    Cami arched an eyebrow and took a sip of the sweet tea. “Familiar? How?” 
 
    Mitch grunted. "It's hard to tell in the dim light from these tiki torches, but Cami…Amber thinks he could be one of the guys that jumped us back when all this mess started." 
 
    Cami's heart skipped a beat, and she looked at Mitch. "Are you sure?" 
 
    "No, dang it, I can't be sure…it's too dark and he won’t come out of the shadows. He's just hanging out back there…and every now and then he's on this side of the house or the other side. He's just watching. I don't think he recognized me at all." 
 
    "Where's Amber?" 
 
    Mitch pointed across the rambunctious gathering. "Over there, she went to go tell Darien." 
 
    Cami's eyes widened. "Alone? Why didn’t you go with her? And what she's doing trying to track him down, anyway?" 
 
    "She thought it was a good idea to bring him in on it, since he's kinda like the co-leader, you know?" Mitch said as he backpedaled. "She didn't mean anything by it—“ 
 
    Cami thrust her fresh drink into Mitch’s hand and stormed off. "I'm not worried about how it looks,” she snapped. “I’m worried he might double-cross us and I won’t be there to protect her!" 
 
    Cami politely, but firmly forced her way through the crowd—someone had broken out a case of vodka, rum, and whiskey and the party was in full swing. She passed up several drinks pressed into her hands by eager revelers until she could force her way over to a knot of men that surrounded Flynt. Amber and a few other of the volunteers stood nearby, engaged in conversation with the men Flynt had brought to the neighborhood. 
 
    She spotted the shining dome of Flynt's bald head as he moved between a couple of the larger of his crew and talked with Amber. Her daughter had the wide shouldered man by the arm and pulled him toward the back of the house. Cami pushed forward through the crowd and knocked over one person by accident.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    She turned back to say she was sorry, but the others had already begun laughing, as they helped the man to his feet and fetched him a new drink. “Sorry!” she called out over her shoulder, but the crowd had already merged in her wake and he’d disappeared. 
 
    Cami sprinted through a clear gap and made it around the house to find Amber, John Douglass—the hunter who'd provided the delicious venison for the party—and Darien Flynt peering into the shadows.  
 
    “…over there, last time I saw him," Amber was saying as Cami ran up. 
 
    Flynt looked at Cami and nodded. "You know?" 
 
    "Yeah," Cami said, breathless. "Mitch just told me. He thinks it's the guy that jumped them a couple weeks ago.” 
 
    "Yeah, not the big fat one, the skinny one,” Amber said. “He’s the one Mitch knocked down. He looked like he was strung out on something.” 
 
    Darien checked himself and looked at Amber. "He looked like a drug addict?" 
 
    "Yeah,” Amber replied. “All skinny and wiry. Constantly scratching at his arms. This guy’s doing the same thing. He was—there he is!" Amber said as she pointed. 
 
    Darien peered into the darkness, and so did Cami. Sure enough, a shadow moved at the end of the house as someone pushed a tree branch aside and slipped around the corner. 
 
    "Spanner!" Flynt called over one shoulder.  
 
    One of his men stepped forward. "Yeah?" 
 
    "I think that meth-head is back." 
 
    "No joke?" asked Spanner. He pushed his half empty drink into the hands of a passerby and turned back to Flynt. "Where? I got a score to settle with that little—“ 
 
    “He just looked around the far corner of the house,” Flynt said. “You go that way and flush him out." 
 
    "You got it, I'll bird-dog ‘im,” Spanner replied. He turned and jogged around the opposite side of the house and disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    Cami followed Flynt as he marched around the front of the house toward the stranger’s last position. She turned to Amber as her daughter made a move to follow. “No, you're not coming—“ 
 
    “Why not? If it is that guy, I have every right to be there when he gets a beat down—I'm the one that got mugged, remember?" 
 
    Cami's mind raced—she needed a new tactic to dissuade Amber from being present at whatever was about to happen. She couldn't keep an eye on Flynt and the new threat to the community if she had to worry about Amber as well. “That's not what I'm talking about. If something’s about to go down, there's going to be a ruckus—I don't know where Marty got to, but somebody needs to stay with him. If he gets knocked over... 
 
    Amber frowned. “Dang it, he's as bad as a two-year-old." She looked up and nodded. "All right, I'll go get him—but make sure Mr. Flynt doesn't do anything to that punk. I want a piece of him, too!” 
 
    Cami turned and sprinted after Flynt, who'd just rounded the corner. When she caught up to them, Spanner was picking himself up off the ground. "What happened?" 
 
    "Little punk surprised me," Spanner admitted sourly. "Ain't never been so embarrassed…that skinny little snot-nosed…” He rubbed his throat. "Got me right in the throat with a frickin’ tree branch as I stepped around the corner." 
 
    “Did you see him?” Asked Cami as she peered into the bushes. 
 
    “Oh yeah, it’s the same guy, alright.” 
 
    Flynt stooped and picked up a stout branch. "The little meth-head’s getting smart…” 
 
    A branch snapped in the distance and leaves fluttered to the ground. “Should we go after him?” asked Spanner. 
 
    Cami shook her head. "There's no point. Anybody got flashlights?" No one responded. "It's dark and he's motivated to get away.” She knelt and picked up a clump of disturbed mulch.  “We'll never catch him before he gets into the forest preserve. Without night vision or flashlights, he's as good as gone." She stood and brushed off her hands. "Question is, what was he doing here, and what's it mean?" 
 
    Flynt frowned, the shadows on his face in stark relief by the angled light from the tiki torches on the other side of the house. "It means we gotta get ready—something's about to go down. That little punk doesn't have the brains to come up with something on his own, and he certainly doesn't have the brains for recon." 
 
    Cami nodded and swallowed. She hoped everyone else in her group was able to get their own intelligence gathering accomplished, because she sure hadn’t been able to do anything.  Guilt wormed in her gut—there they stood complaining about a spy in their midst, when she’d put four spies of her own into play. She cleared her throat. “You think he's working with someone then?" 
 
    Flynt stared into the darkness and tossed the tree branch aside. “I’d bet my life on it. Punk like that? He's barely smart enough to tie his own shoes. Question is, who sent him? And what’re they planning?" 
 
    Spanner looked at Flynt. “You think it's Cisco?" 
 
    "I'd bet money that it is." 
 
    Cami frowned. “Who's Cisco?" 
 
    Flynt sighed and turned to face her. "We need to talk." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Long Island Sound 
 
    Off the coast of Manhattan Island 
 
      
 
    Reese grabbed Tony's hand as Sailfish’s cutterboat bumped against Tiberia’s starboard side. Somewhere in the 20 minutes he'd spent on board the Coast Guard cutter the two sailboats had spun around in the currents and Intrepid faced Manhattan. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Ortiz’s words had struck a chord in Reese's soul. He didn't have the luxury to wait while the Coast Guard driver casually motored around the other side of the rafted sailboats. He needed to get aboard whichever boat was closest; he needed to get them separated, and they needed to raise sail and get under way. Now. 
 
    He clambered aboard Tiberia and grinned despite his internal misgivings. It was good to be back among friends. “Thanks,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “I feel like we should play a song or something…like they do in the movies when a captain comes back aboard a ship…” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, Tony, that’s just Hollywood…” muttered Byron as he fussed over some coiled lines on the deck near the mast. “Will you stow that football of yours?” he asked as he pointed at the recalcitrant ball. 
 
    Tony snatched it up from the deck and tossed it down the companionway when he saw the coastie watching him. 
 
    Gellar stood up in the cutterboat and handed over a large combat medic pack. "I saw that first aid kit you guys had earlier. Not bad, but you're going to need more where you're going. Take this.” 
 
    “Wow,” Tony said, as he hefted the bag onto Tiberia’s deck. “What you got in there, a surgeon?” 
 
    “We can’t take that—“ Reese began. 
 
    “Shut up, boy, take the gear,” snapped Jo, still aboard Intrepid, behind Reese. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.” 
 
    Gellar laughed. “You should listen to your friend there, Lavelle. Cap’n doesn't know I'm giving it to you, so get it stowed quick before she sees."  
 
    “On it,” Tony said. He carried the large bag of supplies across to Intrepid and stowed it below decks. 
 
    Reese reached down and shook Gellar’s hand. "Thank you. I mean that," Reese said. "Between the supplies you're giving us and the heads up on the storm—“ 
 
    "Storm?" Byron said as he stood by the mast. "What storm?" 
 
    “Tell you in a second," Reese said. He turned back to Gellar. 
 
    “Here’s some food and water, too, compliments of Lieutenant Commander Ortiz.” 
 
    “You must have made an impression over there,” Byron grunted. 
 
    Reese took the pre-packaged food, and though his stomach growled—he hadn’t had anything to eat since lunch the day before—he couldn’t think of anything other than the incoming storm and what it might mean for Cami and Amber. Without power, they’d have no idea the storm was coming. He placed the MREs on the deck, then took a crate of bottled water. "Seriously, thank you for this." 
 
    Gellar shook his head. "Thank you. Cap’n wasn't about to say it, but I think if you guys hadn’t shown up when you did, we wouldn't be here to be handing over supplies. She made a mistake…” he said as he lowered his voice and leaned toward Reese. "When she pulled that risky maneuver toward the end? She exposed the whole aft end of the boat and we got tore up pretty bad. I lost two good men. I got seven more in sick bay. She knows it and the crew knows it, too. Without you guys, those gang bangers on the yacht woulda won.” He shook Reese’s hand again. "Thank you—we’re not going to forget this." 
 
    Reese gave a small wave as Gellar pushed the cutterboat away. He and the other coastie saluted as the zodiac drifted out and only sat when the driver put the engines in gear and pulled away. 
 
    Reese took a second to watch the ongoing rescue operation underway on the other side of Sailfish. Smoke still poured from the dead yacht and obscured the southern horizon. Behind him, smoke boiled out of dozens of burning buildings as New York City continued to tear itself apart. The world was wreathed in shades of gray and black. 
 
    "Wow, they gave us a lot of stuff," Tony muttered as he reappeared on Tiberia’s deck. 
 
    "That was so thoughtful of them," Libby said as she emerged from below with a tray of crackers topped with slices of SPAM. "Anyone hungry?" 
 
    "Food can wait," Byron growled as he stomped up the deck toward Reese. "What’s this storm he was talking about?" 
 
    “I’ll take some,” Tony said as he snagged a couple SPAM crackers. 
 
    “Why don’t you split up the supplies they gave us?” asked Libby. 
 
    “Sure, thing,” Tony said around a mouthful of SPAM. He disappeared through the companionway after taking one more cracker. 
 
    Reese took a deep breath and gestured at the Coast Guard boat. “Lieutenant Ortiz—she's in command of Sailfish over there. She told me the navy's been tracking a tropical system. They think it's going to turn into a hurricane—and a bad one—but they can't predict when, and they don't know where." 
 
    "They got a cone?" asked Byron, his face deadly serious. 
 
    "A cone of what?" asked Jo as she lounged against the shared railing between the two boats, her bandaged leg propped up on the bench. 
 
    Reese turned and offered a slight smile. "The cone of probability. It's where the hurricane might make landfall, somewhere inside a widening cone from its current position. The closer in time to landfall, the more accurate the prediction, the narrower the cone. If you’re talking a week from landfall, the cone could be huge. If it’s tomorrow, the cone’s pretty narrow.” 
 
    “What about this cone?” asked Jo. 
 
    “Ortiz told me the southern end of the cone touches the Florida-Georgia line and the northern end of the cone is somewhere near the Outer Banks. Anywhere in there is where it's most likely to hit." 
 
    Byron whistled. "That's a lot of coastline…” 
 
    "Agreed," said Reese as he put his hands on his hips. "Ortiz said that we should hurry. Well…she said that I should hurry," he added. "Y'all should be fine getting to Baltimore, but we're headed straight into the teeth of this monster and I'd like to get underway as fast as possible,” he said with a nod toward Jo. 
 
    "I don't know if you've seen, but Tiberia’s sporting some new beauty marks that weren’t there a couple weeks ago," Byron announced. “I’d like to get her patched up before we go too much further," he added. 
 
    "You and me both," Reese said. "But I don't know if we have enough time. Is anybody leaking right now?" 
 
    Byron shook his head. Jo raised her hand. "Yeah, I am." 
 
    Libby snorted, and put the tray down before she passed a plate over the railing to Jo. "Oh, hush," she chided gently. 
 
    “Here’s your half of the MREs they gave us,” Tony said as he emerged from below deck with an armful of brown-packaged survival food. He handed them over to Reese. “I’ll be right back with the water.” 
 
    Reese shook his head as he took the food from Tony. "If there's no active leaks, I think we need to get going, right now." He moved across Tiberia’s deck and stepped aboard Intrepid. He looked down at Jo and deposited the MREs in the cockpit next to her. “What do you think?" 
 
    She raised both hands. "Don't ask me, I don't know anything about sailing. You've proved to me that you mostly know what you're doing—I’ll go with whatever you decide." She picked at the MREs. “Chicken a la king?” she asked as she turned the packet over and read the contents. “I swear, the Coast Guard eats high on the hog.” She grunted. “Someone scratched out ‘king’ on the back and wrote ‘death’ with a sharpie.” She looked up at Reese. “I think our new friends gave us the ones they didn’t like...” 
 
    Reese frowned, then turned and looked at Byron, Tony, and Libby. 
 
    Libby adjusted the floppy straw hat on her head and glanced up at Byron. “Are we in immediate danger of sinking? Other than worrying about the chicken a la death MRE that Jo found..." 
 
    Byron shrugged. "It's hard to tell. What we need to do is find a dry dock and get these holes up out of the water so we can see if there's any serious damage. If you're asking are we taking on water right this second? Then the answer’s no, we’re not. Will we be able to handle rough seas in front of a hurricane?" He shrugged again. 
 
    Tony emerged from Tiberia’s hold once more with half a case of water in his arms. "Well, there's one way to find out," Tony said with more grit in his voice than Reese had heard before. He handed the water bottles to Reese. "Uncle Byron, Aunt Libby…Reese and Jo have put their necks on the line for us more than once. Shoot, they pulled me out of the water last night and saved my life," he said. "I'm for whatever we can do to help them get home." 
 
    Libby smiled and patted her nephew's arm. 
 
    Byron sighed heavily. "I appreciate everything you've done as well," he said. "And at the end of the day, we’re not taking on water. We’re probably fine." 
 
    Reese put the water bottles on the bench aboard Intrepid next to the MREs and sighed. The plan he’d formed in the back of his mind, to just hijack Intrepid and take off whether Byron wanted him to leave or not, evaporated with the tension that had kept his back ramrod straight for the past 20 minutes. He nodded. "Thank you," he said in a quiet voice. 
 
    Byron tugged on his skipper’s hat. "Let's get on with it." He reached down and immediately untied one of the lines that lashed Tiberia to Intrepid.  
 
    Reese nodded and moved to the bows, where he untied the second line that held them together. The second the two boats were separated, Tony scrambled down the length of Tiberia and pulled the cylindrical black rubber fenders back aboard. 
 
    "All right, let's get this dog and pony show on the road," Byron said. He moved back to Tiberia’s cockpit and ordered Tony to raise the mainsail. 
 
    Reese clambered over the deck and into Intrepid’s cockpit. He glanced at Byron. “Jibs?" 
 
    "Everything you got!" Byron called out. A grin split his face. "I'll race you to the Chesapeake." 
 
    "Oh, boy…” Jo moaned. "I'm not gonna like this, am I?” 
 
    Reese settled himself behind the wheel and reached for the winch that would raise the mainsail. A grin split his face. “Better hold on to something, Jo.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Spalding Residence 
 
    Bee’s Landing Subdivision 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Lavelle crossed her arms as she stood in Harriet’s kitchen. “Okay, we’re inside. Wanna tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    Darien exhaled and leaned on the counter. He looked at Spanner, who nodded encouragement. "I think we have a problem,” he said. “I know who the stranger was." 
 
    Lavelle looked at her daughter, then spread her hands. "Well, by all means, enlighten us." 
 
    "The guy that mugged you,” Darien said to the co-ed. “The guy that you saw, he was part of my crew…in the beginning," he added quickly. Before Lavelle or her daughter could interrupt, he plowed ahead. "Him and his partner—the fat one—went out looking for supplies and when we found them, they had backpacks full of vegetables. They said they took ‘em off a couple kids…” 
 
    “You’re telling me that your guys are the ones who mugged my daughter?" Lavelle growled. 
 
    Darien raised his hands. "Look, that seems like it was a lifetime ago—“ 
 
    “Not to me!" the girl hissed with just as much vehemence as her mother. "I still have the bruises on my arm," she said as she thrust her forearm out. In the dim light of the tiki torches from the party, he could barely see the bruise on her arm. 
 
    "And I'm sorry for that,” Darien said truthfully, “those two got what they deserved during the…unfortunate confrontation…” 
 
    “You mean the time you tried to burn Marty's house down and kill us all?” 
 
    Darien sighed. "Look, I never wanted to kill anyone. This isn’t an easy—“ 
 
    “Good," Lavelle snarled as she crossed her arms. "You caused a lot of pain and suffering—I’m never going to let you forget that. Now, what's going—“ 
 
    “Look," Flynt said, raising his voice for the first time, "I'm trying to say I'm sorry, and do the right thing here, alright? I think I've done a pretty good job of making amends for all that mess—it’s not gonna happen again—“ 
 
    “You're darn right it’s not gonna happen again," Lavelle said. “The next man that lays a hand on my daughter’s gonna get a bullet to the face." 
 
    Darien set his mouth in a grim line but nodded. "I agree. If I was there to see it, I would've done it myself. But that's neither here nor there—what's done is done, as much as I'd like to take it back, I can't. So, I’m not gonna waste any more time thinking about it.” He took a deep breath as her eyes blazed. He pitied the woman’s husband. “What we have to worry about right now is the future…” 
 
    "What, worry about that little punk?” Lavelle’s feisty daughter blurted. “I know exactly what I’ll do the next time I see him.” She put her hand on the pistol at her hip. 
 
    "And if you want, I'll hold him down for you," growled Darien. "But that little pipsqueak of a meth-head isn’t who I'm worried about. It's who he's working for.” 
 
    Lavelle raised her hands and showed her palms to stop him. “Wait, what? How do you know he's working with somebody?" asked Lavelle. “He was just sneaking around the party, right? Probably attracted by the smell of all that food…” 
 
    “He's too stupid, even for that,” Spanner said. “If he was really here to steal food, we’d have caught him right away.”  
 
    Darien nodded. “Agreed. There's no way he would've thought to hide in the shadows like that and watch the party. Somebody told him to do that." 
 
    "Okay, I give up. Who told him to do that?" Lavelle said, throwing her arms wide. "Wait—let me guess,” she said, as she looked at the ceiling, “it's somebody else that used to work for you…?” 
 
    Darien looked away.  
 
    "Oh no," the girl moaned. 
 
    "It is, isn't it?” demanded Lavelle. “I can see by that hangdog look on your face. Good grief—is there anybody else that you used to work with that's gonna threaten us?" 
 
    Darien shook his head and clenched his fists. He deserved that, despite how much it irritated him to hear it thrown in his face like that. “If I'm right and it is who I think it is, trust me—he'll be plenty bad enough." 
 
    Lavelle pulled a chair out from the kitchen table and sat heavily. She rested her elbows on the table and propped her face up in her hands. "Okay," she sighed, “explain how bad this is going to be." 
 
    Darien joined her at the table and sat. "When we rolled in here a couple weeks back, I had two escaped convicts we’d picked up on the way from Charleston—“ 
 
    She leaned back and crossed her arms. “And how is that any better than the other criminals that you've surrounded yourself with?" 
 
    Spanner stepped forward. "Hey, I've never been to prison—I ain’t no escapee." He spat. 
 
    “A thousand apologies, your honor,” Lavelle said sarcastically. She looked at Flynt and raised her eyebrows for him to carry on. 
 
    "These were two rough dudes. One named Lopez, the other Cisco." 
 
    "Lopez was a bruiser,” Spanner explained, “but he was an idiot.” 
 
    Darien nodded. “He died during the…unpleasantness." 
 
    "Good, one less scumbag to worry about." Lavelle snapped. "What's the story with this Cisco, then?" 
 
    Darien sighed. It would take a lot to calm her down, that much was obvious. He had to skate on thin ice—she was the leader of the whole neighborhood and many thought of her as its savior. They’d do anything for her, including, he assumed, ripping him limb from limb if she screamed ‘murder.’ He leaned forward to stare into her eyes and show how serious he was. “Cisco’s cut from a different cloth. Not quite as big as Lopez, but plenty strong and mean—smart, too. That’s what makes him dangerous. Whenever I saw him watching something or somebody, I could see the wheels turning,” he said as he tapped the side of his own head. “I knew that one was going to be trouble from the get-go." 
 
    "And yet you still brought him along for the fun of it, huh?” Lavelle asked. "Thank you so much for bringing so many fine, upstanding citizens to my neighborhood…” 
 
    "Look, lady,” Darien said, his voice taking a harder edge that made her sit up. “It’s the frickin’ end of the world out there, okay? Things like laws and etiquette don't matter anymore—I was just trying to survive. We ran across these two ex-cons out there, and it made sense to have them join our group. The more people you have, the better your chances of survival. I was planning on taking down Cisco myself. He's a frickin’ wild animal, and sometimes they just got to be put down when they get rabies." 
 
    "No arguments there,” she agreed warily. “Where is he?" 
 
    Darien looked at Spanner. His lieutenant shrugged. “That’s the problem. After the fighting yesterday, who knows? We had a talk with some of the prisoners…” He crossed his arms. "Turns out the—" 
 
    “The raiders?” asked the girl. 
 
    “The same,” Darien replied. “The guy we talked to said Cisco was in command of the squad that hit us. And…” 
 
    “There’s more?” demanded Lavelle. “This just keeps getting better and better…” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Darien replied as his irritation grew. He wasn’t used to so many interruptions, nor being talked to like a petulant child. “Remember those guys that tried to use the grenade launcher to blow down your door?” 
 
    Lavelle nodded. “Not something one quickly forgets.” 
 
    “Well, when we…talked…with them,” Darien said as he tried to find the right word, “they said Cisco was in charge, too.” 
 
    Lavelle stared at him in the dim light for a long moment. “And…you just now decided to tell me all this?” she said in a quiet, dangerous tone. 
 
    Darien frowned. He’d heard that tone of voice from many an ex-girlfriend. Lavelle was downright frightening when she was mad. His fingers itched to hold his Desert Eagle. “I’m tellin’ you now, ain’t I?” 
 
    Lavelle shook her head. “That’s not the point. I was just getting to where I thought I might actually be able to trust you. I can’t believe this…” She stood. “Come on, Amber—“ 
 
    “Where are you going?” Darien demanded. “We need to discuss—“ 
 
    Lavelle chopped the air with her hand and silenced him. “Oh, no—there’s nothing we need to do other than get ready for another attack. You brought this animal here, not once, but twice!” 
 
    “Look, we’ll handle the meth-head,” Spanner offered. 
 
    “I’m not talking about him!” Lavelle snarled. She pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes tight. She took a deep breath and continued. “I swear, it’s like I’m dealing with kindergartners…” She stared at him. “The fact that you brought that cretin in here, who attacked my daughter and her friend…that’s bad enough,” she said slowly. “You turned that sadistic animal you call Cisco loose on this neighborhood, then knew he’d come back and didn’t say anything to me…though I spoke up for you and convinced the people of Bee’s Landing to give you and your men a real chance instead of running you out of here on a rail—or shooting you, like a few others wanted.” 
 
    Darien felt his blood pressure rise. “In my defense—“  
 
    “I’m not finished!” she roared, under a full head of steam. “You,” she said, pointing an accusing finger at him, “didn’t give me so much as a courtesy heads up about Cisco. Then that…that…piece of filth came back here with an armored truck and thirty or forty men—to my home—and we barely managed to hold them at bay.” She paced behind the table. “We lost several houses—they’re all shot up, burned, and not safe to live in—on top of the fact that three people were killed fighting him off…” 
 
    Darien spread his arms wide. “Would knowing Cisco was behind it all have made a difference?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Lavelle shrieked as she slapped the table. “That’s the point—we’ll never know! Because you didn’t say anything!” 
 
    “He’s saying it now,” her daughter offered. 
 
    She rounded on her daughter with such viciousness the girl stepped back. “Don’t you dare defend him!” 
 
    “Look!” Darien roared as he got to his feet. “Enough is enough. We don’t have time for this—we need to come up with a plan. Now,” he said as he jabbed a meaty finger at the table. 
 
    The sudden movement startled Lavelle and her pistol found its way into her hand in the blink of an eye. Darien saw the subtle movement but decided to pretend he hadn’t—he didn’t need her going any further down the crazy trail than she’d already gone. 
 
    “Before you storm out of here all half-cocked,” he soothed. “You might want to think about the fact that this moron that caught Spanner off guard is likely spying on us for Cisco,” Darien said. “He’s tried the blunt force method, and it didn’t work out so well for him.” 
 
    “He’s going to be sneaky about it this time,” Spanner added. “Like a snake. They’re sneaky.” 
 
    “Gee, I hadn’t noticed,” the girl said with a snotty eye roll. 
 
    “I’m pretty good at killing snakes,” Lavelle snarled as she held Darien’s gaze. The threat was probably the most serious he’d ever had thrown at him. He swallowed.  
 
    “Let him come,” she said. Before she could say anything further, though, the back door flew open and the skinny guy with the beard that always hung around the girl stumbled into the darkened house. 
 
    “There you are!” he blurted. 
 
    Lavelle’s daughter ran to him. “What? What is it?”  
 
    Bearded Wonder looked at Lavelle. “It’s Marty. He just collapsed out there,” he said as he jerked his thumb over his shoulder. 
 
    Darien looked past the kid and saw a few people run by the open door. The music had stopped. The general buzz of conversation definitely leaned more toward worried anxiety, rather than celebratory exuberance. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Lavelle breathed. “No, no, not now…” She pushed by Darien. 
 
    “Who’s—“ began Spanner. 
 
    “Mom, what do we do?” 
 
    Lavelle bolted for the door. “We’re not losing him—come on.” 
 
    Then all sprinted outside, and Darien was left alone in the kitchen with Spanner. His lieutenant crossed his arms. “Who’s Marty?” 
 
    Darien frowned. The old goat that protected Lavelle was a liability, but he had a sound grasp on tactics. If it hadn’t been for the old geezer, Lavelle probably wouldn’t be alive to cause him any more headaches. But he knew how to fight, and he knew how to survive. That made the old man a valuable resource for the neighborhood. For him. 
 
    “Dang it,” he muttered. “C’mon, we need to help.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Spalding Residence 
 
    Bee’s Landing Subdivision 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami rushed outside Harriet's house and found the party had come to a screeching halt. A dozen people clustered around Marty as he lay on the ground near the sweet tea station. Cami pushed and elbowed through the throng until Mitch bellowed behind her for everyone to get out of the way. The crowd parted and Cami rushed forward to Marty. Her hands hovered over Marty's chest. “What do I do?” 
 
    Then Amber was by her side. “Watch out, let me check his pulse," she said in a matter-of-fact voice Cami thought reserved for veteran emergency responders. Her hands immediately went to his throat and his wrist. "Okay, I got something…” Amber was quiet for a moment and closed her eyes. The onlookers fell deathly silent. Cami held her breath. 
 
    "I got a pulse,” Amber said, and opened her eyes with a smile. “It's weak, and not steady at all…” she looked at Cami. "Mom, his pulse is all over the place." 
 
    Cami got to her feet. "We need to get him home. I hate to show up and leave the party so soon," she began. A chorus of understanding erupted around her, and volunteers stepped forward to help carry Marty home. 
 
    "Thank you, thank you so much," Cami said with a smile. 
 
    "Oh!" Harriet blurted. "I may have some stuff in the garage that we can use to make it easier to carry him." Several volunteers peeled off and followed her around the side of the house. 
 
    Flynt emerged from the crowd and stepped up next to Cami. "I don't want to leave our conversation where it was,” he began. 
 
    "Whatever your friend Cisco is planning—“ Cami began. 
 
    “He's no friend of mine," Flynt said sharply. 
 
    “Whatever he is to you, it’s a lot more than he is to me,” Cami said. “It doesn’t matter—I gotta take care of Marty. I don't have time to worry about the next problem that you've brought into Bee’s Landing.” 
 
    “How was I supposed to know this guy was gonna go completely psycho?" Darien muttered under his breath. 
 
    "Not my circus, not my monkey,” Cami retorted. “If he shows up here again, we’ll handle him, just like the first two times. I have more important things to worry about right now." 
 
    Flynt wouldn't let it go. "Cami, look—I know we got off on the wrong foot here, but I want to make this neighborhood just as safe as you do—“ 
 
    She laughed and put her hands on her hips. “Oh, you do, do you?"  
 
    "Mom, not the time!” Amber snapped from the ground next to Marty.  
 
    The volunteers returned, and Cami stepped aside to let them pass with rakes and shovels. Harriet stepped forward. "Would you be a dear and go into the front room and take down the curtains? We can use those to make a sort of stretcher, I think," she said to one of the men. He nodded and disappeared inside the house. Everybody else maintained rapt attention on the conversation between Cami and Flynt. 
 
    "You think because you stood by us during the fighting yesterday that what, now suddenly you have a say in what happens in this neighborhood?" 
 
    Harriet held her hands up. “Okay, evidently I walked into a little—“ 
 
    “No, it's fine," Flynt said as he waved off Harriet. "Cami and I were just having a little difference of opinion over an urgent matter.” 
 
    "Yes,” Cami said with a scoff, “a difference of opinion.” 
 
    Flynt frowned. “Look, I know Bee’s Landing hasn't always been my home, and that you would probably say it still isn't my home, but me and my men have fought and bled for this place just as much as you guys have.” He looked around, as if recognizing the audience they’d gathered for the first time. “We, uh…we got started on the wrong foot, because this world is a crazy, deadly, nasty place. Nothing like what it used to be. But things have settled down now…and we have the same goals.” 
 
    Cami raised her eyebrows. “This should be good,” she muttered. 
 
    Flynt continued while the men put the improvised stretcher together. “I don't want to go back out there, and you don't want to face what's out there alone. The fact that I brought Cisco here is irrelevant—he's the kind of animal that would've found us, found this place, found some other place—it doesn't matter. Those kinds are always going to find people like you and me. They're always going to find places like this. What we do when they find us is what makes the difference. And we fought with you, side by side, shoulder to shoulder. We bled, and we died, too.” Flynt stepped back and raised his hands.  
 
    A few heads in the crowd nodded along and murmured agreements floated on the breeze. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this…” Cami muttered. 
 
    Flynt looked to the audience. “You may not want to trust me now, and I may not like you—“ he said to Cami, “but we need each other. This place needs both of us working together. You couldn't have held off Cisco and his men without my boys, and there's no way we had enough weaponry to fight him alone. The only way we’re all gonna get through this is if we pull together, or did that speech you made at the beginning of this party only count for the homeowners?" 
 
    Cami took a deep breath and calmed her nerves. He’d trapped her with her own words. “Look,” she began in an even voice, acutely aware of all the eyes watching her. “We don't need to do this right now. My first priority is to make sure Marty gets medical aid.” She stepped back out of the way as the volunteers finished tying together a hasty stretcher. The four men pulled the handles—a shovel and a rake—apart and Amber and Harriet gently coaxed Marty's unconscious form onto the litter. 
 
    Amber stood between Flynt and Cami, her face pinched with anger. “If you two want to argue, go somewhere else. I've got to take care of Marty."  
 
    “We’re ready, Amber,” one of the volunteers said, with a hasty glance at Cami first. 
 
    She directed the stretcher bearers to kneel. “Okay guys, ready? On three—lift nice and slow and gentle. One…two…three. And up—good." She turned around. "Mitch? Can I get a path?" 
 
    He stepped forward. “You heard the lady! Let's clear a path, folks. Let ‘em through, please," Mitch bellowed as he limped forward. The wound he took in the battle still bothered his left leg and he wore the bandages as a badge of honor. Again, the crowd parted at his command. Cami noted the obedience they had to his deep, loud voice. 
 
    "You're right, we gotta take care of Marty first." Cami turned to Flynt. "Let's both take tonight to cool off. We could talk in the morning. Agreed?" 
 
    Flynt nodded immediately. "Agreed. For what it's worth, me and the boys are going to keep a close watch on the neighborhood tonight." 
 
    “I can help!” Jon Boy exclaimed. 
 
    Cami blinked. The huge man smiled at her and nodded. "That's…much appreciated. I—“ before she could finish her sentence, two hands raised and men stepped forward.  
 
    "I'll volunteer to stand guard, too," the first said. 
 
    "I will too," Merle added. 
 
    John Douglass stepped forward and shook his head. "Merle, you're too sick, and you gotta look after Amy, besides. I'll do it—after I help get him across the street." 
 
    Cami turned, torn between following Amber and Marty in the stretcher, and making sure the defensive arrangement was satisfactory. She didn't trust Flynt running the show by himself, but she couldn't be in two places at once. 
 
    Amber sensed her hesitation and paused the litter. "Mom, you coming? I want to get Marty back to the house." 
 
    Gary and Elizabeth appeared at Cami’s side. "We'll stay here, keep an eye on things. You go with Amber. It'll be all right," Gary insisted. 
 
    "Are you sure?" Cami asked. "You’ve been working on this all day—I’d hate to have to make you spend all night out here, too…” 
 
    "Seriously, it's not a problem,” Elizabeth said with an easy smile. “Go be with Marty. Mia and the kids will probably be along shortly, it's getting late." 
 
    Cami nodded then turned back to Flynt. He stuck out his right hand. "I swear, nothing's gonna happen tonight. My word is my bond." 
 
    Still doubtful, Cami took his hand and shook it. Something in his eye told her he was telling the truth. She nodded, thoughtful, and pressed her lips into a thin, disapproving, but amenable line. “We’ll see.” 
 
    She turned and hurried to catch up to Amber and the litter. 
 
    "Easy, easy does it…” Amber instructed the litter bearers. Cami smiled at the way her daughter took charge of the situation. She'd never been prouder as a parent. When Marty needed help, Amber had stepped forward and took control with alacrity. 
 
    "All right, we’re almost down to the road, everybody just keep nice and level,” she called out. 
 
    "He's moaning…” one of the litter bearers said. "Is that a good sign?" 
 
    "I don't know,” Amber replied as she leaned over Marty. “I need to get him inside—just make sure you don't jostle his neck. Did anyone see what happened to him?” 
 
    "I didn't see anything," said one of the litter bearers. 
 
    "He was…” a second litter bearer began, then grunted as he stepped on a loose rock. Marty groaned again in the makeshift carrying device, but they didn't drop him. "He said something about not feeling well, and then next thing I knew he was on the ground." 
 
    Once they'd successfully navigated the street and brought Marty partially up the driveway, Cami sprinted forward and unlocked the front door. Once inside, she moved ahead of them and lit candles in the front room. It was the only space on the lower floor that was big enough to house everyone at once.  
 
    "Just bring him in here, slowly,” Amber said. “That's it, just put him gently on the floor right here." 
 
    As Amber fussed over arranging a pallet of comfortable blankets and pillows on the floor, Cami moved into the kitchen and retrieved the medical handbook and also the first aid kit. When she returned, Amber had transferred Marty to the pallet on the floor and ensured his neck had remained stable. The volunteer litter bearers stood to the side and glanced at each other, unsure what to do next.  
 
    "Thank you so much, guys," Cami said as she put a hand on John Douglass’ arm. "I really appreciate it. This'll make it easier for us to take care of him.” 
 
    Taking his cue to leave, Douglass nodded, and gathered the others. "You take good care of him, Miss Amber," he said seriously. "That old geezer taught me a lot about hunting and trapping. Ain't ready to say goodbye to him yet." 
 
    Amber looked up from where she knelt next to Marty's head. "Neither am I,” she said with a determined, strong voice. 
 
    As the four volunteers left, Mia and the two boys returned. "Is he okay?" she asked as the boys stumbled into the house, half asleep. 
 
    Cami pulled her out of the living room while Amber dealt with Marty. "I don't know, we don't exactly know what happened. We'll know more in a bit. Why don’t you get the boys settled and get some sleep, yourself? It's been a long day." 
 
    "I'll get them down, then come back and see what I can do to help," Mia said. “Be right back." She turned to the children. "Okay, come on you two, it's upstairs for bed." 
 
    Instead of arguing, they agreed readily enough—a sure sign that exhaustion had begun to set in. The boys stumbled upstairs and thumped around in the spare bedroom for a few moments, then grew quiet. True to her word, Mia returned shortly after, freshly changed out of her dress into shorts and a comfortable T-shirt for the warm evening ahead. 
 
    "Okay," she said “I just splashed some water on my face—I’m awake. What can I do to help?" 
 
    Amber looked up from Marty, her hands on either side of his head. "Crap, we forgot about Kirk." 
 
    Cami looked at Amber, busy with her patient, and Mia, who stood in the room in her nightclothes. She sighed. "I'll go get him and some food. It might do Marty some good to have a familiar face by his side when he wakes up.” 
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    East of Atlantic City, New Jersey 
 
      
 
    Reese braced his feet on Intrepid's deck as the sailboat raced south along the coast of New Jersey. To starboard, Reese could barely see the smudge of gray that represented Atlantic City. A pall of smoke hung in the air along the coast for miles both north and south, a grim testament to the death of one of New Jersey’s gems. 
 
    To port, Byron kept Tiberia on pace with Intrepid, about 20 yards out. The ocean was calm; the breeze was stiff, and the sky was clear. On the extreme southern horizon, a row of white puffy clouds had appeared sometime after noon, but the storm that Reese feared was on its way toward the Carolinas was still much too far away to see. 
 
    It had only been a day since they’d left New York, and if the world hadn't ended and fallen around his ears, he would've been tempted to laugh as the wind pulled at his hair and clothes. The freedom of being on the ocean and behind the wheel of a boat given its reins to run free before the wind was exhilarating. 
 
    "You don't have to look so dadgum happy about this," Jo complained from the starboard seat next to Reese in the cockpit. Her bandaged leg lay stretched out before her, pointed aft on the bench. Every time Intrepid’s hull sliced through a wave, a shockwave rippled through the boat that made her flinch and grit her teeth. "Bad enough you and Byron are driving these here boats like your hair’s on fire. Can't tell if I want to pass out from the pain in my leg or throw up from seasickness." 
 
    Reese laughed and looked down at her. "What's the matter? I thought you'd gotten your sea legs?" 
 
    "Ain't no salty dog yet," she muttered. 
 
    They listened to the wind whistle in the rigging for the next few minutes. Eventually, Reese’s mood grew somber. He looked down at Jo. "You ever wonder what it's like? I mean away from the coast where all the damage is?" 
 
    "You mean, do I wonder what it's like to still have power? Still have a house, still have places to go, and people to see?" 
 
    Reese sighed as he adjusted Intrepid’s course with the massive wooden steering wheel. His hand brushed over the spot where a stray National Guard bullet had taken a chunk of wood out. "I mean, without all…I don't know, everything falling apart. I just—it’s kinda hard to remember a place where people weren't shooting at us, where things weren't so serious all the time. I just wonder if that's still the case somewhere out there, you know?" He looked out to sea and stared at the endless expanse of blue waves and small whitecaps. "There's got to be somewhere out there where things are still…normal." 
 
    "Well, if what your friend in the Coast Guard told us is true," Jo began. "I don't think there's too many places left that are normal. Between the war in the Middle East—I still ain’t wrapped my mind around people lobbin’ nuclear weapons at each other—and everybody squabbling over how to react to what happened to us…” She laid back against the bench and sighed. "I just don't know." 
 
    "Well, there's gotta be some place out there that’s still safe, still secure. I can't believe that the entire world—especially our country—has been reduced to ashes and dust, death and starvation." As Reese spoke, he watched Tiberia fall slightly behind.  
 
    Again.  
 
    Reese snatched the radio from the steering column. "What's going on over there?" He grinned. "Can't keep up, old man?" 
 
    After a moment, Byron replied, "It's like I said…those bullet holes in the hull…they’re givin’ us some trouble. We got some water in the bilge…” 
 
    Reese grinned. "There's always water in the bilge.” 
 
    "Well, we got more water than the pumps can handle!” 
 
    Reese frowned. They’d been making excellent time since leaving New York after the dawn firefight. 
 
    “I was afraid of this…” Reese muttered. He clicked the transmit button on the radio.  
 
    "We should slow down,” Byron replied. 
 
    Reese’s reply was instant. "We’re so close—if we keep going, we can make it to the Chesapeake by tomorrow morning.” Reese watched the shore on the distant western horizon slip by. They were getting close—real close—to the time when the boats would part ways and he and Jo would fly south to Charleston. 
 
    “We’re making really good time, and I'm not going to argue with wanting to get home that much faster…but if we don't slow down and take care of things now…I don’t want to lose Tiberia.” 
 
    "He's right, you know,” Jo interjected. "Push too hard, we’re all liable to get hurt." 
 
    Reese sighed into the mic. "You're right—how do you want to do this? Should we head in toward the shore, or do you think you can just reduce speed and limp on until we can find a safe anchorage?” 
 
    After a long moment, in which Reese envisioned Byron having a quick conversation with Libby and Tony, the old man came back on the radio. "We’re getting close to Cape May. That's gonna be the most populous area around. I think our best bet is to reduce sail and see if that doesn't help with the water. Tony's barely able to manage it now, but we’re going to have to start bailing soon.” 
 
    Reese thought for a moment. "Then why don't we try crossing Delaware Bay? If I remember correctly…that stretch of the Delmarva Peninsula isn't too populated. There's probably not much left at all now." 
 
    "Sounds like a plan for now," Byron replied. "I'm gonna let Libby guide us and I'll study the charts. Get back with you in a couple minutes." 
 
    "Copy that, Intrepid out," Reese added. He hung up the mic and looked at Jo. "Well, I guess that settles the ‘what next’ question.” 
 
    Reese leaned back and grabbed the winch that would lower the jib. With a zip-hiss, the lines slid out of his hand, and the frontmost sail lost the wind. The thin strip of Kevlar snapped in the breeze, then lowered, and Intrepid slowed noticeably, now powered only by the wind captured in the mainsail. Reese looked to port and smiled. Tiberia—relative to Intrepid—sped up and matched course and speed. Despite the fact that Tiberia had every sail possible up and full of wind, she was definitely slower. 
 
    Reese adjusted the wooden wheel and pulled Intrepid closer, to less than a dozen yards. He searched the starboard hull of Byron's boat and noticed several large bullet holes that consistently plunged under the water line with every passing wave. The only recourse was to figure out a way to plug the holes, or slow down so that the waves didn't slap so high on the hull. 
 
    He stepped away from the wheel and leaned over Intrepid’s starboard side and noticed a similar pattern of bullet holes down his boat’s flank. They were just a bit higher than the ones on Tiberia, however, so not as much water had entered Intrepid’s hull. 
 
    Reese glanced at Jo. “You think you're up for holding her steady for a minute?" 
 
    She grunted and shifted her position, forced to swing her ungainly, stiffened leg around to the other side. She sat back and grimaced, closed her eyes briefly, then shook herself and nodded. "Okay, I'm ready." She reached out and grabbed one of the handles that stuck out from the wheel.  
 
    Satisfied Jo had control over the boat, Reese went below and found a flashlight. He clicked it on and looked for more holes. Daylight shined through four holes right into the main cabin, but the other bullets had not penetrated all the way through, which meant somewhere between the inner wall of the cabin in the outer hull of the boat, water could be collecting. Reese sat at the chart table and sighed. Byron had been right—the only way to repair the boats would be to find a dry dock, or some way to get that part of the hull up out of the water for several hours. 
 
    Reese stared down at the nautical charts spread across the little galley table. As far as he could tell, they were only a few miles away from Cape May, New Jersey—which extended out like a stubby tail from the southern end of the state. Once they rounded the headlands, it was a straight shot to the open end of Delaware Bay to the little strip of coastline along the western edge of southern Delaware.  
 
    He pulled the other maps from the chart box and spread them out on the table. From Cape Henlopen—the tip of Delaware's Atlantic coastline—he estimated they had at least a day, maybe a day and a half cruise at a slower speed to round the tip of the Delmarva Peninsula. From that point, however, they’d be in the Chesapeake Bay. He used his fingers to estimate the distance from the tip of the Chesapeake Bay up toward Baltimore, Byron, Libby, and Tony’s eventual destination. 
 
    "They could be in Baltimore the day after tomorrow,” he muttered. “Probably better to get there in the morning…” 
 
    Reese folded the map up and unrolled another map that had a smaller scale. From the entrance of the Chesapeake Bay, he and Jo only had to sail south around the edge of Virginia, the Outer Banks of North Carolina, and then halfway down the coast of South Carolina. If he could convince Byron to let him and Jo take Intrepid, and if the bullet holes didn't cause any other trouble than what they had already, and if the wind held steady, he and Jo would be able to make it to Charleston in… 
 
    Reese frowned. Three days? Four days at the outside. 
 
    He sat back and let the gentle motion of the boat lull him for a moment. Another day and a half—two at the outside—to reach the Chesapeake. Another four days after that to reach Charleston. Maybe a day walking overland to get from Charleston to home, depending on how bad things looked… 
 
    "Another week…” he whispered to the cabin. 
 
    "Hey, you better get up here," Jo warned through the open hatch. 
 
    "On my way," Reese replied as he stood. He carefully tucked the maps away into their chart box, then headed up the short ladder to the main deck. 
 
    "What's up?” he asked, as the wind filled his ears. He hadn’t realized how quiet it had been down below. 
 
    "Something’s going on over there—look," Jo said as she nodded toward Tiberia. No one stood at the helm, and as a result, the rudder turned, and Tiberia changed course. The sails luffed as Reese watched and Tiberia slowed to a crawl, the aft end of the boat slightly higher than it was a moment before. 
 
    Reese cursed, took the wheel back from Jo, then made a quick adjustment and tacked to port. He whipped the wheel hard over and let the boom swing across. The wind filled the sail again, and it snapped taught. Reese pulled Intrepid around in a loose circle until they were even with the cockpit of their sister ship once more.  
 
    Since Tiberia was adrift, Reese loosened the lines and dropped the mainsail on Intrepid as well. They ghosted within a few feet of the other boat, and he scrambled down the port side and dropped docking fenders over in case they got too close.  
 
    "What's going on?" he called over to Tiberia, now only 20 feet away. Reese dared not get any closer, since no one was manning the tiller or maintaining control over the lines. If Tiberia turned just so, the wind might snap the sails full and launch her south again, entangling both boats in each other’s rigging—a recipe for disaster. 
 
    Byron stuck his head up out of the hatch, his white hair puffed out around his head like a baby owl. "We’re taking on water! Some of the bullet holes cracked the hull, and we got a chunk missing now!" 
 
    "All right, I'll throw a line over...“ 
 
    ”I’ll send Tony up.“ 
 
    “Wait, at least drop the sails before you go below! There's nobody up there in the cockpit—if the wind catches you, you’ll lose control!" 
 
    Byron glanced up at the sails, nodded, and disappeared below. Tony emerged a second later, soaking wet from the waist down, and quickly undid the lines to drop the sails. 
 
    "Tony!” Reese called as he coiled a rope in his hands. "Catch this!" He tossed it across the water, and Tony grabbed the tail end of it and tied it to a cleat at the aft end of Tiberia’s cockpit. 
 
    "How bad is it?" asked Reese. 
 
    Tony's face told Reese everything he needed to know. The young man was pale, his eyes wide, and his lips parted as he breathed through his mouth. "I don't know—but there's an awful lot of water down there. We’re trying to get it out with the bilge pump, but it's just …there’s—there's not enough—“ 
 
    "Tony! Get down here!" Byron called from below decks. 
 
    Tony nodded at Reese, then turned and scrambled through the hatch again. He emerged a moment later carrying a big yellow five-gallon bucket. He struggled up the steps, moved to the starboard railing, and dumped a bucket load of seawater over the side. Without a word, he turned and ran back down. 
 
    "I can help them," Reese said over his shoulder to Jo. "Are you okay manning the boat here? Sails are down so there's really nothing to do but sit here and make sure we don't capsize." 
 
    "And how exactly do I do that?" Jo asked. 
 
    "Just don't rock the boat," Reese said with a grin. 
 
    Jo groaned and rolled her eyes. "Go on, you know you're going to help, anyway." 
 
    Reese pulled the line from Intrepid to Tiberia and hand over hand, hauled the two boats together. Once they were within boarding distance, he tied off the rope on the port side of Intrepid’s cockpit. He had to wait for a gap in the swells, then hopped across to Tiberia’s cockpit. 
 
    The first thing he noticed was the angle of the deck. Normally, sailboats rolled gently up and down with the motion of the waves. But becalmed as Tiberia was, that should've meant a port to starboard roll as the swells passed underneath the boat toward the beach on the western horizon. However, the boat was bouncing up and down as the bow pitched toward the water. Definitely not a good sign. 
 
    Reese worked his way around the big silver steering wheel and stepped aside as Tony raced up the ladder to the hatch on his way to dump out another bucket.  
 
    "Here, give me that," Reese said, “you take a breather." Reese moved to the port railing and dumped the water overboard, then handed the empty bucket back to Tony. 
 
    "Thanks," Tony said around a breath, before he disappeared back below again. Seconds later, he emerged at the bottom of the ladder and handed the bucket up. Reese took it and dumped it out, then tossed it back. In this manner they were able to pull most of the water from the cabin and dump it overboard, but it continued to flow up from below the floor. 
 
    "I think the hull staved in up near the port bow," Byron called from inside the cabin's depths. "I can't get to it—can you see anything from up top?" 
 
    Reese took one more bucket from Tony, tossed the water overboard, then handed it back to the younger man. "Hang on, I'll check."  
 
    A larger wave rolled underneath Tiberia, and the bow dipped lower than he expected, which caused Reese to fall forward and grab onto the tangle of lines for the mainmast to keep from falling. In the process, he smashed his knee against a cleat. He ignored the pain in his knee as his eyes widened in shock. Tiberia’s bow disappeared briefly beneath the waves before it popped back up, shedding green water over each side. 
 
    "Oh, that's not good…” he muttered to himself as he worked his way down the inclined deck toward the bow and shook off the limp from his right leg. His added weight didn't help either, as the next swell that rolled under the boat caused the bow to dip beneath the waves again. It took a split second longer to pop back to the surface this time. Reese leaned cautiously over and spotted a fist size hole, about a foot down from the deck. 
 
    He scrambled back to the hatch and reported his findings. 
 
    "The hull repair kit can’t handle a hole that big," Byron growled. 
 
    Reese thought for a moment. “Cut me a swath of spare sail and something to stuff the hole with, quick!” he called as he pulled off his shirt. He kicked his deck shoes off, and waited impatiently. 
 
    "What in tarnation you think you're going to do? Go for a swim?" Jo called from Intrepid. “Is your leg bleeding?” 
 
    "It’s just a scratch,” Reese said dismissively, “and me getting in the water is the only way to plug the hole!" 
 
    "You sailors are so strange," Jo replied. 
 
    "I know what you're thinking," Byron said, as he climbed up the slippery ladder, "but I don't think it's gonna work. This isn't an 18th-century ship of the line,” he added. “Tiberia’s got a fiberglass hull, Reese, it’s not wood.” 
 
    "It’s the only chance we've got." Reese took a ragged three-foot section of spare sail, and a football, and worked his way toward the bow of the ship. 
 
    He tied a safety line around his waist, closed his eyes for a moment and prayed that the water was free of sharks, then jumped overboard. 
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    Darien stepped out onto Harriet Spalding's back deck with a cup of coffee. Spanner had brewed the black gold over a fire in the backyard and brought the percolator inside. But the house was too hot and stuffy for his likes. He stepped out and inhaled the aroma of the pilfered coffee, the last of their supply brought from the Westin house. He leaned on the railing and peered over the pond, resplendent with algae and tall cattails just starting to turn brown as summer came to a close. The sun had been up for an hour or so, and red-winged blackbirds cried to each other across the pond. A single fish jumped out toward the middle and created a widening ring of circles in the water. 
 
    Darien sighed. Despite the tranquility of the scene, the day that stretched before him would be anything but. It'd been a long night spent guarding the neighborhood with Jon Boy and Spanner, and as the Lavelle woman had suspected, nothing had happened. Darien didn't know whether to be relieved or irritated by that fact. Either way, the conversation he'd need to have with her later in the morning was not one he was looking forward to. 
 
    He still had to puzzle out a way to keep his men satisfied and happy in the neighborhood while at the same time making sure the residents understood that his men were indispensable. The battle a few days back went a long way to proving the latter point…but as to how to keep his men happy, Darien hadn't a clue. 
 
    Spanner, in the closeness of the long, dark night, had suggested that they stay in Bee’s Landing permanently. It was an idea that had merit. Harriet was easy on the eyes and the relationship—odd that it may be—between himself and the former head of the HOA was probably the most stable of his entire adult life. He just didn't know if things would remain stable.  
 
    If the old man who’d collapsed at the party died—as Darien suspected he well might—given the look on the old geezer's face when they hauled him out in that makeshift stretcher, it could throw a massive wrench in the works. Lavelle was already unhinged, and his revelation that he’d known Cisco coupled with the death of her friend would just make matters worse. 
 
    Darien punched the deck with a fist. He knew it had been a mistake not to say anything to her, but he didn't have any idea what Cisco had been up to. If he’d had a reliable form of communications with the outside world, he would've been able to make better decisions and he might be in a much better position relative to the rest of the neighborhood. 
 
    If, if, if… 
 
    He frowned. Everything circled back to the old man. Rumor had it he had a ham radio rig hidden in his house somewhere. That was how the sheriff had known to arrive when he did back when the first fight had taken place at Lavelle's house. Marty Price was the linchpin. He alone was the communications pipeline for the entire neighborhood. If he died without passing on that knowledge… 
 
    Darien went to take another sip of his coffee, but instead of the sweet earthy aroma of fresh-brewed coffee over a campfire, he smelled smoke. He took the sip anyway and glanced down at the fire pit. A thin tendril of smoke trickled up above the dying embers, but that shouldn't have accounted for the strong scent carried toward him on the breeze. He lowered the mug and looked around.  
 
    Something was on fire.  
 
    The scent was stronger now that the wind had shifted. He left the cup on the railing and trotted down the steps to the yard, then moved to the front of the house. As he rounded the corner, Darien froze. A column of black smoke rose into the air above the trees southeast of the house. Whatever was on fire had just started…and it was close. 
 
    He turned and raced back inside. "Everybody up! There's a fire in the neighborhood! Get up!” he shouted. 
 
    Jon Boy, visible through the open floor plan living room, sat up on the couch and rubbed his eyes. Spanner emerged from the dining room, pulling suspenders on over his shoulders as he tried to pull down the shirt he’d been sleeping in. Upstairs, Harriet growled something in response.  
 
    "Get up!” Darien yelled again. He grabbed the closest pot left on the counter the night before and banged on the countertop to wake the dead. 
 
    "A fire? Where is it?" Spanner demanded as he staggered into the kitchen.  
 
    "Somewhere toward the south entrance just down the street. There's only a couple houses that way—you get everybody up and make sure to get Franks. I've got to go warn Lavelle." 
 
    Spanner nodded and turned back inside the house. Darien sprinted outside again, turned the corner, and scrambled down the steps to the yard. He was down the long, tree-lined driveway and across the street in less than a minute. As he ran, he kept an eye on the plume of smoke as it grew taller and taller in the air. It was more than a little unnerving to see a fire that close and not hear sirens, cars, cell phones—anything.  
 
    As he approached Lavelle's front door, the crackling of the flames in the distance made his skin crawl. He raced up to the front door and pounded on it with his fist. “Open up! Wake up! There's a fire!" 
 
    It took longer than he would've liked, but someone threw back the deadbolt and the door cracked open. "What is it?" Lavelle asked, her face puffy with sleep. 
 
    “There's a fire down the street. We gotta do something, but I don't know the neighbors well enough—“ the door swung all the way open, and she stepped out in cut off sweatpants shorts and a light T-shirt, a stainless steel shotgun in her hands. For a split-second Darien couldn't say who looked better—Lavelle with her flame red hair and petite figure, or the tall, statuesque blonde across the street whose house he shared. He shoved all thoughts of women aside and focused on the problem. "I've got my guys getting up now, but we need to go check this out.” 
 
    She blinked and then looked where he pointed. A short gasp escaped her lips, and she clenched the shotgun with white knuckles. "Give me a minute, lemme throw on some clothes and I'll be right there." 
 
    As she turned, he waved her off. "Okay, meet me there—I’m headed down the road to check it out." 
 
    "Right, see you in a minute!” The door shut behind her and he heard muffled voices from the other side. 
 
    He hadn't had time to ask about the old man, but that could wait. A fire in the neighborhood not only could prove fatal to those who might be in the house, but if it spread to other houses, could end up burning down the entire subdivision without the aid of firefighters. He raced back across the yard and glanced at the old man's house, all boarded up and wrapped in blue tarps as it was, already looked like a ruin. The houses on this side of the neighborhood were situated far enough apart that he doubted any fire could do serious damage unless the wind whipped up as well, but on the other side of the neighborhood it was a different story. The houses in the newer half of Bee’s Landing were packed together like sardines. 
 
    He raced down the street and rounded the corner just south of the old man's house and slowed to a stop. The Westin house was completely engulfed in flames. Never before had he been so happy to have gotten out of that place. He jogged forward and got as close as he could before the heat forced him to stay back. The snap and crackle of the fire as it consumed the tinder-dry interior roared in his ears as the thick black smoke roiled up and obscured the early morning blue sky. 
 
    As he stood in the road and tried to figure out what his next move was, Lavelle pounded down the street next to him, followed by two other men from the neighborhood. "You don't happen to have a firehose or anything around here, do you?" he called out as they ran out. 
 
    "Good grief," Lavelle exclaimed as she stared at the conflagration. "What happened?" 
 
    "I don't know—is anybody living in there?” he asked as he pointed at the house across the street. 
 
    "No," Lavelle said. "Susan and Henry are shacking up with somebody down the street—their place was all shot to pieces and they didn't feel safe staying there." 
 
    "It was probably a good move. Who knows if this fire’ll jump across the road when the wind picks up later in the day." 
 
    "Later in the day?" asked Lavelle. “We don’t have time to wait for it to burn out." She turned to one of the men that had followed her. "John, can you go spread word to the neighborhood? I think we need to get a bucket brigade going." 
 
    It wasn't long before a dozen volunteers had arrived, each carrying buckets. In the distance, Darien noticed even more people heading down the road. He glanced at Lavelle as she stood and conferred with two of the volunteers while they kept an eye the blaze. He had to admit she was able to muster a lot more support faster than he ever could. Whether she liked it or not—whether she admitted it or not—she was the de facto leader of Bee’s Landing. He sighed.  
 
    She was a leader in ways that he would never be able to match. No matter how long he stayed in the neighborhood, he was never going to be as much of a friend and commander as she could be. As he watched part of the Westin house collapse in on itself, Darien's dreams of ruling Bee’s Landing went up in the cloud of smoke and sparks that rose into the air. It wasn't meant to be, and all the strife and struggle and suffering caused by his desire to be the sole ruler had brought him nothing but grief. 
 
    It took longer than Darien liked, but Spanner finally showed up with Franks and his crew.  The numbers were about even between the volunteers and his men. He stepped over to Lavelle. "Okay, what's the plan? My crew doesn't have any buckets, but we're willing to help you" 
 
    She smiled, the first time he'd seen her do so. "Trust me, were glad you're here." She clapped him on the arm and turned him toward the man who'd followed her, the Hunter. "John's bringing in the buckets. We need to stretch out a line of people from here to the pond, working right through the yards over that way," she said as she pointed toward the back corner of Harriet's property. "If we cut through the woods and space everybody out about 20 yards, we should have enough people to reach the pond and get these buckets moving quick." 
 
    "I got more people coming in from the other side of the neighborhood, they should be here over the next few minutes or so," he added. 
 
    "Great," Lavelle said. She turned to Darien. "You up for this?" 
 
    "You bet,” he said. He turned to his men. "Franks, take your boys and spread them out, you anchor the line here. I'll take Spanner, Jon Boy, and a couple others. We’ll head down to the pond." 
 
    "Okay, folks—let's go! We’ll spread out in between them,” the hunter, John Douglass said to the volunteers who held buckets. 
 
    "Let's go people!” Cami called out. “We might not be able to save this house, but if the wind kicks up, hopefully we’ll be able to protect the others!”  
 
    "What’re you gonna do?" Darien asked as his men positioned themselves.  
 
    "I'll stay here,” she replied. “With more volunteers coming in, somebody's going to have to organize things," she said with a sigh as she wiped sweat from her face. The heat had increased as the fire spread throughout the entire house. "It seems to be my lot in life." 
 
    "For what it's worth, I think you're doing a great job," Darien said. He meant every word. 
 
    He left Lavelle there to handle the hot end of the bucket chain, then ran to catch up to Franks and the rest of his team. They sprinted across the yards and trees that separated Harriet's property from the abandoned house and Susan Curtis’ house. When they emerged on the other side, it was only a short run down to the pond. Franks was already setting up and stood knee-deep in the water.  
 
    "Somebody get me a bucket!" Darien called as he passed men spreading out about 20 yards apart on the line to the pond. One of the volunteers handed him an orange paint bucket which he took and sprinted down to the water. He tossed it to Franks, who scooped it up and passed it back to Darien. 
 
    He grunted with the weight of the pond water, then jogged to the next man, who took it from him and handed over an empty bucket. Darien went back to Franks, who scooped up another bucketful. 
 
    "It's gonna be a long day," Darien muttered to himself as he jogged back up the slope to the next man in line. 
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    Cami had to stand in front of the burning Westin house for close to five minutes before the first bucket was passed man-to-man as they jogged the 20 yards or so between each position and finally delivered it to her. She stepped forward as close as she could to the flames near the front door and pitched the bucket’s contents through the open door. She heard a hiss, and the water was gone. 
 
    She stepped back and handed the empty bucket to the runner who turned and ran about 10 yards and met the man from the second station with a full bucket. They traded, then he sprinted back to Cami, who stepped forward and tossed the bucket again. It took a few moments to get the rhythm going, but eventually they all settled into a decent routine. Cami lost track of the number of buckets of water she’d tossed into the fire, as her eyes grew dry and her face grew hot, but the pace seemed to quicken as more people joined the line. 
 
    Spanner, Flynt’s right-hand man, ran up to her, his greasy hair slicked back by sweat. "Where's Darien?" he called, breathless. 
 
    Cami grunted as she tossed yet another bucket’s worth of water through the open door. She wasn’t sure, but it seemed like the fire had retreated further into the house. She looked down and found herself standing on the threshold and smiled—she hadn't been able to get so close when they'd started. 
 
    She moved away from the front porch and handed the empty bucket to the runner who handed her a full bucket. "He's down by the pond,” she said as she turned and tossed the next load of water through the front door. “Why?” 
 
    "I went back to Harriet's place…see if she had any extra buckets—and she wasn't there. She’s over at your place now. Said she was scared and didn't want to be alone." 
 
    Cami rolled her eyes and took the next full bucket from the runner. "Well, I'm glad she's not scared anymore," she said sourly. "You gonna jump in line or what?" 
 
    She tossed the bucket of water through the door, then turned, but Spanner was gone. Through the haze of hot smoke that circulated around the house, Cami saw the line stretch out toward the pond and spotted Spanner in the distance as he ran through the forest on his way to report to Darien. She frowned. He hadn’t found any more buckets. 
 
    The next runner came up with a bucket of water, and Cami had to worry about the fire, and not whatever Flynt’s men were up to. She glanced over her shoulder as she waited for the next bucket and her heart sank. "Is that—hey," she said as the runner approached, breathless with a full bucket of water from the pond. "Is that more smoke?" Cami asked. "Or are my eyes just dried out?" 
 
    The man huffed as he handed the bucket over, and turned. He studied the smudge on the horizon while he caught his breath. “It is more smoke! Where the heck is that coming from?" 
 
    Cami handed him the empty bucket. "It must be a second fire!" She tossed the last bucket of water into the house, then took the empty bucket with her. "I'll run back to the pond, we have to let Flynt know. Take over for me?” 
 
    "Right." He turned and yelled to the man next in line. "Move up! Everybody move up! We’re rotating!" 
 
    Cami jogged down the long line of volunteers as they passed empty buckets toward the pond and full buckets toward the fire. As Cami ran along, two more volunteers showed up and took their place in the line, which made the gaps between the runners just a little smaller.  
 
    She whooped and encouraged the volunteers as she ran. “Keep going! We’re making progress!" 
 
    She found Flynt at the edge of the pond, drenched in sweat, and stripped of his shirt. The hard muscles of his chest and back rippled as he took each bucket load and jogged up the hill to the next station, so the man who took the bucket from him could travel on flat land. She handed him the empty bucket she carried. "We got a problem.” 
 
    "I heard—Harriet left her house and went to yours…” he grumbled as he took the empty bucket. 
 
    Cami waved him off. "I couldn’t care less what Harriet does right now—there's another fire. Looks like on the other side of the neighborhood." 
 
    Flynt swore and turned to peer where Cami indicated. "Doesn't look like much. It must've just started." 
 
    "And another thing—the front door to the Westin house was open. Did you notice that?" 
 
    "I did. I wasn’t gonna say anything, because I figured that maybe it opened once the fire got going…” 
 
    "Me too," Cami agreed. "But now there's a second fire…and it just got started…” 
 
    Flynt paused, the full bucket of water held before him as his arm strained to keep the load steady. "Somebody’s starting these fires on purpose." 
 
    "Agreed," Cami said. “But what can we do about it?" 
 
    Flynt handed the bucket to the next runner, then put his hands on his hips. "How's the Westin house look?" 
 
    Cami shook her head. "It's gonna be a total loss. I think we should shift our focus to the other house." 
 
    Flynt nodded. "Right. That side of the neighborhood’s a lot more packed, anyway. It'll be more dangerous to have a fire spread from house to house over there. If this place is already gone," he said with a nod of his head toward the burning house on the other side of the trees, "then it'll burn itself out soon enough. There's less of a chance the fire could spread to any other places on this side of the neighborhood. Agreed?" 
 
    "Agreed," Cami said. She stepped down to the water's edge, washed her hands, then splashed some across her face. "I'll go tell the others. We've got to get everyone shifted to the other side of the pond." 
 
    "Right," Flynt said. "What do you think about switching positions? I'll take the guys on this end of the line, and we’ll head over toward the new house. Bring your end from the Westin house over here and ya’ll can be the new anchors at the pond." 
 
    "Sounds good to me. I'll spread the word," Cami said. She turned and ran up the bank, then yelled out the instructions to every other volunteer in the bucket line. A few groaned, but some nodded and jumped to the task immediately. By the time she made it back to the Westin house, two of the main walls of the house had collapsed, and most of the people in the volunteer bucket line had already begun the process of shifting positions to tackle the new fire threat. 
 
    Cami paused to catch her breath and watch as the house was consumed by fire. The crackle and snap of the fire as it consumed the house was punctuated every now and then by the sharp bark of a wood beam that split or a brick that exploded. As she turned to leave, she heard several bricks explode, but the sound didn't come from behind her, the popping noise came from up the street. 
 
    She froze—it was gunfire. John Douglass, the last man on Cami's side of the bucket brigade, paused some 20 yards away. He'd heard it, too. He glanced back at Cami, then pointed up the street. "There's a couple guys running around the corner up there!” 
 
    Cami drew her pistol and sprinted. Whatever was going on, it was far too close to her house—far too close to Amber, Marty, Mia, and the kids—for her to ignore it, fire or no fire. 
 
    "No!" she yelled as she waved at Douglass. "Go tell Flynt! I'll check it out! We've got to get that fire out!" 
 
    "But—“ Douglass argued. 
 
    "No!" Cami repeated. “Whatever it is, I'll handle it!" 
 
    She didn't wait to see if he listened to her orders but sprinted down the road toward home. Thoughts ran ragged through her mind’s eye from attackers swarming the undefended house to Amber attempting to fight off a horde of raiders on her own. Cami smothered those thoughts and put all of her focus and willpower into making herself move faster down the street.  
 
    As she rounded the corner near Marty's house, she picked up her pace. Despite the fact that her lungs burned from the smoke she'd inhaled while trying to fight the fire at the Westin house, Cami forced herself to the absolute limit as she ran. She saw something that made her forget about the pain in her legs, back, and lungs—something that sent a cold chill down her spine and drove her forward at a reckless pace. Heedless of whatever possible danger might be waiting at her house, Cami charged forward. She had no choice. 
 
    There was a body in her front yard, and the front door was wide open. 
 
    Cami sprinted forward, heedless of the fact that she should check her surroundings for threats. If someone had been hurt and left in her front yard, the attacker might still be around. She didn't care. Nothing in the world mattered at that moment except finding out if the person in the front yard was her daughter or not. Cami threw herself forward as fast as she possibly could run and tripped in the grass just before the body. She landed on her chest and the wind left her lungs, as she coughed, sputtered, and crawled on hands and knees to get to whoever it was that lay in her front yard. 
 
    "No, no…please, no…” she wheezed, coughing as she reached the body in the tall grass. Her head slumped when she realized it wasn't Amber. “Thank God…” she muttered. It was a man, a skinny man with pale limbs. As she got back to her feet, still trying to catch her breath, she noticed the needle marks and scabs down his arms. Using one foot she flipped the body over, and saw three bullet holes in the chest, blossoms of red spread out over the T-shirt he wore. 
 
    Cami pulled up her pistol with both hands, trembling slightly, and aimed at the front door. She moved quickly across the yard on legs that felt more like rubber than muscle and bone and reached the front porch. 
 
    "Hello? Anybody in there?" she called out. "Amber!" She threw herself against the doorframe just to the left of the open front door. "Anybody? It's Cami!" 
 
    "Cami!" Gary called from inside the house. "Get in here—I need help!" 
 
    His voice sounded tight and high. Not his usual baritone, full of confidence. He sounded scared. 
 
    Cami stepped in and made sure to present the smallest target possible while she kept her weapon out in front, the way Marty had instructed her after the tsunami hit. She kept her finger off the trigger, but both hands wrapped around the pistol. She leaned forward as she went, prepared to take the pistol’s kick if she had to pull the trigger.  
 
    On the front room floor, she found a small splatter of bright red blood, and Marty slumped over on his side. A black pistol lay just out of reach of his outstretched hand, and several empty shell casings lay on the floor nearby. Blood leaked from the corner of his mouth. She rushed forward and took a knee, put her back toward the wall, and kept the pistol aimed out into the rest of the house as she reached down and touched his neck. 
 
    "I'm okay…” the old man groaned. "It's all my fault…I’m so sorry…I’m sorry, missy…couldn't stop them…” 
 
    It was only at that moment that Cami heard the hysterical shrieking coming from further in the house. She left Marty and moved cautiously into the hallway that led to the kitchen. 
 
    "It's okay, they're gone," Gary yelled. "I need help with Elizabeth.” 
 
    Cami moved quickly into the kitchen. On the floor by the overturned kitchen table, Elizabeth lay sprawled out, unconscious. Her dress had been torn, and her face already puffed and swollen, like someone had taken a baseball bat to it. Both eyes were closed, one already dark with the makings of a wicked shiner. Her left arm was peppered with cuts and scrapes and fresh blood, but none of it looked serious.  
 
    “What do I do?” Gary asked as he knelt at his wife’s head. His hands hovered over her cheeks, as if he were afraid to touch her. “Lizzy…” 
 
    "Is she breathing?" Cami asked. “Check her pulse," she said in a detached, neutral voice.  “Is the house clear?”  
 
    “Y-yes,” Gary said. “I should’ve been here…I should’ve seen…” 
 
    Something was very wrong in the house—Cami hadn't seen Amber, and after something like this…whatever had happened…Amber would be the first one to be screaming for Cami. 
 
    "Where is everybody?" Cami heard herself ask. 
 
    “The boys are upstairs…they’re okay. Mia’s out back with Harriet." 
 
    Gary looked up at her with haunted eyes. "It happened so fast that…we didn’t—I didn’t…Mitch took off after them…” 
 
    “Where's my daughter?" Cami whispered, her voice trembling. 
 
    Gary closed his eyes and bowed his head. "I tried—I was in Marty’s house getting supplies for him…Mitch chased—"  
 
    “Where is my daughter!" Cami shrieked. The muscles of her body all went rigid at once, and her hands tightened around the gun. It was still pointed in a safe direction toward the floor, but at that moment, Cami forgot she even held it. 
 
    Gary flinched at the volume of her shout. "They took her,” he replied. 
 
    Somewhere, in some small part of her mind, Cami heard the sound of her pistol as it hit the kitchen floor. Her body felt heavy, as if her legs and arms were made of lead. She could no longer keep herself upright. Gravity pulled her to the floor, and she yielded. She stumbled back, and as she hit the wall, a picture fell off and the glass shattered with a crash next to her. Uncaring, Cami slid to the floor.  
 
    "What?" she breathed, as she stared at the busted open kitchen cabinet directly across from her. 
 
    Gary left Elizabeth’s side and rushed to Cami, in a blur of movement that looked to her like something out of a dream. He was there in front of her, but whatever words he spoke came out as a mumbled garble. She blinked at how wide his eyes were. He called her name once, then twice, and snapped his fingers in slow motion in front of her face. He disappeared for a second, then blurred back into view. She felt wetness roll down her face. 
 
    While she had been playing the hero and trying to save the neighborhood—-trying to save an empty house from burning down—someone broke into her own house and stole her baby. They took Amber away from her.  
 
    The last piece of her family was gone. 
 
    In the distance, Harriet wailed and screamed, her voice like a siren. Cami ignored it all. Nothing else mattered. Reese was gone. Amber was gone. The tsunami had washed over the world and taken everything from her.  
 
    Nothing else mattered. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Sailing Vessel Intrepid 
 
    Southeast of Atlantic City, New Jersey 
 
      
 
    The relative warmth of the water was a surprise to Reese as he stepped off the port bow—it was chilly, but not cold—and it still numbed his injured knee.  He glanced down and saw a puff of blood dissipate before the wound clotted. Reese swore and released a few bubbles, but ignored the pain. It was time to get to work. 
 
    Tiberia’s white hull hung in front of him like a ghost cloud. He used the line he’d tied around his waist to pull himself closer as Tiberia drifted from him even in the few seconds that he’d dropped into the water. A roller went overhead, and the bow dipped down into the water so he could see exactly where the hole was. 
 
    As the bow bobbed up, he held onto the line and it pulled him back to the surface. He took a deep breath, then dove back under. Reese pulled the ungainly scrap of sailcloth with him, and struggled against the buoyancy of the football tucked under his arm, but he managed to get himself adjusted just right and planted his feet against the hull. Standing against the hull, he wrapped the line around his waist tight enough to hold him in position if he squeezed it between his legs.  
 
    With both hands free, Reese stuffed the sail over the hull, and held it tight as the seawater threatened to pull it right out of his hand. He placed the tip of the football in the opening, then shoved, and the water pressure sucked it home. He hovered in place, and waited for the hull to puncture the football, but it held fast. He pulled the line and burst to the surface, gasping for air. 
 
    Just to make sure the patch held, Reese went back down and checked one more time. He put his hand on the ball and tugged a few times, but the football was stuck fast, and the edge of the sail moved like a wispy cloth in the current. The only thing left to do was climb back aboard and see if the patch held from the inside. He went back to the surface, then swam along the boat until he got to the stern ladder and pulled himself up over the transom. 
 
    Dripping wet, Reese untied the line around his waist, lifted the starboard bench and pulled out a towel. He dried himself, then looked across to Intrepid. "How you doing?" 
 
    Jo waved dismissively in response. "Fine and dandy, for a fat old lady who's got a bum leg, I suppose." 
 
    Reese snorted, and went down into Tiberia’s galley, dripping water as he moved. "Is it holding?" he asked as soon as he ducked under the hooded entrance to the companionway.  
 
    Byron sat knee-deep in water, up by what used to be the main v-berth. One of the wooden benches that the National Guard had installed floated in the water and he pushed it aside and laughed. "I wouldn't believe it if I didn’t see with my own eyes, but this Frankenstein patch is holding." 
 
    Reese sat down in the galley seat, and looked at his feet, shin deep in water. Tony, red-faced and sweating, scooped up yet another bucket, and splashed over to the ladder to begin the long process of climbing up to the cockpit and emptying it over the side. 
 
    “What’d you do to your leg?” he asked. 
 
    Reese glanced at his knee. “Oh, I forgot about that. Bashed my knee against a cleat up there when I was checking out the hole. It’s no big deal. Just a scratch.” 
 
    "That slowed the intake considerably! Nicely done," Byron added from the darkened bow as he poked around with a flashlight. 
 
    Reese rested his head against the cabin wall and sighed. Around him, all manner of cooking implements floated in the water, or half submerged, bumped into things. It was a complete disaster area, but Libby did her best to pick up as she moved through the cabin.  
 
    She held a box under one arm and plucked a spatula out of the water, shook it off with disdain, then dropped it in the box which she placed on the chart table. “I apologize, Reese—we’re a bit messy at the moment," she muttered, clearly flustered at the unsightly mess that surrounded them. 
 
    Reese laughed. "And I apologize that we didn't take the time to repair the hole when we had the chance back in New York," he said with a nod toward Byron. "I would’ve saved myself the trouble of having to take a cold bath if we’d just parked and taken a day to get things fixed." 
 
    Byron laughed from the bow. "Well, now that we've got this in place, I can use the hull repair kit to fill in the gaps. It's not ideal, and we’ll have to figure out a way to strap that ball in from the outside to keep it from popping loose, but we should be able to at least prevent the hull from leaking anymore from this spot…” 
 
    Reese tightened the towel around his shoulders. “The problem is going to be how do we keep the ball in place?" His eye was drawn to a small net that hung from hooks in the roof that held three oranges. It swung back and forth like a hammock as the boat rocked, always holding its cargo steady, relative to the horizon. He nodded toward the oranges in the net. “How big is that?” 
 
    Byron scratched his head and stood from the water. “Probably not big enough to cover that football…” 
 
    "This old thing?” Libby asked as she grabbed the oranges. "I only made it to hold a couple of oranges at a time. Just to give us some fresh fruit when we’re on the boat." 
 
    Reese blinked. “You made that?" 
 
    "Sure, I made it," Libby said with an air of affronted dignity. "You don't think I can’t contribute something to this boat?"  
 
    "No, I just—“ 
 
    "I think what Reese is trying to ask you dear, is if you could make one for the football?" 
 
    Libby smiled. "Well, of course I can," she said to Reese. "It shouldn't be that hard. I can just set up like I do my crochet." 
 
    Reese grinned. "Excellent! I'll go rustle up some cordage." He got up and sloshed through the water on the floor to the ladder. "How long you think it might take?" 
 
    Libby pursed her lips and thought, then shrugged. "Maybe five...ten minutes?"  
 
    Reese nodded. "I'll be right back." He turned and scrambled up the ladder to the deck. Tiberia’s stern was still tilted up, but the angle wasn't as steep as it was when he’d come aboard. He let the towel drop from his shoulders and the sun warmed his skin as he opened the bench seats and inspected the piles of ropes and spare parts Byron had collected. 
 
    "Whatcha doin’ over there?" Jo called. 
 
    "Looking for some rope…” 
 
    "You’re on a sailboat, seems to me there should be rope all over the place…” 
 
    Reese looked up and frowned. "Very funny. I'm looking for a particular size of rope. I need something that's not as thick as all the lines we've got holding things up or pulling sails.” He frowned and opened the next bench cover. 
 
    “What size?” asked Jo. 
 
    Reese sighed. "I don't know, the thickness of a pencil? Maybe a little thicker?" He stood and looked at Jo across the gap of water. "I used a football and a piece of sailcloth to plug a hole in the bow…but if that ball pops loose, the boat’s gonna flood again. So we have to find a way to tie the ball to the boat. Libby can make a little net that's gonna slip over the edge of the football, and then I'll swim under the boat and lash it in place with a thicker line." 
 
    "Gotcha," Jo replied. She nodded. "Sounds like a good plan. I'm glad I'm not the one who has to go getting in that water. Looks cold." 
 
    Reese snorted, then went back to his search. ”It’s like 80, Jo.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, if it ain’t a hot tub, I ain’t gettin’ in.”  
 
    A few minutes later, frustrated in his search, he slammed the bench seat down and moved to the other side. “We’re on a sailboat, surrounded by ropes and pulleys…and I can't find anything that’ll work…this is ridiculous.” 
 
    Something light smacked him in the back. Reese flinched, expecting a seagull to slap him in the face with its wings, then turned and noticed a bundle of paracord had dropped to the deck at his feet. He picked it up out of a puddle of seawater and turned it over. "Where'd you get this?" he called to Jo. 
 
    "Found it in the medic kit, Petty Officer Gellar gave us this morning. Will it work?” 
 
    Reese grinned broadly. "I think this is gonna be perfect." 
 
    He helped Tony throw one more bucket of water overboard, then went back down into the cabin. He handed Libby the para cord. "Can you work with this?" 
 
    "Oh, absolutely,” she said with a smile as she turned the neat bundle of parachute cord over in her hands. “Hang on, this won't take but a minute." 
 
    "Reese!" Byron called from the darkened bow. "It's wiggling loose!" He struggled for a moment and splashed in the water. "It’s starting to leak...unh...I can't hold it from this end...” 
 
    Libby looked up from the cord at Reese. "I'll go out and hold it." He looked at Libby. "Just hurry, please." 
 
    "Reese, you don't need to be out there, just wait a minute, it won't take me..." 
 
    "It's getting worse," Byron warned as he struggled to hold the patch in place. 
 
    "We don't have time to wait, Libby," Reese said as he turned and sloshed his way toward the stairs. "If the ball pops loose, we might never catch it again. We've got to keep it in place!" 
 
    Reese clambered up the stairs and slipped halfway up, bumping his injured knee on the teak wood step. He swore under his breath and continued up to the main deck.  
 
    “Dude, you’re bleeding,” Tony said as he moved to the railing with a full bucket of water. 
 
    Reese grunted. “Ain’t got time to bleed. Besides, it’s not much.” He grabbed the rope that he’d tied to the bow, quickly lashed it around his waist again and moved along the deck toward the bow.  
 
    Tony popped up on the deck and dumped another bucket overboard. "How’s she doing?" Reese asked. 
 
    “Aunt Libby’s moving as fast as she can," Tony called back. He disappeared back below. 
 
    "Here we go again," Reese said. He stepped over the railing and dropped into the water. 
 
    He braced himself this time for the water, and the shock wasn't nearly as bad as the first time. The football was visibly loose in the socket directly in front of him. He pulled the line tight and came close to the hull, then pounded the ball with his fist to push it back into the hole. 
 
    It tried to pop out immediately, so he kept hitting it until the ball was pushed as snug as he could make it. Running out of air, he left the ball in place and hauled himself to the surface. Down astern, Tony dumped another bucket of water overboard. "She's almost done!" 
 
    “Great!” Reese called out. 
 
    "I'll bring it right up!" 
 
    Reese spit out a mouthful of saltwater. "Hey, grab me a bundle of line while you're at it! I'll need to lash it through the net and then bring it under the hull to the other side." 
 
    "You got it!" Tony said before he disappeared back below. 
 
    Reese took a deep breath and dove back under the water, only to find the ball had almost worked itself loose again. He continued to grunt and push, shoving the ball with all the force he could muster while underwater. 
 
    His own buoyancy kept him from exerting enough pressure to force the ball into the hole once and for all, and the ball itself resisted his movements by wanting to pop to the surface. It was a no-win situation—by the time his breath ran out, the water's chilly temperature sapped his strength.  
 
    He broke the surface again and sputtered for air. Above him, Tony leaned over the deck and handed down the braided net, which looked remarkably like a spiderweb about a foot across. 
 
    "Great, this is perfect!" Reese called up. He wiped the water out of his face with his free hand, then took the end of a multicolored line Tony handed him. "Now I just have to loop this around here," Reese said as he fed the line through the holes Libby had left in the netting to secure it to the hull. "It's a lot easier to do this when you're not floating in the water, I'll tell you that much," Reese muttered. 
 
    "Okay, I think I get it," Tony said. "I got the other end of the line up here and it's tied off at this cleat by the mast." 
 
    Reese pulled the line through the netting and grinned. "I'll go secure this in place.  When you feel me pull on the line, let it play out. If you can, walk around to the other side. I know the bow wants to go under the water, but we gotta get this rope wrapped around the front end, or we’re never going to be able to tighten it against the hole." 
 
    "Don't worry about that,” Tony said, bracing himself against the pitch of the deck. “I'll get it pulled tight." 
 
    Reese nodded, then dove back under the waves once more. He struggled to keep himself below the water long enough and had to kick vigorously at the surface in order to point his torso down so that he could install the netting over the football. Every time he placed it there, then attempted to swing the rope under the hull, the net would float off as soon as he let go. 
 
    He sat there, suspended in the water for a moment, and thought about his options. Eventually, his air ran out again, and he was forced back to the surface. Sputtering for air, he called up to Tony. "I haven't got it yet! Every time I let my hand off, the net tries to float away. 
 
    "Reese, you better hurry!" 
 
    "What for?" he asked. "Is the leak getting worse?" 
 
    "I don't know!" Tony shouted. He scrambled through the water that poured off the bow when it lifted up after a swell and pointed astern. "But I saw a shark fin back there! 
 
    Fear tightened its grip on Reese’s heart and squeezed a little. "Oh, you gotta be kidding me," Reese growled. "Give me the rope!" 
 
    "But I already tied it to the cleat—" 
 
    "Then untie it! The only way I’m gonna be able to do this is swim under the boat and bring it up the other side myself!" He frantically looked back down the length of Tiberia’s hull to spot the shark fin, but there was nothing there—just ocean swells as far as he could see. He’d never felt more exposed in all his life. "Hurry!" 
 
    Tony tossed the line over the deck into the water behind Reese. "There you go, it's all in now." 
 
    Reese looked up at him. "Wish me luck.” He dove back under the water before he heard Tony's response. Reese kicked and pushed his body down under the waves so he could attach the netting over the football. Once it was secure, he pulled the rope tight then kicked again. 
 
     He dove straight down under Tiberia’s smooth white hull and couldn't help but risk a glance over his shoulder as he went. The water was too dark to see anything beyond the curve of the hull. But he sensed he wasn’t alone.  
 
    If there was indeed a shark out there, he couldn’t do anything about it other than pray, and move us as quickly as possible to get the job done. With the line held tight in one hand, he used powerful kicks from his legs to thrust him under the boat. He played the line out as slowly as possible to keep it taut against the hull, then passed underneath the shadow of the boat and his world grew darker. 
 
    Just as he was about to pass up onto the starboard side of the hull, he saw a dark, sleek shape glide effortlessly underneath him. A big dark shape. Shocked, Reese couldn't help the outburst that escaped his lips which caused a stream of bubbles to cloud his vision. As he kicked furiously to get up the other side of the boat, the shark vanished. It was there for a split second, and with a lazy swish of its tail, had disappeared again into the shadowy deep. 
 
    Reese had never seen a shark that big before in the wild and knew that off the coast of Cape May great white sharks were not uncommon. He kicked again and burst from the surface close to the boat. The last kick propelled him up out of the water almost to his chest, and he was able to grab the metal railing at the bow as he kept the rope in his other hand tight against the hull. Tony scrambled over to help him, but Reese demanded he take the rope first. "Quick take this, pull it as tight as you can against the cleat. That's the only thing holding the ball in place!" 
 
    "But the shark—" 
 
    Reese tried to pull himself up out of the water, but his cold, fatigued muscles couldn't take the strain, so he clung to the railing like bait. "Don't worry about the shark, get that rope tied!" 
 
    Tony bent to the task, and a moment later returned to take Reese’s hands in his. "Hang on, I'll get you up—holy crap, that thing is huge!" Tony called out.  
 
    Libby screamed, from the back of the boat, and before Tony could get Reese out of the water, the machine gun mounted to the front of Intrepid opened up with its familiar tat-tat-tat-tat as Jo poured lead into the water in an attempt to hit the shark.  
 
    Reese, still dangling from Tiberia’s bow, waved her off as Tony pulled him aboard. "It's okay!" he screamed. "Stop shooting! You might hit the boat!" Jo paused, aimed the machine gun toward the sky, and collapsed on the deck next to it. "You okay?" she called out. "Ain’t never seen a fish that big before!" 
 
    Reese flopped over on the deck and lay on his back as he stared at the achingly blue sky and panted. 
 
    "That was close! You all right?" Tony asked. 
 
    "Yeah…” Reese panted. "But I think I need to change my swimsuit…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Lavelle Homestead 
 
    Bee’s Landing Subdivision 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Spanner found Flynt on the way to the second house fire and told him about the shooting up the street. As soon as Darien heard the news, he knew the fires had been a diversion. Cursing himself for not seeing it sooner, he ran straight to Harriet's house. It was a shorter distance to cut through the woods and around the pond than it was to head to Lavelle's house first. 
 
    He paused in the driveway—the place had been ransacked. Darien barged in through the back door and stumbled over piles of supplies, pots, pans, chairs, and kitchen utensils that had been scattered around the entire first floor as if a bomb had gone off. "Harriet!"  
 
    His voice returned to him in the empty house.  
 
    Fearing the worst, he scrambled upstairs and threw open the door to their bedroom, but found it largely the same. Clothes had been tossed across the bed and the closet doors had been ripped off their tracks and left on the floor. The other bedrooms had been similarly tossed. Whoever had ransacked the first floor had been thorough. 
 
    He pulled back the curtain on one of the windows in Harriet's bedroom and looked across the street. A body lay in the front yard of Lavelle's house. Darien swore, then thundered down the stairs and out the front door. His mismatched work boots made a terrible racket as he ran down the driveway toward the street, and by the time he made it to Lavelle's front yard, he was wheezing like an old man.  
 
    He paused and rested his hands on his knees as he looked at the body. Someone had turned it over, if the blood stains on the grass were any indication of where the unfortunate wretch had originally fallen. He pulled the Desert Eagle from behind his waist and looked around. Darien couldn't hear anything—no birds chirping, no insects, nothing. The unnatural silence raised the fine hairs on the back of his neck.  
 
    He stepped over the body—a drug user, but not the same meth-head he'd originally encountered at the Westin house. He stepped forward toward the front door, his boots crunching the dry, bristly grass. His senses came alive, as he focused on the dark opening of the front door. His nose tingled with the residual acrid smoke from the fires, and the muscles of his back and shoulders twitched from hard use with the bucket line.  
 
    By the time he reached the front door he was almost breathing normally and cognizant enough to call out his presence before he entered the house. There was no telling what Lavelle might do if he just barged in with a gun drawn. 
 
    "Hello?" he called out. "Anybody here?"  
 
    Spanner chuffed up the driveway next to him. "There's nobody back at Harriet's house," he said, far too loud for Darien's liking. 
 
    They stepped inside the front door. "Cami? You in here?" Darien called out. 
 
    To his left, he found old man Price attempting to sit up on the floor. He was surrounded by spent shells and had a pistol in his hand. Darien lowered his own weapon and raised his empty hand. "Whoa there, old-timer—what happened? Where is everybody?" 
 
    "They took her," he growled as he flopped back to the floor and wheezed. 
 
    "Go check on him," Darien said to Spanner. 
 
    He stepped into the kitchen and kept his weapon down. A woman—one of the locals—lay sprawled on the floor and looked like someone had used her as a punching bag. A man he didn’t know but who looked familiar, stared up at him from his position near the woman’s head. He had bloody bandages in his hands and a confused look on his face. 
 
    “Relax,” Darien said as he holstered his pistol. “Not here to fight. Where’s Cami?” 
 
    The man looked to Darien’s right. She sat slumped against the wall. Fresh tear tracks highlighted clean skin under the soot that had collected on her face while fighting the house fire. Her eyes, bloodshot and glistening, stared dully at the wrecked cabinets on the far side of the kitchen. She sat against the wall with her hands on the floor, palms up and empty. Next to her, a Glock lay abandoned on the tiles. 
 
    “What happened?” Darien asked. Lavelle didn’t reply, but the man did. 
 
    “They took her daughter…” 
 
    “No! Don’t tell me what I saw! They were coming for me—I heard them!” shrieked Harriet from outside. 
 
    The man with the bandages shook his head slowly. “She’s been like that since the raiders left. Mia’s out there on the patio trying to calm her down but…” He looked between Cami and the unconscious woman on the floor. “Wake up, Lizzy…” he muttered. 
 
    Darien left the man to his work and stepped through a comfortable family room into a screened-in porch. He found Harriet pacing in front of large windows, one hand at her mouth as she mumbled to herself. Her hair was dishevelled—a most unusual look on her—and she only wore one pink sandal—the other lay under an overturned lounge chair in the corner. 
 
    “Harriet,” Darien said as he stepped down into the exterior room. 
 
    She turned to him and her eyes lit up. She ran over and collapsed into his arms and started a fresh round of crying. He wrapped his arms around her and inhaled the fresh scent of vanilla from her hair as she sobbed into his sweaty, soot-covered shoulder. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to calm her down,” explained a younger brunette with a round face. “I need to check on my kids again, if you’ve got her?” 
 
    Darien nodded. “I’ll handle this.” He waited for the other woman to head back inside, then he held Harriet at arm’s length. “What’s going on? What happened?” 
 
    Harriet wiped at her eyes and sniffed. “Oh, it was simply dreadful!” She pushed him away and resumed pacing in front of the screened-in windows. “I was sitting there alone in my house and saw the smoke. When I saw more and more people rush down the road to help with the fire, I felt more and more alone…so…” She looked at him and shrugged one pretty, bare shoulder. He loved the way she did that—it made the sun dress she wore lift in the most appealing fashion. 
 
    Darien frowned. He wasn’t there to ogle Harriet. “What happened?” 
 
    “I came over here to see if I could help with Mr. Price,” she said matter-of-factly. “By the time I’d gotten here, there was just Amber taking care of him. The others were getting ready to go help with the fire—well, Mia Stevens wasn’t, she was about to take her kids upstairs—“ 
 
    Darien put his hands on his hips and exhaled in a desperate attempt to keep control over his rising impatience. “What happened…?”  
 
    Harriet waved off his irritation with a flick of her wrist. “I came out here to get some fresh air—I can’t abide the smell of lavender and for some reason the whole house simply reeks of it—“ 
 
    “Harriet!” Darien barked. 
 
    She quailed. “Okay! While I was out here, I heard some shouting, then gunshots. I got scared, so I flipped over that chair,” she said as she pointed—and refused to look—at the upturned lounge chair in the corner, “and hid behind it.” She looked at him, pleading for forgiveness. “I didn’t know what else to do—I was so scared, and you weren’t here—“ 
 
    He tried to smile but worried the expression came off as more of a grimace. “You did fine, Harriet, just fine. Go on…” 
 
    “Well…” she said as she played with her hair and attempted to pull it into a decent ponytail. “There was a scuffle inside and I heard several men screaming about finding me. They were after ‘the HOA woman.’ Then I heard a girl scream and more gunshots, and then…” She wrapped her arms around herself and stopped pacing. She stared at the back yard and all the lush greenery that appeared a shade too dark, on the edge of the seasonal change.  
 
    “Two men burst from the kitchen onto the deck—I don’t even think they looked in the patio here or they’d have been sure to see me.” She glanced at the door. “The lounge chair didn’t really cover me all that well…” 
 
    “It worked just fine,” Darien said as he gently put his hands on her arms from behind. “What did they do?” 
 
    “They dragged Amber with them—she was struggling, but the skinny one…the one who tried…when you and I first met…” 
 
    Darien narrowed his eyes. “That little punk I hit when I first saw you in the Westin house?” 
 
    She nodded, chewing on her lower lip. “I thought I was going to wet myself,” she said, as she smoothed her dress with her hands splayed out. “But he was too busy with Amber and the other guy. That one was complaining about not finding the HOA woman they’d been sent to get…” 
 
    “Did he say a name? There’s more than one woman in the HOA...” Darien suggested. 
 
    “No one said my name. They were looking for me, Darien—and when they couldn’t find me, they took…oh, that poor girl, this is all my fault!” She stood there, hugging herself, trembling, on the verge of tears once more. 
 
    “I knew I should have killed that little—” began Darien. 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” asked Cami Lavelle from behind him. She’d appeared like a wraith, and he almost drew his pistol in surprise. 
 
    Darien grimaced at the sudden appearance of Lavelle, and also at her appearance. Her long red hair had been in a ponytail when she’d worked the fire, but now some of it had come loose and hung in random clumps and soot stained wisps. Her face, dark with soot and striped by tear tracks looked as if she’d applied war-paint. Her eyes though, he’d never seen such cold, hard eyes on a woman before—not even his ex. Lavelle was out for blood, pure and simple and she hefted the Glock like she was ready to use it. 
 
    “Whoa…Cami…let’s put the gun down and talk,” Darien said, careful to keep both his hands up—and empty. 
 
    She stepped past him like an automaton and didn’t so much as glance in his direction. All her focus was reserved for Harriet, who shrank like a wilted flower into the corner and trembled. “Why didn’t you fight them?” Lavelle demanded. 
 
    “I…I was scared—” Harriet whimpered. 
 
    Lavelle scoffed, but the sound seemed to come from a long way away, and was nothing like her normal, cheerful voice. “You watched them take my daughter…and they came for you.” 
 
    “B-b-but…” Harriet stuttered, her eyes locked on the barrel of the Glock Lavelle held in one hand, aimed at her face. 
 
    “Whoa, Cami—” Darien began, hands still up. 
 
    “You let them take my daughter…she’s only 19 years old…and you let them take her. And you knew them…” The pistol wavered in her grip. Lavelle had her finger on the trigger. 
 
    “Cami…” Darien said, hands outstretched and palms up, in an attempt to draw her attention off Harriet. 
 
    She swung the pistol around until it aimed at his face. Darien swallowed and took a step back. “Well, that worked,” he said under his breath. “Look—” he began, his eyes on that finger, curled around the trigger as the gun wavered in his face. 
 
    “You look,” Lavelle growled. “You had the chance to kill that piece of filth. You could have saved all this trouble, and instead you let that…that…animal join your team. Your crew,” she spat. “And now they’ve taken my daughter…because he’s working for the other monster you brought into our lives…” She shifted position and gripped the pistol with two hands. 
 
    “Cami...” he began, spreading his arms wide to show he was totally helpless before her.  
 
    “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you right here and now.” 
 
    Darien swallowed and ignored the bead of sweat that trickled down the side of his face. “Because your daughter wouldn’t want that.” 
 
    Lavelle blinked, and the fury evaporated from her eyes. She stared at him for a long, long moment, then looked down and lowered the pistol. When she looked up again, her bloodshot eyes glistened. She nodded. “You’re right,” she said in a hoarse whisper. She holstered the weapon and adjusted her shirt, then meticulously scooped up all the loose hair around her face and repaired her ponytail as she stared into the house over Darien’s shoulder. She pulled her red, sooty hair back in a severe yank and tied it off.  
 
    He’d never seen such determination and deadly seriousness on a woman’s face before. She was preparing to go to war. “Cami, I—” 
 
    She glanced at him, and the simple movement of her eyes—that tight, focused glare silenced him, and the words died in his throat. “Whatever this is between us,” she said deliberately, “this leadership thing we have. That is the only thing keeping you alive right now. I have to make sure the neighborhood stays safe, too, thanks to you. If it weren’t for that, you’d be in that ditch at the front of the neighborhood where you belong. You and all your friends.” She brushed past him and stepped into the house. 
 
    Darien exhaled and lowered his arms. The kidnapping of her daughter had snapped something in Lavelle. She seemed more like a machine than the woman he’d known the past few days. He’d never seen such a transformation take place, even among the hardened criminals he’d associated with most of his adult life. Darien watched her leave, and a part of him was grateful the angel of death had decided to walk away. 
 
    He looked at Harriet, who trembled like a leaf in autumn, but refused to move from her sanctuary in the corner of the patio. “I’m s-scared…” she whispered. 
 
    Darien wiped his face with his hands. “Me too,” he murmured. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Lavelle Homestead 
 
    Bee’s Landing Subdivision 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami stepped back into the house, filled with an anger so intense, her entire body hummed with fury. Every step she took sent little vibrations of rage up her legs to her torso, which radiated out to her arms and head, tingling over every square inch of her being. The world had ended—collapsed in a spray of foam and waves and pain—and still there were people who preyed on others and brought death and misery wherever they went. 
 
    She stood in her ruined kitchen and looked down at Gary and Mia, who helped Elizabeth slowly sit up, now that she’d regained consciousness. She watched, emotionless, as Elizabeth turned suddenly and threw up all over Mia. To her credit, the younger woman didn’t react, didn’t recoil, didn’t do anything except pull Elizabeth’s hair gently out of the way and lean over the injured woman to murmur reassurances. For a split second, Cami wished she could be that calm, that collected.  
 
    Gary looked up, his face creased with worry which went blank when his gaze fell upon her face. “Cami…Elizabeth—Mitch went after them…Amber…” 
 
    She didn’t say anything. She went to the front room, ignoring the scene of her ruined kitchen. The chairs had been overturned, and the table splintered. She didn’t care and found it curious she hadn’t noticed when she’d first walked into the kitchen. “Amber…” she muttered to herself. Her voice sounded far away, as if it had come from someone else or down a long tunnel. 
 
    Marty groaned from the living room and she quickened her pace. She found him trying to sit up against the wall. Blood leaked from the corner of his mouth and had dribbled down his chin. More blood splattered the carpet. Had she seen that before? 
 
    “Marty,” she said as she rushed to his side and knelt. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    He looked at her and grunted as Kirk tried to lick his face. “Nothin’ that anyone can fix.” He looked away. “I’m sorry…I tried to stop them…it’s my fault. I should have been…I should have been faster…all these dadgum people seein’ your supplies…we lost our opsec…”  
 
    “What?” Cami demanded as her hands fluttered over his wounds. “You’re laying here bleeding out on my living room floor and you’re worried about who saw our stuff?” 
 
    Kirk whimpered and curled up at Marty’s side, then proceeded to lick a wound on his hind leg. 
 
    “They shot my dog,” Marty said, his voice on the edge of breaking. “Poor ol’ boy…” 
 
    Cami looked at Kirk, whose bloody muzzle revealed he’d left a mark on someone. “It looks like they just grazed him…I think he’ll be okay.” 
 
    “It’s all my fault…” Marty moaned as he scratched behind Kirk’s ears. “I’m sorry, boy…” 
 
    “No, don’t say that,” she said without any conviction. A part of her wanted to say it was his fault that her baby girl had been taken. He’d been armed, a veteran, and they’d taken Amber, anyway. The sane, rational part of her knew he was also a frail, old man and she couldn’t pin the blame on him. It was Darien’s fault—he’d brought the scumbag who kidnapped Amber into the neighborhood in the first place. Twice. 
 
    “It is my fault,” Marty insisted in a weak voice. “If I’d just told y’all I had this problem with m’ticker instead of bein’ too dang proud to mention it…I wouldn’t have passed out at the party…been dragged back here like a chunk of roadkill. She…Amber…she was distracted…” he sighed, placed a hand on his chest. “She was distracted with me and I only got one of ‘em…” 
 
    Tears blurred Cami’s vision as she placed her hand on the old man’s cheek. “Oh, Marty…you did get him…he’s out in the front yard.” 
 
    Marty spat to the side and left a new red mark on the carpet. “Good riddance.” 
 
    “Wait…” Cami said as she wiped her face. “What do you mean a problem with your ticker?” 
 
    Marty sighed and collapsed against the wall. What little strength left in his body seemed to leech away right before Cami’s eyes. “It’s a heart condition. Had it for the past fifteen years or so. Docs…” he swallowed and winced, his eyes still closed. He took a few breaths, quiet as a whisper, and continued. “Docs put me on some meds…seemed to do the trick. But I can only get a 30-day supply, and I was due to get my next month’s dose the day after the tsunami hit.” 
 
    “Oh, Marty…” Cami said as the tears fell from her cheeks. 
 
    “Don’t you worry ‘bout me, none, missy. I’ve lived well beyond my time. I’m so tired…you just make sure that Spalding woman don’t get upstairs, or…” he coughed. “Or out in that garage where you keep all your stuff…you hear?” 
 
    “I…sure…we’ll keep the gear safe—Marty, how long do you have before…?” 
 
    He turned and looked at her, his head still resting against the wall. “I plumb run out of pills about two weeks ago.” 
 
    Cami choked back a sob and wiped at her face with the heel of one bloodied hand. “Is that…is that why…?” 
 
    “Been goin’ downhill?” Marty snorted, then coughed. “Yep. Reckon so.” He sighed and looked up at the ceiling, then closed his eyes again. “Won’t be long, now, I figure…maybe a couple days…a week…who knows?” He reached out one trembling hand and placed it on Cami’s “I am more sorry than you’ll ever know about your girl. I tried…but this dang old body betrayed me.” 
 
    “You did good, Marty, you did real good,” Cami said as she wiped her face. 
 
    “I want to help get her back…” he said as his own eyes watered. “There’s got to be something…something this worthless old man can do…” 
 
    Cami leaned in and hugged him, sobbing. She couldn’t hold it back any longer. The animals had taken her daughter. The tsunami had taken her husband. And now age was going to take Marty. “I just want to hang on to something…” she cried. 
 
    “Well, you’re doing a pretty good job with my neck,” Marty wheezed. 
 
    Cami laughed and let go, eventually regaining control of her tears and calming her breathing. Marty watched her, a mix of sadness, remorse, and jealousy on his face. His eyes twinkled, but she couldn’t tell if from mischief or unshed tears. 
 
    “Now that we got that out of our system…” he said gently. “How are you gonna get your daughter back?” 
 
    Cami looked at the ground and took a deep breath. She closed her eyes and breathed out through her nose, calming her tingling, hyperactive nerves. 
 
    “I’m going to hunt them down, and I’m going to kill each one of them.” 
 
    Marty patted her hand and smiled. “Good girl.” 
 
    Footsteps behind her made Cami look toward the foyer. Flynt stood there, shirtless, his body covered in smeared soot. Harriet appeared right behind him, her sun dress coated in gray, sweat-soaked soot down the front. His mouth was set in a grim line. “You’re going to need help.” 
 
    She glared at him. “You want to help? After bringing those—“ 
 
    Marty gripped her hand and wheezed, “Every man…” he coughed. “Every man deserves the chance to atone for his sins.” 
 
    Cami stared at Flynt. Though he didn’t speak, she thought she saw pleading in his eyes. There was something else there…an anger she recognized in herself. The anger of the betrayed. She nodded, her eyes still locked on his. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” asked Harriet. Her voice was thick, the result of all her crying. 
 
    “Not unless you can bring my daughter back,” Cami spat. 
 
    Marty squeezed her hand again. 
 
    Cami looked down. “Thank you, Harriet…no.” She looked up. “Actually yes. Can you help Gary and Mia with Elizabeth? Or check on the kids? I think I hear them crying upstairs.” 
 
    “Ah…” Marty said quickly. “Why don’t you let their momma go see to them?” 
 
     He squeezed Cami’s hand sharply. 
 
    She blinked. All their supplies were stashed up in the spare bedroom or in the garage. Letting Harriet wander around unsupervised up there would be disastrous—considering the company she kept. “Yeah…yeah, that’s probably better.” She looked up at Harriet and managed to force a grimace-smile. “Can you help with Elizabeth?” 
 
    Harriet wiped at her face. “I’m actually pretty good with kids.” She smiled, but it wavered. She dabbed at her eyes and turned for the kitchen upon hearing the wailing from upstairs. “But…they probably need their mother.” 
 
    “Got to be real careful now,” Marty mumbled. He closed his eyes and winced, his grip tightening on Cami’s hand. His body stiffened as the wave of pain passed, then he relaxed with a sigh. “Gonna have to tell everyone about your stuff at some point, missy. Someone’s bound to find out and there’ll be hell to pay.” 
 
    “I know, I know…I hate keeping secrets,” Cami whispered. She pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. “I don’t have time for this right now…” 
 
    “Get your girl back, then you need to focus,” Marty wheezed. “You done good so far, but this place needs to be a fortress, you hear?” 
 
    A shadow crossed the threshold and John Douglass appeared, toting a black and gray AR-15. He looked flushed and sweat dribbled down his cheeks. He’d been wearing jeans and a t-shirt when she’d seen him at the fire. Now he was decked out head to toe in woodland camo. He took a look at Flynt and frowned, then shouldered past him and walked to Cami. 
 
    “I ran back to my place and geared up. Told Merle to spread the word.” He paused for a second to catch his breath. “We’re with you, Cami. We’re ready to get Amber back. We’ll have a dozen men out front in a few more minutes.” He moved to Marty and checked on the old veteran.  
 
    “Douglass, c’mere,” Marty said as he waved weakly with his free hand. “There’s something…something I want you to do…” 
 
    Cami stood and wiped her face. She felt the smear of blood on her cheek and frowned. She had to get Amber back. 
 
    Two of Darien’s men clattered to a stop in the foyer and looked around like they’d never been in a house before. “What is it, Franks?” Flynt snapped at the taller one. 
 
    “We got the second house fire put out. The first one’s a lost cause. It’s mostly collapsed in on itself now. It ain’t spreadin’, so we pulled back.” He looked at John and Marty, the blood, and Cami. “What the Kentucky’s goin’ on in here?” 
 
    “Cisco raided the house while we were putting out the fires,” Flynt explained. He put his hands on his hips. “He was looking for Harriet. He wants to get back at me, draw me out. Make me come after him.” 
 
    “Hoo boy, you got a target on you,” Franks replied. 
 
    Cami stood and brushed off her hands. “Cisco’s the one with the target on his back. I’m going to go change,” she said to John, still in conversation with Marty. “Those idiots probably left a trail a mile wide through the forest preserve.” 
 
    He looked up from the old man and nodded at her. “Just like trackin’ a wounded buck.” 
 
    Cami clapped him on the shoulder, then walked out of the room. She stopped in front of Flynt. “If you want to help, get any of your men that can track and hunt or any volunteers at all, and get ‘em here in five minutes. After that, we’re leaving.” 
 
    Flynt nodded. “Fair enough.” 
 
    As she went upstairs to change into her guide outfit, Cami heard Flynt issue orders to round up any men that had hunting experience, or children.  
 
    In her room, she went to the closet and pulled out her camo pants and shirt, her bush hat, boots, and gloves. Out in the hallway she heard the boys tear down the stairs with Mia following close behind as she admonished them to go slow, so they didn’t trip.  
 
    Cami stripped off her shorts and tank top, put on the well worn hunting gear and laced up her boots. The camo was warm and by the time she went to the gun safe, she was already sweating. Cami touched her finger to the biometric pad and opened the heavy door, then pulled out the .308 Amber had used as their sniper rifle and loaded the bandolier on the sling with cartridges. She grabbed two more magazines for her Glock and shut the safe. Back in the bedroom, she strapped her holster back around her waist and inserted the extra magazines in little clips at the small of her back. She readjusted her ponytail, tucked it through the gap in the back of her bush hat and secured it on her head. The Glock slipped into place at her hip then she slung the .308 over her shoulder and walked out of the bedroom. 
 
    Back downstairs, John had leaned his rifle against the wall in the foyer and drank a bottle of water while he watched Marty. A black backpack, bulging at the seams, rested at his feet.  
 
    “What’s that?” Cami asked, as she pointed at the backpack. 
 
    “A little favor for Marty,” John replied. He bent down to dig in the pack, then stood up with a tin of face paint in his hand. He handed it over to her. 
 
    “I don’t know if we need that much camouflage,” Cami said. 
 
    John grinned, and his face transformed into something scary. “It ain’t camo, it’s war paint. We ain’t takin’ prisoners.” He opened the lid and dipped two fingers into the black paint, then began to apply it to Cami’s face. It only took a few seconds, but he finished, then stared at a spot a foot above her head while he meticulously applied it to his own face. He made two horizontal slashes down each cheek from his sideburns to his chin, then one wide slash down the middle of his face, from his forehead down to the tip of his nose. He crossed a line under both eyes and over his nose. When he was finished, he looked at Cami and smiled and no longer looked human. 
 
    “I feel ridiculous,” Cami said. 
 
    “You look scary as hell,” Marty wheezed from the front room. “No quarter.” 
 
    “No prisoners,” John replied with a nod at the old man.  
 
    Marty grinned. “Dadgum, I wish I was goin’ with you…” Kirk lifted his head and looked at Cami, both ears cocked forward. He stared at her as if he couldn’t make up his mind whether she was friend or foe. “Easy, boy,” Marty soothed. The old vizsla sat, but his hackles remained raised. 
 
    Gary stormed into the foyer from the kitchen, Reese’s marine stainless steel shotgun in his hands. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Cami shook her head. “No, you’re not.” He opened his mouth to reply, but she spoke first. “I need someone I can trust to stay here and watch over Marty, Mia, and the kids. And Elizabeth needs you, too.” 
 
    Mia sat on the sofa and hugged her kids, while Elizabeth lay on the floor looking green. She glanced up at Cami and frowned. 
 
    “They took my boy,” Elizabeth said, pleading.  
 
    “No, they didn’t,” Harriet cut in from the stairs. She leaned on the railing and looked ready to swoon. “After they dragged Amber out, he chased them into the woods.” 
 
    Cami looked at Gary. “I need you here,” she said quietly.  
 
    Gary shook his head and stood, his face dark. “Cami—” 
 
    “Gary, I don’t trust Flynt or his people,” she whispered. “I can’t bring anyone back if I’m worrying about what’s happening while I’m gone.” Cami gripped his arm. “I need you here.” 
 
    Elizabeth tried to sit up and Gary knelt by her side in an instant.  She slipped her arm in the crook of Gary’s arm and looked at Cami as he gently helped her to her feet. “We’ll…guard the fort,” she said, exhaling with the effort to stand. “Bring back Amber…” 
 
    “I’m not coming back without both of them,” Cami said solemnly. 
 
    “Best get moving,” John warned from the front door. “Flynt’s boys are gatherin’ out front. Our guys are in the side yard.” 
 
    Cami turned and stalked out the front door in silence. There were no other words to speak. They knew where she was going, they knew what she was going to do. She didn’t need luck. She needed a steady hand, and a clear target. She needed vengeance. 
 
    She walked out into the sunshine and stopped on the porch as Flynt brought his group into a semblance of order. 
 
    “Cami, I…” Flynt’s voice trailed off as he looked at her. He closed his mouth and swallowed. “Well.” 
 
    “Lady,” said a heavily muscled black man in the remains of a filthy gray jumpsuit behind Flynt, “I don’t know you, but I got two girls back home in Columbia. Y’all gave us a chance to start over when you let us in here. I ain’t gonna forget that. I may not be the best person…I’ve made my share of mistakes. But ain’t no one mess with my babies. No one. Anyone goes after kids deserves to be put down.” He spat in the grass. 
 
    Cami looked over the men Flynt brought. Behind him in two ragged lines were seven men. The man in dreadlocks—Rufus, Flynt had named him—smirked, but carried an AR and looked competent. Spanner, Flynt’s right-hand man, tall and lanky, also joined the group of stony-faced, desperate men who’d too often found themselves on the wrong side of the law. 
 
    “I don’t know any of you, and frankly, whatever your stories are, doesn’t matter. I don’t care what you did before you came here. I only care about my daughter and stopping Cisco. If you’re willing to help me, I’m willing to call you a friend.” 
 
    “Every man here either knows how to hunt and track, or has kids of his own,” Flynt explained. “They know what it feels like to have family ripped away. The state did that to every one of them who’s served time.” 
 
    Cami nodded. “There’s a trail leading into the forest preserve. My daughter’s smart, she’ll fight every step of the way to make it easier for me to find her. Her friend, Mitch…he went after them already.” She paused. “I’m not coming back without both of them.” 
 
    “We goin’ after Cisco?” asked Spanner. He didn’t look at Flynt, he looked at Cami. 
 
    She shook her head. “If he’s an easy shot, I’ll take it and smile, but my daughter is the priority. And Mitch. I’m not hunting Cisco…yet…but any of his men who get in my way will die. If you’re comfortable with that, then let’s go. If not, stay out of my way.” 
 
    John stepped to the side of the porch and put his fingers to his lips. He whistled, a shrill, sharp sound that echoed across the street and circled his hand over his head. “Let’s go, boys!”  
 
    A cluster of men—volunteers from the defense teams who had fought in the battle—walked over from the side yard where they’d gathered. There were only five of them, but each one wore camo. Two had bows, the rest carried rifles. 
 
    Cami stepped down off the porch and walked around the house as the posse gathered behind her. Flynt jogged up to her side and matched her pace. “That’s some scary face paint—“ 
 
    “War paint,” John said from over Flynt’s shoulder. 
 
    “War paint…” Flynt repeated. “It’s…you got a real ‘angel of death’ thing goin’ on.” 
 
    Cami looked at her reflection as she passed one of the few remaining windows left in her house. John had darkened her eye sockets with black paint and created hollows under her cheekbones. Her face looked like a skull. A shiver went down her spine as she glimpsed her own image. She didn’t recognize herself and her pace faltered. Then Cami thought of Amber and her resolve hardened. 
 
    “Good,” she growled. If her face was the last thing some of Cisco’s men saw, all the better. 
 
    She steadied herself and focused on the trees as she marched forward. The trees, once a welcoming, sheltering sight at the edge of her yard, now looked dark and menacing. A chill in the air swept over the group as they moved out of the sun into the shadows of the forest canopy. 
 
    Cami took a knee just inside the treeline and put her hand on a footprint. It was one of about six individual tracks. They led in a straight-line due west. 
 
    John stepped around Flynt and squatted next to Cami. “Got broken twigs…little blood here.” He looked at Cami. “Marty’s dog took a piece outta someone…this might not be…” 
 
    “It’s fine—it’s a trail.” She pulled the .308 from her shoulder and loaded the chamber, then shoved the bolt home. Cami stood and stepped into the underbrush. “Let’s go.” 
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    Sailing Vessel Intrepid 
 
    Cape Henlopen, Delaware 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, as the sun began its way toward the horizon, Reese pointed off the starboard bow. "What's that?"  
 
    Jo grunted and sat up on the starboard bench. "Looks like a lighthouse. You woke me up from my nap for that?" 
 
    "If that's a lighthouse," Reese replied, "then we must be getting close to the Delaware shore. That's gotta be Cape Henlopen." 
 
    He picked up the radio, but before he could speak Byron opened the channel. "Looks like were coming up on the cape. You see that structure off the starboard bow?" 
 
    Reese glanced to his left, as Tiberia sailed gently along next to Intrepid.  The two boats were separated by maybe 15 yards. "Yeah, that a lighthouse?" 
 
    Byron laughed, his voice echoing across the distance. "Nah, it's an old fire control tower from World War II. There’s an artillery base there hidden in the sand dunes...or there was.” 
 
    "I think I see another one," Reese called out. 
 
    "Yeah there's ten or twelve of them along the coastline. Some of them are about 70 feet tall. But I'm not seeing all of them...probably lost a good number in the tsunami. We'll have to wait and see when we get closer." 
 
    They continued their sedate course, sailing straight across the mouth of Delaware Bay, and left Cape May, New Jersey behind them. Smoke still hung in the air where the remnants of New Jersey's coastal towns burned, two weeks after the tsunami destroyed everything in its path. They hadn't seen a single boat launch from the shore to investigate their presence the entire length of the garden state. 
 
    "This whole deserted coastline kinda creeps me out," Jo said. She peered north and south of their position. "When we stopped in Boston, there were other boats at least...same in Rhode Island.” 
 
    "New York, too," Reese added. 
 
    "Yeah, but down here? It's like everything got...erased." 
 
    Reese kept a firm grip on the wheel. "I know what you mean...it’s all so...gone." 
 
    They continued sailing, their speed reduced down to about 2 to 3 knots, thanks to Tiberia’s damaged hull. Reese didn't want to have to make another repair to the hull and had willingly agreed to reduce their speed. He reasoned it might add an extra day to their journey overall, but if it meant he didn't have to get in the water and swim with sharks the size of Buicks, he was all for it. 
 
    As they crossed Delaware Bay and came within a mile of Cape Henlopen, the damage along the Delaware seashore appeared trivial compared to the densely populated areas along New Jersey and further north in New England. Where wreckage had choked the coastline everywhere from Maine to New Jersey, along the Delaware coast, hardly anything floated in the water. A few boats had washed ashore, and one burned out hull of a freighter lay beached near the base of a severely leaning fire control tower, but for the most part everything looked peaceful and unaffected. 
 
    Reese pulled Intrepid closer to Tiberia, if for no other reason than out of a general feeling of unease and disquiet. "You seein’ this?" 
 
    "Doesn't look too bad, does it?" Byron replied across the water. 
 
    "We’ve sailed these waters many times," Libby added wistfully. "All the beaches are gone...they used to be such nice beaches along here, wide white sand." 
 
    "Why are we stayin’ so far offshore, then?” Tony asked. 
 
    "Because looks can be deceiving,” Byron replied. “See the base of that tower over there?" He pointed to the tower directly to their starboard. It was the closest to their position, but Reese saw at least a half-dozen more scattered in the distance further south. 
 
    "Yeah," Tony replied warily. 
 
    "That tower there is Number 10. The beach used to be at least 500 feet from the base of that tower. See those windows there at the bottom?" 
 
    "They look like arrow slits in a castle," Reese replied. 
 
    "Yeah, those windows are there to let light inside the tower. They're a good 20 feet up from the ground.” 
 
    A shiver rippled down the backs of Reese's arms. "That means the beach is right over there," he said as he pointed to the right. "Under all that water." 
 
    "Right, and who knows what else is down there? Could be cars...or anything else that was dragged out when the water receded." 
 
    "I think we need to angle offshore a little, don't you?" Libby suggested. 
 
    "Probably wouldn't hurt," Byron replied. He turned the silver wheel and the wounded sailboat angled just a little further east. Reese gave Byron a moment to clear the area, then followed suit and adjusted course to match theirs. The two sailboats drifted slowly on the breeze until they were forced to tack and angle back toward the shore. 
 
    Reese looked at Byron. "You know a good spot around here we can land, make some repairs?" 
 
    Bryon frowned. "We’re not going to find a drydock..." 
 
    "I'm not worried about that," Reese replied. "But if we can get close to the shore—at least in the shallows—we can get down and take care of these holes without worrying about sharks." 
 
    "I never want to see another one of those things," Tony replied.  
 
    "You and me both!" Reese laughed. 
 
    They sailed on for another half hour, drifting slowly south, and had to tack back and forth at least three more times in the dying afternoon breeze. 
 
    At last, Byron pointed out Fire Control Towers 6 and 5. Or what was left of 5. As they angled toward the new, adjusted shoreline, Byron explained that the twin towers—which had stood the test of time and storms since World War II—were nowhere near safe enough to be around. Tower 5 had partially collapsed, and the base lay mostly submerged in the water after the tsunami. Tower 6 heeled at a drunken angle and reminded Reese of pictures of the Leaning Tower of Pisa.  
 
    Nevertheless, as they approached the towers, they spotted what looked like a new inlet cut into what had once been a coastline. A very shallow, sandbar-like barrier island had taken the old coastline’s place. 
 
    Reese glanced at Byron. "What do you think? Is that channel deep enough for us with the keels?" 
 
    Byron shrugged. "Only one way to find out. I say we start the motors and see how close we can get. I don't see any other place that's going to give us shelter as much as this will." 
 
    Reese looked south along the empty shore. "Is there anything further south of here?" 
 
    "Well, there's Indian River Inlet...” replied Byron, "but it's still a good couple miles south of here, and this is all state park. There shouldn't be anybody around here for miles and miles. Even on a good day. Little further south, you start getting into residential areas. Who knows what kind of problems we’ll run into down there." 
 
    Reese nodded. He spun Intrepid’s wooden wheel to starboard and let the wind out of her sails. "Good enough for me, I think we have a shallower draft. I'll go first." He released the winch near the boat’s wheel, and the mainsail collapsed under its own weight. Then he lowered the outboard motor into the water and hit the ignition button. 
 
    "Hold on to your butts," Jo said as she adjusted her position on the bench and braced for impact. 
 
    "We don't know if there's anything down there or not," Reese said. "So we’re gonna take it nice and slow. We'll see if we can just ghost in on the current.” 
 
    “And if we get stuck?” asked Jo as she eyed the treacherous waters ahead of them. 
 
    Reese shrugged. “If we get stuck, we’ll have to wait until high tide to get out." 
 
    Reese piloted Intrepid through the 20-yard channel and put the engine in neutral, allowing the sailboat to drift in with the ocean tide. They ghosted in, barely moving at all, and slowly slipped around a few scraggly, bare remains of trees that still reached the water’s surface. As they crossed the line of stumps and trees, Reese realized they had entered into an open lagoon. He spun the wheel to starboard and kicked the motor into gear until they came close to the largest of the trees that broke the surface.  
 
    The pine stump stuck up about three feet and had been sheared off by the force of the waves. Reese killed the motor and scrambled forward to secure Intrepid’s bow to the stump. Once the boat had been secured, he put his fingers to his lips and whistled, the shrill sound easily cleared the water and reached Byron, who waved back. 
 
    A few minutes later, Byron skillfully navigated Tiberia through the narrow channel and had parked next to Intrepid. "Well that was about a pucker factor of nine," Byron said as he wiped the sweat off his brow. "Heard the keel scraping against the sand as we went through the channel. I have no idea what the tide tables are for this area, but if I had to guess...I'd say the tides on its way out right now." 
 
    Once they tied the two ships together, Libby crossed over to Intrepid and made sure Jo got first pickings for the evening meal. Reese joined Tony and Byron and the three of them held a planning meeting in Tiberia’s cockpit. As they swatted at the marsh bugs that circled around them incessantly in the sweltering humidity, Byron unrolled a nautical map of coastal Delaware and spread it out before them on the bench.  
 
    "So here we are...there’s Fire Control Tower 6," he said as he put his finger on the map and slid it south a fraction of an inch. "And this is Fire Control Tower 5.” He turned and pointed with his free hand. "There’s 6...and that's the remains of 5 over there.” He turned back to the map. “That means this lagoon we’re in is what used to be Gordon's Pond.” He jabbed at the map. “Here." 
 
    "You’re tellin’ me the tsunami cut a 20-yard-wide channel right through this whole chunk of land here?" Reese said as he pointed at the map. He whistled softly. "What's the elevation around here?"  
 
    Tony spoke up. "Hard to tell from here, but it looks like there's hardly anything above sea level as far as I can see all the way to the horizon." 
 
    "Dollars to donuts,” Byron added, “that wave went all the way to Georgetown before it stopped," Byron said as he slid his finger across the map some 15 miles from the coast. "There's just nothing here but a few small towns, and a very slow rise. The Delmarva Peninsula isn't exactly known for being a mountain range." 
 
    Tony frowned at the map. "Uncle Byron, what's this up here?" He pointed at a roughly straight line that cut across the entire state of Delaware, far to the north, at the narrow end of Delaware Bay, where the bay turned into the Delaware River just south of Philadelphia. 
 
    Bryon leaned down and squinted at the map. "Map says it's the Chesapeake and Delaware canal. Looks like it's a man-made canal to connect the Delaware Bay with the Chesapeake Bay." 
 
    "Well, why don't we go that way, then you can cut straight across? 
 
    Reese nodded. “Looks like it would be a lot faster to get to Baltimore from the north end of the Chesapeake Bay," Reese said as he pointed at the map and slid his hand all the way down to the very tip of the Delmarva Peninsula, still a long day or two passage from their current position, “than it would be to go all the way down here.” He tapped the map at the tip of the Delmarva Peninsula. “It’ll take us a day and a half, maybe two days at the speeds we can manage to get just to the mouth of the Chesapeake, and you’ll have to double back and go all the way north to Baltimore." 
 
    Byron sucked air through his teeth. "As much as I'd like to go up to the canal and cut across—we’d be in Baltimore by tomorrow night—I don't want to take the chance. Tiberia’s already leaking. Who knows what that canal looks like? We have no idea how bad the destruction is further up Delaware Bay..." 
 
    "Yeah, but if it cuts off time—" began Tony. 
 
    "And if the canal’s choked with debris and boats, or survivors have set up some kind of world war zone in Baltimore like New York and Boston...we’re not that far from Philadelphia, here.” Byron crossed his arms and looked down at the map. “Most of northern Delaware is like one giant suburb of Philadelphia. It seems too risky to go up there with so many unknowns." He looked at Tony. "If we get up there and find out everything's clogged or we have to turn back, are you willing to waste two days on a hunch?" 
 
    Tony sighed. "I guess you're right." 
 
    By the time they finished making plans for the coming day, and how exactly to lower Reese into the water to repair Tiberia’s hull, Libby had returned from Intrepid with the remains of their dinner. Reese took his food and went back to Intrepid to hang with Jo, so she wasn't alone, and as he finished the last bite of his MRE, Tony called out an alarm.  
 
    "What's going on?” Reese said as he looked around. “Are you sinking again?" 
 
    A second later, a shudder rippled through Intrepid and Reese grabbed a railing line as the boat jerked and listed slightly to starboard. He turned and looked at Byron in Tiberia’s cockpit. "Tide’s definitely going out, the boats are settling." 
 
    Reese frowned as he put his MRE pouch down. “It’s shallower here than I thought.” 
 
    "The tide never really got this high before," Byron replied calmly. "I can’t imagine it’ll drop far enough to leave us beached.” He stood on the transom and held the staylines that kept the mast straight and frowned at the water like a sailing captain from a previous century. 
 
    Over the next hour, the water level continued to lower, inch by inch and the boats heeled more and more to starboard. A spit of land, muddy but free of the water, emerged on the other side of the tree stump to which Reese had tied Intrepid. He turned to Tony. "Hey, check the hull over there on the port side. How are those holes looking?" 
 
    Tony scrambled to the far side of Tiberia and leaned over. "I can see the football—it's about half out of the water!" 
 
    "We’ll have sunlight for another couple hours,” Byron observed. "Think that’s enough time?” 
 
    Reese nodded. “Should be. Let's see what we can get patched before the tide comes back in.” He made Jo as comfortable as possible, then returned to Tiberia and assisted Byron in adding fiberglass hull patching to fill in the cracks and gaps between the football and the hull itself.  
 
    While he had most of the football above the waterline, Reese restrung the net, to make it more secure and re-tightened the rope lashed around the hull to keep it in place. "Tony, can you go grab me a couple more spare lines? I want to shore this up while we have the chance." 
 
    "You got it, then I'm gonna go over the side there and see if I can gather some wood. Might be able to make us a fire." 
 
    "You think that's a good idea?" Reese asked over his shoulder. "Anybody that's around here will be able to see a fire for miles." 
 
    “I don’t think anybody can get to us without swimming or bringing a boat..." Byron said. “We should be safe enough.” 
 
    Reese looked at the utter devastation that surrounded them. For all intents and purposes, they had docked inside virgin marshland. The only solid ground visible for miles was the strip of land emerging from the tidal swamp between them and the ocean. What used to be a mile’s-long stretch of beach had been reduced to no more than a grandiose footpath that became a temporary barrier island when the tide ran out. 
 
    Reese grinned. "Good point." 
 
    Turning back to his work, he took the extra rope Tony gave him and as the water level dropped, he was able to loop around the bow and attach three more lines to the makeshift netting that kept the football in the hole. Byron joined him with a bosun chair harness—a piece of rip-stop fabric with straps similar to a rock climbing rig, that allowed Reese to sit comfortably out over the water and work on the side of the boat. The mast groaned under his weight, and the rigging popped and warbled under the displaced load, but everything held. 
 
    "This isn’t gonna take much longer, how's Tony doing?" Reese asked as he applied another layer of waterproof epoxy and fiberglass repair sheets. 
 
    Byron leaned on the railing cable above Reese. "Doing pretty good, he's got a bunch of dead branches and some driftwood he's pulled up out of the water, I can see him working his way back now. 
 
    "I don't know how he plans to get the wood to light if it's soaking wet." 
 
    Byron scratched at a fly. "We’ve got some dry stuff here—the empty boxes left over from those MREs the Coast Guard gave us, and a few broken pieces of paneling. Might be able to get something going and use that to dry out the rest.” 
 
    “Fair enough," Reese said. He frowned and used a screwdriver to twist a particular line and tighten it far more than he could by hand. "There," he said a moment later as he put the final touch on the patch. "It is by far the ugliest thing I've ever done and looks like Tiberia’s got a giant wart sticking off her nose, but that's as good as it's gonna get. Until you can get her in drydock, I think she’ll hold." 
 
    Byron pulled on the block and tackle and raised Reese up. As the bosun’s chair rose, Reese walked up the hull until he could climb over the railing and join Byron on the tilted deck. 
 
    The two men shook hands and then Byron changed it into a hug and slapped Reese on the back. "I don’t know what we would've done without you—thank you." 
 
    "Well, you probably would've sunk," Reese said with a grin. 
 
    "Oh, he's got a fire going!" Libby said. She pointed across the two sailboats at the little spit of land that continued to grow as the tide retreated.  
 
    "Well, look at that," Byron said with his hands on his hips. "Kid’s good for something after all." 
 
    "Oh, hush," Libby said as she slapped playfully at Byron's arm. She turned to Reese. "Now, I know we ate about an hour ago, but with the way things are going I thought maybe we'd like a bit of a snack? How's fire roasted—" 
 
    "Stop right there," Reese said as he held up his hand to interrupt Libby. She blinked at him. "I don't care what it is, I'll be happy to eat it," Reese said with a grin. "What do you say, Jo? Ready for a little shore time?" 
 
    Jo laughed. "You kidding me? I want to set up a mosquito net over here, and I'll be perfectly happy sleeping on board, thank you very much." 
 
    Byron laughed. "Well, nobody said anything about sleeping on the shore," he said as he slapped another mosquito at his neck. "But it’ll be good for a few hours to stretch our legs and walk around. Nothing warms your spirits at night like a campfire out in the open." 
 
    As the sky faded to a velvety purple, Reese stared across the wide unending vista of the Atlantic and listened to the gentle hissing of the waves. Thousands of miles straight ahead lay the entrance to the Mediterranean, a little south of that was where the volcano had exploded two weeks earlier and sent a mega tsunami across the ocean to change the world. 
 
    Two weeks...in two weeks he’d gone from being on the fishing trip of a lifetime, to losing his best friend, to standing on the edge of the world with new friends and a sailboat. If Cami and Amber were by his side, he’d call it the vacation of a lifetime... 
 
    Thoughts of home soured his mood. Reese kicked at the water’s edge. “I’m coming, guys. Just hang in there. Only a little while longer now...” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Haslet Forest Preserve 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami and John set a brutal pace through the woods for the rest of the improvised posse to follow. Every snapped twig, every footprint, every drop of blood on an ivy leaf lead her closer to Amber. She’d scurry forward at a jog through clear spaces, then slow to a walk when the foliage grew too thick, but always there were signs. 
 
    Sweat streamed down the faces of the men who followed her, but not a single one complained. They plunged deeper into the preserve at the same pace for over an hour until they came to the first clearing near the beaver pond. Memories flooded back to her as she scanned the still water. Just a few days back, she and Mitch had hidden behind a cluster of trees and watched a man in dreadlocks on the other side—the man she now knew as Rufus, who was on one knee just to her right, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    She wiped her face and was about to tell everyone to drink some water when movement caught her eye near the water’s edge. Someone moaned. John, crouched down next to her and leaning against an oak, heard it, too. He looked at her and nodded. Rifles up, they pushed through the bushes in front of them and emerged by the water, ready to take down whoever was on the other side. 
 
    On the ground by the water, Mitch lay bleeding. Cami lowered her weapon and sprinted forward. She tripped on a root and almost fell but caught herself fast enough to end up next to Mitch on one knee. She dropped her rifle and touched his sweaty, grimy face. His skin looked much paler than normal. The ground around his midsection was damp with blood. 
 
    “Mitch!” 
 
    At the sound of his name, he opened his eyes and smiled. “Hey, Cami-san…” 
 
    “What happened?” she asked as she started to look for wounds. 
 
    “They…they took…” 
 
    “Sssh, I know,” Cami soothed. “Are you hurt? Where?” 
 
    “My hip…left side. I think they shot me…” 
 
    “Got a body over here,” John announced in a quiet voice a little further up the shore. 
 
    Cami looked up and saw John point down to the ground with his rifle. She didn’t recognize the man. “Mitch, who is that?” 
 
    “One of the men who…I followed them…” Mitch’s eyes opened wide and his hand grabbed Cami’s upper arm. He tried to pull himself up off the ground, but only managed to lift his head a few inches. “The guy who mugged us—he’s got Amber! The skinny guy…” Spent, Mitch let his head flop back into the mud. “They…they took her…but I got one…shot him…” 
 
    “Easy now, Mitch,” Cami said, her mind racing. She couldn’t leave him by the pond to bleed out and die. He was already weak from blood loss. But the fact that he’d taken out one of the kidnappers meant Amber would likely have slowed them down even further. Unless they managed to restrain her or knock her out, the trail should be even easier to follow. 
 
    Flynt and his men moved through the undergrowth in ones and twos and joined Cami and John by the water’s edge. A couple moved closer to the kidnapper’s body and examined the find. All around her, men murmured to each other or drank from water bottles, or filtered the pond water.  
 
    “We’re wasting time…” she muttered to herself.  
 
    John squelched over through the muck and kneeled by Mitch’s head. “Hey, buddy…which way did they go?” 
 
    Mitch rolled his head to look at John and grinned. “Straight west.” 
 
    Cami frowned. “That’s toward the old forest preserve maintenance facility.” 
 
    “Or what’s left of it—they tore all the buildings down a few years back,” replied John. 
 
    Cami closed her eyes, trying to remember. “I think I read an article in the paper about it…the county wanted to use the land for a nature center…to boost revenue and something happened, and the money dried up.” 
 
    John shrugged. “I don’t know anything about that, I just know there ain’t much there now. Maybe a shed or two and mostly just the parking lot in a clearing.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good place to make camp with one of those MRAPs,” Flynt added as he walked over. 
 
    “MRAP?” asked Cami. 
 
    “Mine Resistant, Ambush Protected—it’s what that big armored truck is called that Cisco’s crew uses. It’s a military—sometimes law enforcement—vehicle.” 
 
    John spat into the mud. “They took it from the real National Guard.” 
 
    “Yep,” Flynt agreed. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and squatted next to Cami and John. “What are we going to do with him?” 
 
    Cami looked at Mitch, now clutching her hand. “Can you walk?” 
 
    Mitch snorted. “If I could…I’d still be…I’d be after them…” 
 
    Cami squeezed his hand. “I need two volunteers.” 
 
    “What for?” asked Flynt. 
 
    “One man from your group, one man from mine,” Cami explained. “They’ll take Mitch back to my place. They can make a litter out of saplings…” 
 
    “I’ll work on that,” John said. He stood and moved into the treeline. 
 
    “I’ll find the volunteers,” Flynt added. He patted Mitch on the shoulder and stood to look for help. “Nice work, kid.” 
 
    Cami pulled out her pocket first aid kit and did her best to clean the wound over Mitch’s hip. To her it looked like a lucky shot—the bullet had a clean exit wound and only went through the meaty part of Mitch’s hip. Luckily it hadn’t hit any bones or—she hoped—internal organs. But he’d been laying in mud and bleeding for who knew how long. As she worked to clean the wound, she worried about infection. The longer he lay by the pond, the worse it might be.  
 
    “Come on, guys, we need to get him out of here,” she called over her shoulder. 
 
    The bushes behind her shuddered and John and one of Flynt’s crew dragged a makeshift stretcher from the undergrowth. It still had a few small twigs with green leaves but it looked serviceable. 
 
    Red faced, John dropped his end and looked around. “Litter’s ready—who’s carrying him back?” 
 
    “We will,” Spanner said as he and Merle stepped forward. “I ain’t much good in a firefight, but it occurred to me that Cisco’s just sneaky enough to try something while we’re gone, knowing we’re distracted.” 
 
    “Yeah, them fires did the trick earlier, but this…” Merle added, looking down at Mitch. “I tried Cami, but I’ll just slow y’all down.” 
 
    Cami hugged Merle. “You did great. Gary and Elizabeth will be so excited to see you, and you need to take care of Amy, anyway.” 
 
    "Take it easy, Mitch," Cami said. "We’re gonna get you back to the house." 
 
    "But Amber..." he began. 
 
    "I'm going to get Amber. You need to focus on getting better." 
 
    Cami stood and moved out of the way as Merle, Spanner, and a couple other men helped load Mitch onto the stretcher. When they were ready, he and Spanner stood, and easily lifted Mitch. 
 
    Cami looked at Merle. He was paler than normal and covered in sweat but had a determined set to his jaw. Despite his fatigue, he still looked stronger than he had the last time she'd seen him. "You gonna be okay?" 
 
    "Gettin’ better every day. Don't worry, we'll get him back." 
 
    Cami smiled. "Thanks. Both of you," she said to Spanner. The car thief nodded. 
 
    Cami waited until Merle and Spanner disappeared into the undergrowth on their way back to Bee’s Landing before she turned to the rest of the group who had arranged themselves in a semicircle around her. "Okay. Did everybody get a chance to get something to drink? I think we know where they went now." 
 
    The locals murmured to each other. Flynt’s crew looked nervously back and forth. "So, what are we gonna walk into?" asked Flynt. 
 
    "If they’re where I'm thinking, there's not much, except for a parking lot," John said. 
 
    Cami nodded, her hands on her hips. "It's a clearing," she said as she looked out across the beaver pond. "About as big as this pond. Just a parking lot with a long access road that leads out to Harcourt Road—which goes right to the entrance of Bee’s Landing. It’s pretty secluded—the county was going to turn it into a nature center. It all fell through, so they tore down the old buildings and just left the lot." 
 
    "I know the place," one of the men from the neighborhood said. He stepped forward to the group and addressed everyone. "I'm part of the local astronomy club—we use it for dark sky parties. She's right. There's really nothing there." 
 
    "Sounds like a good spot for them to park all those vehicles they had," Flynt mused. "Like a staging area.” 
 
    Cami thought for a second. She knelt down at the water's edge and found a stick, then drew a crude map. “Okay, check it out. Here's Bee’s Landing. Here's the forest preserve," she said as she drew a wide, looping circle on the backside of the square representing Bee’s Landing. "And this pond behind me, is right about...here." She jabbed the tip of the stick into the soft mud.  
 
    “Is that the road that goes by the front of the neighborhood?” asked Rufus as he pointed at the line she drew. 
 
    “Yup,” Cami agreed. “Here's Harcourt," she said as she extended a line that roughly ran in front of Bee’s Landing, then looped out south of Haslet Forest Preserve and into the interior of South Carolina. "And here's the access road to the place where we think Cisco took Amber." She stood and dusted her hands.” 
 
    John cleared his throat. "There's a wide, shallow creek not far from the clearing where the maintenance facility used to be. I've gone through there plenty times hunting.” He picked up the stick and added another squiggle. "I'd say from here it's about...oh, a two-hour hike. They got at least a half hour head start on us.” 
 
    “If we hurry,” Rufus said, “we might be able to catch them before they get to the parking lot." 
 
    Cami looked at the sun in the sky, then down at the trees and greenery that surrounded the beaver pond. "I don't like that. That'll have us rushin’ into their camp late in the day. We'll all be tired and hungry—liable to make more mistakes. Last thing I want is for anyone to get hurt on account of this rescue mission." 
 
    Flynt, silent until then, stepped forward. "So, we split up." 
 
    John stood next to Cami and shook his head. "Split up?" He shook his head. "I don’t like that idea. We need to be able to hit them hard, all at the same time." 
 
    Flynt continued. "I think she's right, we can’t all go charging in there. You guys may be outdoorsmen, but me and my crew are city folk, we’re not used to tromping around through the woods like this...we’ll just slow you down." 
 
    "Well, some of us," Rufus said as he tossed his dreadlocks over one shoulder in a dramatic gesture. A few of the locals chuckled. 
 
    "No, I think you're both right." Cami stepped forward again and stood at the water’s edge. "I think we need to split, but into unequal groups. One group, the trackers, should race forward and catch up with them as fast as possible. We won't have enough manpower to do much, but if we happen to catch them in the open, a couple of us have a better chance of taking down the kidnappers and rescuing Amber than all 20 of us going along at a slower pace." 
 
    Flynt frowned. "What about the rest of us?" 
 
    Cami saw the look on his face and realized he knew where she was going with her idea. Like a good leader, he played it off like it was her decision, though they knew it would take both of them to make it work. "The rest of you come at a slower pace—conserve your energy. By the time we link up, the trackers should have been able to observe Cisco's camp long enough to come up with a plan." 
 
    Flynt nodded and put his hands on his hips. He looked down at the crude map drawn on the ground and picked up the stick. “What if we have the main group circle north or south," he said as he pointed at the map. "If Cisco has any brains at all," he continued, "he'll expect a counterattack or at least a few people coming to rescue the girl. He knows the neighborhood lies due east of his position...so if I was him, I'd have people spread out along this line...roughly following this creek you drew." 
 
    John slung his rifle over his back and squatted to examine the map. He scratched his chin. "The creek gets pretty shallow a ways north of there...here," he said as Flynt handed the stick over and he poked at the ground. "It's pretty easy to cross there, even for city folk," he said with a grin. A few of Flynt's men smiled back. "We can cross there with the larger group, sweep around to the north, and come in from this direction. They’ll never know what hit them." 
 
    Cami looked where John had pointed with the stick. "I like it, but that's gonna add a lot of extra travel time. We should get going." 
 
    John pulled his backpack off. "Here," he said as he pulled out the radios from Cami's house. Marty thought these might come in handy and asked me to grab them." 
 
    "Why, that dirty old—" Cami said as she took one of the radios. "What else you got in there?" 
 
    John tipped the bag over and Cami and the others peered inside. "He had me grab a little something from his house as a parting present for Cisco and his crew." 
 
    "Cami looked up from the bag, her eyes wide. "Is that what I think it is?" 
 
    John shrugged. "Your guess is as good as mine. He gave me instructions on how to use it, but I've never seen this stuff other than the movies, you know?" 
 
    “What is it?” asked Flynt, peering into the bag. “Looks like clay.” 
 
    John grinned. “It’s plastic explosive.” 
 
    Cami shook her head. "I just hope nobody gets killed over this." She took the other radio and handed it to Flynt. "I'll take John, and Rufus," she said with a nod toward the dreadlocked man behind Flynt. He grinned back at her. "I think everyone here can admit that the three of us are the best outdoorsmen in the group?" 
 
    Flynt turned and half-looked over his shoulder. The other men all agreed in silence. "So, where does that leave the rest of us?" 
 
    "Put the radio on channel 3. Don't use names, keep any communications as brief as possible,” Cami instructed. “These things only have a range of a couple miles, but something tells me Cisco doesn’t have a radio shack set up with someone manning network traffic full-time." 
 
    "He’s smart enough to figure that out,” Flynt said, grim faced. “But I agree...he's got his sights set on me and Bee’s Landing." 
 
    "I tell you what," Rufus interjected, "after the bloody nose we gave him, he's gonna be thinking about nothing but revenge. That guy is one twisted dude." 
 
    "Good, we'll use that to our advantage," Cami said. She pointed at Flynt. "Don't tire yourselves out, stick to the plan, and radio me when you reach the creek. If anything changes, I'll let you know." 
 
    "Agreed," Flynt said. He reached out his hand, and Cami shook it. 
 
    "Okay, let's do this.” Cami stood. “John, Rufus...let’s go.” She led the way into the forest once more. Behind her, Flynt barked out orders, and the main body of volunteers moved off to the northwest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Sailing Vessel Intrepid 
 
    Cape Henlopen, Delaware 
 
      
 
    Reese exhaled and wiped the sweat from his face. It was already later than he would like, and the sun grew dangerously close to the western horizon. Before they knew it, night would be upon them. He couldn't stop to grab more than a bottle of water. Over the hour or so since they'd docked, the tide continued to drop, and the boats continued to settle on the silt bottom of the new lagoon.  
 
    The football in Tiberia’s side was completely exposed, which gave Reese and Byron the perfect opportunity to make sure the patch would hold. Byron stayed belowdecks and used a flashlight to work on sealing the inner hull—and repair the damage to the main cabin. 
 
    Meanwhile, Reese continued to use the boatswain chair and hung precariously over the side of Tiberia’s bow, using his feet to in effect, stand on the port side of the boat. In this way,  he was able to securely maintain his position enough to use both hands. He prepared the hull for a more permanent epoxy and fiberglass patch.  
 
    The marine hull repair kit Byron stocked was normally designed for emergencies, small holes and cracks—never a hole the diameter of a football. However, with the added sailcloth that Reese had stuffed behind the football, and the pressure of Libby's net holding the whole thing together, they'd made an effective seal. It wasn't watertight by a long shot, but it'd been enough to get them safely across Delaware Bay to Cape Henlopen. 
 
    Reese sat back and took a long pull from his lukewarm bottle of water. There was still a ways to go before they could call the boat seaworthy. If they ran into any rough weather—which Reese fully expected as they went further south toward the hurricane forming off the Carolinas—the added pressure of actual waves hitting the hull might very well do in their repair job. 
 
    "So this epoxy stuff is going to be able to hold up better?" Tony asked as he leaned over the railing and aimed a flashlight for Reese to continue working as the light faded. 
 
    "Oh yeah,” Reese replied. “Epoxy and fiberglass make it almost as strong as the original hull.“ Reese snorted. “Way better than just a piece of sailcloth and a football.” He slipped the half-empty water bottle in a pouch on the tool belt he wore around his waist, then pulled his gloves on and got back to work adding another layer of fiberglass and nose-wrinkling epoxy. 
 
    Ideally, he would have liked to let the epoxy cure for 24 hours, but they had to settle for the time it took for the tide to rise. The package rated the epoxy for usage in water within three hours, so he hoped that was enough. The package also said that it wasn't designed for big holes, but rather small cracks. 
 
    “If nothing else, this stuff will be a nice backup—we already proved the football can hold its own in the ocean…” Reese reminded Tony. 
 
    The younger man nodded, but his face was still tight with anxiety. It was understandable, he’d grown up on a farm, he wasn't used to boats, nor the bluewater cruiser’s attitude of rolling with the punches. 
 
    Reese glanced askance at Tony. "You gotta try and not worry about the stuff we can't fix, man,” he said. "This epoxy is good for fixing holes, but not holes like this. It's either gonna hold, or it's not. But we can't worry about it now. We just have to do our best, slap it all together, and sail out of here tomorrow and see what happens." 
 
    "Tomorrow?" Tony asked. "We’re spending the night here?" he asked as he looked around the bleak, watery landscape as night caught up with them. 
 
    Reese grinned ruefully. "Trust me, nobody wants to get home faster than me." Reese grunted as he pushed his gloved thumb into the mixture of epoxy and fiberglass to smooth out a section that covered the jagged sailcloth. "But your uncle’s right—we’re getting into some really populated waters here, and we can't take any chances…especially with Tiberia and her beat up hull." 
 
    Tony turned to look at the other boat. “Doesn’t look like Intrepid’s that much better…” 
 
    "Yeah,” Reese agreed, “that's the other reason why we have to hurry with this. I need to get over there and check out Intrepid's hull. We got a little water to pump out, but not nearly as much as what's in Tiberia’s cabin. There must've been a weak spot here," he said as he thumped the hull with his knuckles, “that caused these bullet holes to fracture into a bigger hole like this." 
 
    "I personally think it was something we hit," Tony said. 
 
    "I can hear you!" Byron's muffled voice called from the other side of the hull. “Can you see this light?" 
 
    Reese squinted and leaned back away from the hull, checking all angles around the football. "Dang it," he muttered. "Yeah,” he called out louder. "Just a little lower from the last one—the rest of it looks good though, I think this is the last bit." 
 
    "Good!" Byron said from inside Tiberia. 
 
    Tony sniffed the air. "You smell that?" 
 
    Reese looked up at him with a weary expression on his face. "Tony, I'm elbows deep in fiberglass and epoxy. The only thing I smell here is chemicals….now hold that light steady.” He went back to work and nudged the final glop of epoxy into place, effectively sealing out the gap he’d discovered from the outside. Byron did the same on the inside. “I hope this will do the trick…” he muttered. “Just gotta last another week, baby,” he said as he gently patted the hull.  
 
    "Aunt Libby's making something with tuna…she said she found pasta on Intrepid and had boiled it. Gotta still have a couple cans of tuna left…” 
 
    "There," Reese said. "That oughtta do it. It's as good as we can make it, at least." He put the cap on the epoxy, stowed it in the tool belt, then grabbed the line and hauled himself up over the edge of the of Tiberia’s deck. With his feet firmly planted, he let the bosun’s chair drop and stretched his back. "Tell you what, that thing sure is handy…but it is not the most comfortable seat in the world." 
 
    Tony laughed. “Uncle Byron said he was gonna make me go up and change the mast light when it goes out. No thanks.” 
 
    On the spit of land that had risen up out of the water like a sandbar as the tide went out, the fire that Tony had built was attended by Libby and Jo as they prepared the evening's meal. Jo looked up from her folding camp stool, saw Reese, and waved. Reese waved back, then disentangled himself from the bosun’s chair. "Where does your uncle keep this thing anyway?" 
 
    "Here, I'll take it,” Tony said. “He's got a compartment down in the galley." Tony took the contraption, wrapped the line all around it, tucked it under his arm, then disappeared down below. Reese peered over the side and admired his handiwork.  
 
    The football, now encased in layers of fiberglass matting and gelled epoxy, looked more like a festering sore that had erupted through the side of Tiberia’s sleek bow. The black netting that Libby had fashioned earlier in the day draped over the bow and hung by several lengths of rope, waiting to be reinstalled as a failsafe.  
 
    Reese dusted his hands, then walked across the slanted deck over to Intrepid, where he set about repairing the individual bullet holes in his boat’s hull. He stopped and sniffed the air. As he’d moved away from the drying epoxy, he had to agree with Tony—the tuna dish Libby and Jo were cooking smelled incredible.  
 
    He sat up and looked around, searching for threats. Smells could travel a long way, especially at night. He wondered how close the next human being was? Had anybody survived the tsunami at Cape Henlopen? Had anyone from the mainland come out this far yet at all? Reese frowned. He wondered what the coastline of Delaware might look like once someone got around to mapping the post-tsunami world. 
 
    In half the time it took him to repair the hole in Tiberia’s hull, Reese patched all the bullet holes down the length of Intrepid’s starboard side. Only a few had come in from the port side, so he was able to clean up, and put the epoxy away all before Byron emerged from Tiberia’s cabin, wiping his own hands. "That about does it for Intrepid,” Reese reported. “How you doin’ over there?" 
 
    Byron nodded. "I think we've got it. I patched all the other holes from the inside, and Tony finished the pumping. It’s still damp as all get out down there, but the cabin’s secured."  
 
    “I think Aunt Libby's cooking tuna casserole…” 
 
    “Outstanding, I could eat a horse right about now…” Byron grumbled. 
 
    "Only thing I'm worried about is the smell traveling…” Reese said as he stared off into the glowering darkness. Gordon's Pond stretched far off into the distance, and the denuded new coastline that rose up on the other side—what used to be the middle of a state park—while barren of trees contained a few cars. Reese couldn't tell if they were parked there on purpose or had been dragged by the retreating tsunami two weeks earlier. But there was more debris far off over there than near the sandbar. "It's crazy how much the shoreline’s changed," he said with a nod toward the distant sand dunes. 
 
    Byron turned and agreed. "The maps show the coast should be out that way," he said as he pointed to the other side of the concrete fire control towers. The silent, doomed towers had become islands in their own right during the past two weeks. 
 
    "What do you think, the shoreline moved in about a mile, mile and a half?” Reese asked. 
 
    "Oh, easy,” Byron agreed. “But I'd say closer to two miles…maybe a little more." 
 
    “Well don’t look at me, I’m not going over there to measure it for you,” Tony said. “My days of wandering away from the boats are over.” 
 
    "You boys hungry?" Jo called from the sandbar. "This smells better than an armadillo at a barbecue." 
 
    "What?" Tony asked Reese. 
 
    Reese held up a hand. "Don't ask me. She's from Texas—doesn't make a lick of sense." 
 
    The three men laughed as they clambered across the decks, then down to the somewhat dry land at the base of Intrepid's hull. "I can't tell you how good it feels to stand on dry land again," Tony said with a sigh. “Sort of…I guess it’s more squishy than dry, but I’ll take it.” 
 
    "Well, don't get too excited," Byron warned. "This here's basically just a sandbar. At any moment, we could be finding ourselves swimming back to the boats." They walked the ten feet or so to join the women at the campfire Tony had started earlier. "That goes double for you two, as well,” Byron said as he found a spot near the fire and sat. "Soon as the tide starts coming in, we all need to be back aboard the boats." 
 
    "It's hard enough to stand on those things, when they're all tilted like that. I can’t hardly sit on ‘em either," Jo complained. “Don't mind me, I'm gonna sit here on this here bed of sand as long as possible." She patted the ground next to her for emphasis. 
 
    Reese accepted a bowl of steaming tuna chowder from Libby, then handed it to Jo and grabbed one for himself. He sat next to her and blew on the amazing smelling concoction. “Looks delicious, Libby. What all’s in here?" 
 
    “Oh, little bit of this, little bit of that," Libby said as she stirred the pot hung over the fire with an ingenious contraption made of three pieces of aluminum and a chain. "Only ever used this thing a few times—when we camped out in our younger days," she said as she looked up and smiled at Byron, her face illuminated by the soft glow of the fire. 
 
    “I didn’t even know we had that blasted thing aboard—never been able to get it to work right!” Byron complained. 
 
    Libby smiled. “When I found this pot floating around down there in the water, I knew we had to try again.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be—this is delicious!” Jo exclaimed.  
 
    “Thank you, dear. It's really nothing complicated,” Libby said, “just a couple cans of tuna, some pasta, seasonings, and a little bit of reconstituted dehydrated milk for the sauce. Oh, and a little bit of flour." 
 
    "It's amazing what you can whip together, even in such austere circumstances," Byron replied. "I hit the wife jackpot when I married you," he added. 
 
    Libby laughed slightly, then pointed the serving spoon at him. "Flattery will get you everywhere, young man." 
 
    They ate in companionable silence. The only sound heard over the lapping of the ocean against the edge of the sandbar was the clink of spoons and forks against bowls. Tony and Byron had seconds, but Reese gave his second portion to Jo, claiming she needed it to heal. He rinsed out the bowl and took a short walk in the twilight. Hands in his pockets, he soon became lost in thought. 
 
    He needed to get away from the jovial laughter around the campfire as night settled on the fractured coast of Delaware. He needed to clear his thoughts and prepare himself for the last, grueling week at sea before landfall…and South Carolina. No matter where they landed, he’d have to make his way inland to the house.  
 
    He needed to reassure himself that he was doing the right thing, that going around the Delmarva Peninsula instead of trying to cut across the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal far to the north would, in the long run, get them home faster.  
 
    Reese glanced up at the first stars that winked into existence. As he stood there watching, dozens more appeared. The dome of the night sky—normally a pale, sickly gray thanks to light pollution from cities and towns all over the eastern seaboard—appeared velvety black. Reese had never before seen so many stars in his lifetime, except out in the middle of the Caribbean…and even there the islands were so numerous that one could almost never go so far away from land as to not see a single photon of light pollution from somewhere. 
 
    He sat at the water's edge and pulled up his knees. His bare feet remained just out of the water's reach. There was very little debris in the water, an oddity owing to the lack of buildings near Cape Henlopen State Park—there simply wasn't much for the tsunami to destroy and leave as wreckage along the coast, compared to the populated beaches along New Jersey's western shore, and all the way up to Maine. 
 
    Staring out to the eastern horizon over the endless ocean, Reese could almost forget the tsunami had even touched Cape Henlopen. The gentle sound of small waves as they sighed against the nascent sandbar threatened to lull him to sleep. Shortly, a commotion back at the fire drew his attention, and he stood and hastily brushed the sand off. The others had flashlights out, pointing at something 30 yards offshore. Byron yelled for Reese to return, and he sprinted along the sand. 
 
    "What? What is it?" he asked as he skidded to a stop near the fire. 
 
    "Libby spotted a body out there…” 
 
    Reese turned and followed the beams of light from their flashlights. Something kicked and splashed in the water. "They're alive?" Reese exclaimed. "Hey!" he shouted. 
 
    "Don't bother," Byron said. “They're not alive." 
 
    "It's sharks," Tony whispered. 
 
    Reese took an involuntary step back from the water's edge. As the flashlights converged on the thrashing, Reese spotted a sleek tail as it slapped the water’s surface, then a dorsal fin slipped by in the opposite direction. The white frothy water turned pink, and a bloated corpse popped to the surface. Another splash, and the tip of a shark’s snout appeared—gray and white—before the body disappeared beneath the surface once more. They all stared in horror at the grisly scene unfolding just offshore. 
 
    "I bet that's happening a lot right now, all up and down the coast…” Reese whispered. 
 
    "Can you imagine how many sharks there must be in the waters near the major cities?" Libby asked. 
 
    "Only going to get worse the further south we go," Byron muttered. “Going right into the Gulf Stream.” 
 
    Reese shivered, suddenly cold as he remembered the ghostly, huge shape that slid underneath him while he'd been patching Tiberia’s hull earlier in the day. It was enough to make a man give up sailing.  
 
    Almost. 
 
    "Well, fish have to eat, too," Libby said pragmatically. 
 
    Tony looked down at the tuna chowder in his bowl. "Makes me want to stick to canned tuna for a while…” 
 
    Reese laughed. "Yeah, I don't think I'm going to be looking for shark steaks anytime soon." 
 
    "We've got enough food to make it to Baltimore," Byron announced. "But I agree, I think I'll stick to freshwater for the time being for my fish dinners." 
 
    "Well, on that note," Reese said as he turned away, “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I'm ready to get back aboard the boat." 
 
    Byron grunted as he brushed the sand off his shorts. "I agree, the fire’s good for keeping bugs away, but the tide can't go out forever. Probably don't have too much longer before the water starts coming back in." 
 
    "May as well try to catch some sleep while we can,” Reese agreed. 
 
    "You guys ever see the stars like that?" Tony asked as he looked up. 
 
    Reese grinned. "I guess there's something nice that came out of all this mess…people will get to know the stars a lot better now.” 
 
    Libby looked up and gasped. “I imagine there's millions of people out there that have never even seen the Milky Way…” 
 
    “Let alone something like that,” Reese agreed. The sky glowed with the light of thousands upon thousands of twinkling gems, scattered across the velvety black firmament. Orange, yellow, red, white, and blue stars competed for his attention. The wide swath of the Milky Way draped over head and showered the world with splendor in a sight Reese imagined hadn't been equaled in hundreds of years, maybe thousands. 
 
    "I sure hope Cami gets the chance to look up and see this…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Haslet Forest Preserve, 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami and John slowed to a stop and crouched behind a thin veneer of greenery on the edge of the abandoned county maintenance center. Sweat dripped off the tip of her nose, and she wiped the grime from her face. The paint John had applied had already smeared into a muddy swirl, but she couldn’t care less. They’d successfully tracked the kidnappers to Cisco's base and found more than they bargained for. 
 
    Over the last two hours, Cami, John, and Rufus had raced through the woods, hot on the trail of the kidnappers. The men who’d dragged her daughter toward Cisco's camp must have pushed forward at a breakneck pace to be able to outrun their pursuers.  
 
    She was nearly spent, having exhausted every ounce of her reserves in order to track down her daughter. Running through dense forest in long pants and long-sleeved shirts in the height of summer was a guaranteed recipe for dehydration. Cami leaned forward and rested her back by planting her hands on the ground. 
 
    Next to her, John, red-faced and sweating, panted as he tried to find a water bottle in his backpack. 
 
    Among them, only Rufus seemed largely unaffected by all the running through the forest. Though he was dressed in jeans and a short sleeved T-shirt and carried no backpack, the dreadlocks that hung from the back of his head had to weigh him down, as Cami observed sweat roll off of his neck and shoulders. 
 
    "So, there it is," Rufus muttered, his eyes intent on the encampment through the bushes in the clearing. 
 
    Cami looked up. "I don't see them, I don't see her...does anybody see Amber?" 
 
    John took a swig of water and spat on the ground. "There's only a couple places she can be.” He pointed. “See that tent over there, next to the big truck?" 
 
    Cami nodded. The encampment had a haphazard, random aspect to it. She could just see the edge of the old maintenance facility parking lot. The rough foundation, all that was left of the building that had stood in that spot since the 1950s, was overgrown with weeds, bushes, and a few gray, weathered cinderblocks stuck up to cause a tripping hazard.  
 
    In the middle of the lot, the two biggest trucks—the armored MRAP and the troop transport—had been backed carefully into place. Cami noticed with a certain amount of satisfaction that several of the windows on the MRAP had been shattered and cracked, and the big vehicle was riddled with dents and scorch marks from the fight at Bee’s Landing. The troop transport’s canvas top had likewise been turned into Swiss cheese by bullets. 
 
    That was the extent of the orderly corralling of Cisco's vehicles, however. A handful of pickup trucks—a few with machine guns mounted in the back—had been parked at odd angles, seemingly wherever the driver had decided to stop. Some faced the forest preserve, some faced the road out. Several sedans and even a school bus had also been gathered in the parking lot, all baking in the late afternoon sun. 
 
    Cami shifted her gaze to the left of the biggest vehicles and found the two tents that John had pointed out. Massive canvas structures, the tents screamed military issue. "They must've taken those when they captured the rest of the National Guard gear," she observed. 
 
    Rufus grunted. "I don't see anyone...where are they?" 
 
    "I can't see her. I've got to find her," Cami said as she struggled to get to her feet. 
 
    John grabbed her hand and pulled her back down to the ground. "Hold on there, Cami. We can't run in there half-cocked—we've been going full out for the past couple hours. If we charge in there now, we’re just gonna get shot down. We don't even know where she's at, yet." 
 
    "I'm with her,” said Rufus with a lopsided grin. "I say we go in there, guns blazing.” He pulled back a few branches of the bush in front of him and peered intently at the encampment. "I owe some payback to a couple of those guys..." 
 
    "Yeah, but where are they?" John said angrily. "We go running in there and start shooting the place up...they gonna come from the woods? Underneath those cars? In the tents? We don't know where they are. We might walk right into a trap and get gunned down." He looked at Cami as she struggled to free herself from his grip. "Is that going to do your daughter any good?" 
 
    Cami sighed and stopped struggling. She jerked her hand out of his grip and growled in frustration. "There's gotta be—" 
 
    A shrill, high-pitched shriek split the air and froze Cami's heart. "Amber!" she breathed. "That's my daughter—my baby, they're hurting her!" She started to stand up again. 
 
    John pulled her back to the ground once more, rougher. "Listen," he hissed. "Use your skills! That wasn't a scream of pain, that sounded more like frustration to me." 
 
    Cami was breathing hard, but she closed her eyes, and strained her ears, listening for any other sounds. 
 
    "Gaaah! I’m going to kill you all!" Amber roared, her voice distant, but strong. 
 
    Cami's eyes snapped open. "You're right..." she whispered. "She sounds madder than I've ever heard before..." A smile spread across her face. "She doesn't sound hurt..." 
 
    "Yeah, but how long can that last?" asked Rufus. He wiped sweat from his face with the back of his arm. "We can't just sit here in the bushes, sweating. We gotta do something, guys." 
 
    The radio in John's pack chirped softly. "We reached the stream...but there's a problem." 
 
    John cursed as he struggled to get the radio free from his pack. "Sorry about that—I should've known better than to leave the stupid thing on like that. If we walked into that camp it would've totally given us away." He fumbled through the pack and finally pulled the radio free, then handed it to Cami. 
 
    She brought the radio to her mouth, eyes still on the seemingly deserted enemy camp, and pressed the transmit button. "What do you mean there's a problem?" she whispered. "We found the nature center—looks empty..." 
 
    "I'm guessing that's because most of them are up here in the creek,” Flynt replied. “Some are on guard duty, but it looks like most of ‘em are washing clothes or just messing around." 
 
    John and Rufus looked at Cami at the same time. "This is our chance," she whispered. 
 
    "If most of them are at the creek..." John agreed. 
 
    “I was hoping they’d be here...” Rufus groused. 
 
    "There might only be a couple people left guarding Amber," John countered. 
 
    "I’ve got an idea," Cami said. 
 
    "Does it involve me getting a crack at some of these guys?" Rufus replied. 
 
    "You’ll get your chance," she said with a grin. "What do you think about walking right in there and trying to draw them out? I'm not talking about making yourself a target, I'm talking about going in there and messing up those trucks," she said with a nod toward the pickup trucks and cars. 
 
    “Done,” Rufus said, his eyes bright. 
 
    "You’re thinking about using him as a diversion, while we sneak around through the trees over there and loop behind the big vehicles to those tents?" 
 
    Cami nodded. “Problem is, once somebody starts shooting, the rest of Cisco's men by the creek are going to hear it and come running." 
 
    "Not if Flynt keeps ‘em occupied. Can he do it?" 
 
    "We’re about to find out." Cami brought the radio to her lips. "Change of plan. You ready to get some payback?" 
 
    Flynt's reply was instant. "Always." 
 
    Cami grinned and pressed the transmit button. "When I give you the word, you take down as many of them as you can and keep ‘em occupied. We’ll rescue my daughter, cause as much damage as possible, then head out." 
 
    "Got it. They're going to chase us..." Flint added. 
 
    John looked at Cami and nodded. "Let them. Stagger your retreat, spread out, and make sure everybody keeps heading generally east. Once we secure Amber, we’ll loop behind them for a little run and gun." 
 
    Flynt laughed. "You know, I like the way you think..." 
 
    Cami snorted. “Give me a couple minutes to get into position, then I'll give you the signal." She looked at Rufus. "You ready?" 
 
    He grinned at her.  
 
    "All right,” she said, “have at it." 
 
    "Finally," Rufus muttered. He got to his feet and pushed his way through the bushes.  
 
    Cami and John ran through the bushes as fast as they could along the south end of the clearing. As she ran, she kept a close watch on the encampment, especially the tents on the far side of the big vehicles. Rufus emerged from the tree line, and she paused behind an especially large oak to watch.  
 
    He scrambled across the clearing, ran through the knee-high grass and emerged onto the cracked blacktop, his rifle up and ready. No one noticed him. He made a beeline for the first pickup truck, took aim, and shot out the tires on each one. 
 
    Cami raise the radio to her mouth. "Go, go, go!" 
 
    Before the echoes of Rufus's shots dissipated, gunfire erupted in the distance, which sounded remarkably like fireworks on the 4th of July. 
 
    "Okay, go!" she said to John. They sprinted through the bushes, heedless of the noise they made as they slammed through branches and pine trees and anything that got in their way. The gunfire from the battle at the creek, and Rufus shooting up all the vehicles in the parking lot more than covered the snapping of branches and thrashing of bushes as she and John barreled their way through the forest. 
 
    They emerged onto the access road, took their bearings, and angled straight for the two big tents, now only about 20 yards away. A man sprinted from the first tent, without even looking in their direction and charged straight for Rufus as he continued to decimate the tires on Cisco's vehicles. 
 
    "Oh, no you don't," Cami said as she paused and brought rifle up. She placed her cheek against the stock, closed one eye and focused through the scope. She was far closer than normal, so compensated quickly and lined up that crosshair on the man’s waist.  
 
    When she pulled the trigger, the rifle bucked and sounded like thunder. The man took the round in the shoulder which threw him off balance and he rolled in the dust and the gravel to a stop. He screamed as he lay in the dirt and thrashed. 
 
    Cami cycled the bolt, and out of her peripheral vision saw the flash of brass as the empty cartridge was ejected from the chamber. She pulled the second round free of the bandolier on the sling, placed it in the chamber, and slammed the bolt home. In less than two seconds, she had the scope back in front of her eye, lined up on the man's head and pulled the trigger. The screaming from the parking lot silenced. Rufus turned and waved, then went back to tearing up the vehicles. 
 
    John had moved halfway to the tent and taken a knee to cover Cami while she dispatched the first enemy. A second man poked his head out of the tent and looked toward the sound of Cami's shots, spotted John, and ducked back just in time to miss the round John sent toward his face.  
 
    "They’re on to us!" he called. "Run!" 
 
    Cami ejected the spent cartridge in her rifle, loaded another round, and chased after John, who approached the first massive tent at a sprint. 
 
    The gunfire in the distance ratcheted up a notch as Flynt fully engaged the bulk of Cisco's men. Cami sprinted to catch up to John, but he was bigger and faster despite carrying a heavier load of equipment and gear. "John—wait!" 
 
    It was too late. Two men emerged from the tent, one on either side. The first one went down with a shot from John's rifle, but the second managed to fire. John crumpled where he stood and Cami screamed.  
 
    She swung the .308 around and fired a snapshot. It caught the second shooter square in the chest. The man flung his rifle to the side and fell back in a spray of blood. Cami sprinted to John, her boots pounding off of the gravel parking lot, and skidded to a stop in a cloud of dust. 
 
    John moaned and picked himself up off the ground. "Dadgum that was close," he muttered as he adjusted his hat and grabbed his rifle. 
 
    "You’re not hit?" Cami gasped. 
 
    "Nah, I think they got my pack," he said. "Least, I don't feel like I've been shot...ain’t it supposed to burn?" 
 
    "We gotta go in there," she whispered. 
 
    John nodded. "You take left, I'll take right." 
 
    Cami nodded. She reloaded her rifle, rammed the bolt forward, then slung it over her shoulder and drew her pistol. “Let’s go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Sailing Vessel Intrepid 
 
    Cape Henlopen, Delaware 
 
      
 
    Reese groaned and open his eyes to the sound of Jo cursing. He blinked in the darkness inside Intrepid's main cabin, where he'd taken refuge the night before from the increasing number of biting bugs attracted to their swampy anchorage. He looked down and found Jo on the floor amid a pile of clutter. As she moved, she bumped pots and pans, empty tin cans, and all manner of boxes of food and supplies, creating a horrible racket. 
 
    "Two questions," Reese moaned. "What time is it, and why are you on the floor?" 
 
    "It's early, dadgum it," Jo growled in response. "I'm on the floor because I fell off my seat." 
 
    Reese sighed and rubbed his eyes. "I'll bite—why did you fall off your seat? You were so proud of that contraption you rigged up last night to make sure you couldn't fall out of the—" 
 
    "Because the boat shifted again, and my balance was thrown off." 
 
    Reese sat up in his small bunk. "You're right," he said, as he became fully awake and realized that the deck was no longer tilted to starboard. "The tide came in!" 
 
    “You're not supposed to be up… Byron said you needed to get some rest since you were up with the graveyard shift…" 
 
    Reese swung his legs over the side of the bunk and stood, almost losing his balance on a can of tomato sauce. "That doesn't matter—we've got work to do. If we don't get the boats ready and slip out while the tide’s high, we’ll be stuck here for another day!" 
 
    "Oh, well,” Jo said from the floor. “When you put it that way, what’re you doing? Get your keister up on deck and get us out of here!" Jo flopped on the ground for a minute, trying to avoid bending her hurt leg. "Though, before you go, would you mind givin’ an old lady a hand up?" 
 
    Reese laughed and hauled Jo to her feet. "Can you make it up the ladder?" 
 
    She nodded. "Easy peasy, lemon squeezy. Just need to take my time. But I felt like a turtle on my back in the middle of a highway down there," she said as she pointed at the pile of debris on the floor. "I suppose before I go up, I should clean this up.” 
 
    “I'll help you when I'm done topside, but I gotta get up there and get with Byron." 
 
    Jo waved him off, so Reese turned and clambered up the ladder, wincing at the pain in his knee. The cut that had attracted the shark to the Tiberia the day before was only partially healed, and the skin was pink and tender. He hoped as he clambered up onto the main deck, that the saltwater bath he'd taken had disinfected the wound, but he filed it away as something else to watch. 
 
    "Morning, sunshine!" Byron said from Tiberia’s cockpit. "Tides in," he announced. 
 
    Reese immediately checked the sky—clouds dotted the southern horizon, but for the most part it was another clear day. A slight breeze kissed his cheek from the northwest. Intrepid remained in exactly the condition he left her the night before, all sails neatly stowed away, the rigging tied up, and all lines taught. The only difference was the deck wasn't tilted thirty degrees to starboard. 
 
    "She seems fairly level," Reese said as he eyed the deck. 
 
    "I was thinking the same thing. Libby wanted to give you another five minutes, but now that you're up…" 
 
    "Do we have time for breakfast?" asked Libby as she emerged from the cabin area on Tiberia. 
 
    "If you're willing to wait a half hour, we’ll be able to anchor offshore and get food then," Reese replied. "I don't know how long the tides going to last with this unnatural channel," he said as he eyed the 20-yard gap out to the ocean. The sandbar, their spit of dry land claimed the night before, during dinner and stargazing, had vanished from sight, replaced by the endless water that rolled in off the Atlantic. 
 
    Tony, at Tiberia’s bow, scanned the horizon with his binoculars and turned in a slow circle while Reese and Byron planned the day. As he turned west, he froze. "Uh…guys?" 
 
    "Whatcha got, Tony?" Reese asked as he moved forward on Intrepid to cast off the bow lines tied around the tree stump, now just barely visible above the murky water, where the night before it'd been about three feet tall. 
 
    "It looks like a helicopter...and it's coming toward us…" 
 
    Reese paused and looked at Byron. He shrugged. "Is it like a news helicopter or…?" Reese asked, almost afraid to suggest that it might be a military vehicle. 
 
    "No, it's definitely Coast Guard. It just turned a little and I can see it's white and orange…" He said. "It's coming in fast, though." 
 
    "Think they see us?" Byron asked. 
 
    Reese glanced up at the aluminum masts of both ships, shining bright in the reflected sunlight. "I don't see how they could miss us. We look like the only normal things around here…" 
 
    Within a minute or two, Reese's guess had proved accurate. The Coast Guard helicopter, an HH-60J Jayhawk, made a wide circle around the two boats, encompassing all of Gordon's Pond—or what used to be Gordon's Pond. The helicopter stayed approximately a hundred yards up, so the downdraft from its rotors wasn't terribly noticeable, but the surface of the water surrounding the two sailboats was churned up considerably. 
 
    "What do you think they want?" Reese yelled over the roar of the helicopter as it circled a second time. 
 
    "One way to find out!" Byron hollered back. He motioned toward the cockpit of Tiberia and picked up the radio. Reese nodded and did the same. He turned on the radio and set it to scan. In seconds, he heard Byron talking. "—epeat, this is sailing vessel Tiberia on Channel 4, hailing Coast Guard helicopter off our starboard bow. Come in please," he said. 
 
    After a moment, the radio chirped with an incoming message. "This is Coast Guard Rescue one one six, to sailing vessels below. You are in restricted waters and ordered to vacate the area immediately." 
 
    Bryon made a face. "One one six, this is sailing vessel Tiberia, that's what we were trying to do when you showed up." 
 
    The pilot did not find Byron's response amusing. "Tiberia, you are in violation of Presidential Executive Order 1352C—no civilians are allowed within restricted airspace, land, or adjoining waters of any military base in the United States. Active or inactive." 
 
    "One one six, what base are you talking about?" Byron demanded. 
 
    "Fort Miles," the helicopter pilot replied. "Approximately a mile northwest of your current position." 
 
    "For starters," Byron replied, "we didn’t even know it was there, and secondly, we don't want anything to do with it. We anchored here to repair our hulls, and then we'll be on our way." 
 
    "Do you need assistance?" asked the helicopter pilot as the orange and white aircraft circled for the fourth time. 
 
    "That dadgum thing is loud enough," Jo grumbled as she appeared on deck, red-faced with her hair slightly mussed. "Finally got it fixed up down below, but the walls are shaking from all this noise—all kinds of things are liable to break loose  if they get any closer…" 
 
    Reese looked at Jo as she stared at the machine gun mounted to the foredeck. "Don't even think about it..." 
 
    "What? A girl can dream…" 
 
    "These guys are the Coast Guard, they're not our enemies…" 
 
    Jo shrugged. "For now." 
 
    Reese ignored her and went back to the conversation Byron was having with the pilot. "...damage to the hulls of both boats in the fighting up around New York City. As a matter fact, we came to the aid of Sailfish, one of your cutters." 
 
    After a long pause, the helicopter pilot came back. "We'll check on that information, Tiberia—in the meantime, you want to explain why you got a Ma Deuce mounted to the deck of one of those sailboats?" 
 
    "That was the same thing I asked the National Guard after they confiscated my boat on Long Island and cut a hole in her! We had nothing to do with it, and didn't want anything to do with it. We barely managed to get out of that insane asylum with our lives." 
 
    "You were on Long Island?" 
 
    "That's right,” Byron reported. “We escaped Camp Echo a couple days back —" 
 
    "Standby," the pilot said in a monotone voice. 
 
    Reese watched the helicopter as the pilot reduced their forward momentum and the aircraft appeared to drift on the breeze as it slowly, ever so slowly circled their position once more. As the helicopter drifted off Intrepid’s starboard bow, he looked up and saw a rescue diver in the open side door, one hand on the massive, iconic winch built into the airframe. Reese waved and smiled when the diver waved back. 
 
    A moment later, the pilot returned to the radio frequency. "Roger that, Tiberia, your story checks out. Look, I don't mean to come across as a jerk, but you seriously need to clear out." 
 
    Reese looked at Byron, who shrugged. "Well, like I said, we’re trying to ship off here before the tide runs out and we get stuck in this lagoon again." 
 
    "Well go ahead and clear out—be advised, though, the navy’s working up the coast from Norfolk. They're encountering piracy and resistance all along the coast, and the admiral in charge of the carrier battlegroup is not in a good mood. If you know what's good for you, you’ll get out of here, and head offshore." 
 
    "No can do, one-one-six—we got a date with the Chesapeake. Trying to get home to Baltimore. My friends here are headed to South Carolina after that." 
 
    "South Carolina?" the pilot asked. Another long pause ensued.  
 
    Reese busied himself making ready to raise sail. Eventually the pilot returned to the airwaves as the helicopter looped around in an even wider circle. It was almost too hard to see the rescue diver in the doorway. But Reese waved again anyway. 
 
    "Hurricane Rafael is a Cat 3, almost Cat 4 now, Tiberia. Looks like landfall’s gonna be somewhere between North and South Carolina, about four or five days from now. If you're headed that way, be advised you’ll be entering some rough weather. It's gonna be a bad one." 
 
    "Well, that explains why the navy’s steaming out of Norfork, doesn't it?" Byron said sourly. 
 
    "Roger that, Tiberia, things are crazy all over the world right now—the navy can't take a chance on having ships out of the fight." 
 
    "Out of the fight?” Byron asked, “who’re we fighting?" 
 
    "It's not exactly like we’re fighting anyone,” the pilot replied, “but the whole world is fighting someone. It's like a world war erupted in the last two weeks—between the Middle East, Asia, and Europe…everything’s gone sideways." 
 
    "What are we supposed to do?" Reese yelled to Byron. 
 
    Byron relayed the message. 
 
    "Get out of that lagoon for starters," the pilot ordered. "And take yourself offshore a few miles. The navy’s sweeping everything along the coast, and anybody that puts up resistance gets leveled. They’re on a wartime footing, Tiberia, and not taking any lip. Hampton isn't there anymore," the pilot added. 
 
    "Where’s Hampton?" asked Jo. 
 
    "It's a city near Norfork," Reese said, distracted as he watched the helicopter. “I guess he means the navy left Norfork and someone started taking pot shots at them, like those idiots in New York City. If people are trying to take over and control towns in the power vacuum after the tsunami, taking reckless shots at a warship is probably a way to gain street credit or something," Reese said. He shrugged. "I have no idea why someone would fire at ships with actual cannons on board…" 
 
    "So, you're saying the navy fired back?" 
 
    "No, but that's what he’s saying," Reese replied as he pointed at the helicopter. "If they’re on a war footing, then anything considered a threat might be fair game…" Reese looked at the machine gun mounted to the foredeck. "That means we need to get some tarp or something and cover that bad boy up—last thing I need is for you to get an itchy trigger finger with an aircraft carrier off the port bow." 
 
    Jo laughed. "Trust me, I ain’t shootin’ at a warship. Them things look meaner than a live armadillo with a flame thrower." 
 
    Reese looked at her for a second. “I...what?” 
 
    "Thanks for the heads up, Coast Guard,” Byron continued, cutting off Jo’s explanation. “We’ll get underway and clear out in a minute." 
 
    "Be advised, Tiberia, Rafael’s no laughing matter. If you're serious about heading for South Carolina, you need to do so with all haste and be ashore before it hits. The landfall predictions are not nearly as accurate now that the national hurricane center’s been wiped out." 
 
    “Where’s that, then?” asked Jo. 
 
    Reese sighed. “Miami.” The pressure to leave had built to the point he found it hard to breathe. He circled his hand in the air over his head, to signal Byron to wrap things up. It was time to go. 
 
    Byron nodded and put the radio back to his mouth. "Roger that, Coast Guard one one six. Thanks for the heads up. Clear skies," Byron replied. "Tiberia out." 
 
    "Calm seas, Tiberia, and a good breeze at your back. Coast Guard Rescue one one six, out." 
 
    "Well, that was exciting," Tony said as he lowered his binoculars and waved one final time at the helicopter. The pilot turned and banked, then took the orange and white aircraft straight down the coast heading south. 
 
    "Exciting is hardly the word I would use," Jo said. "Did you hear what he said about that hurricane?" 
 
    "I heard enough about the navy to make me want to move faster," Byron replied. "All right, all hands on deck—let's get this pig in the water and get out of here!" 
 
    The next ten minutes were a flurry of activity as Libby, Tony, and Byron scrambled across Tiberia’s deck to undo the lines that tied her not only to Intrepid, but the stump of a tree on the submerged sandbar.  
 
    Reese positioned Jo in Intrepid’s cockpit to man the wheel while he scrambled along the port side and pulled all the lines back aboard. With a final bump, Intrepid pulled away from the stump and floated free. 
 
    "You ready?" Reese asked as he braced himself against Intrepid’s foredeck and put both feet against Tiberia’s starboard bow. 
 
    "Ready as we'll ever be," Byron called out. "Do it." 
 
    Reese grunted with the effort and pushed with all his might. Slowly, at first, then inch by inch, Tiberia moved away from Intrepid as Reese's legs extended. Byron dropped the outboard behind the transom and started the engine. A few seconds later, Tiberia pulled leisurely away from Intrepid and began a slow, tight circle to spin on its keel. 
 
    "Okay, our turn," Reese said as he got up and grabbed a gaff and threw a line toward the other boat. Tony grabbed it from the aft end of Tiberia, and as they completed the circle and Byron targeted the mouth of the channel, the line went taught—which pulled Intrepid’s bow away from the sandbar. 
 
    "Sounds like were crunching on something!" Jo called out from the cockpit. 
 
    Reese held tight to the rope and lashed it to an available cleat on the foredeck before he scrambled back to the cockpit. "Oh, that should be okay…sounds like the keel’s draggin’ on some sand. They're gonna pull us free in a second.”  
 
    With a shudder, Reese's words rang true. Intrepid popped free of the sand and spun faster as Tiberia gained momentum with the outflowing water. Gordon's Pond had filled at high tide, but the peak had passed, and the tide was already beginning to run out. 
 
    "Isn’t the water supposed to go the other way at high tide?" Jo asked as she pointed to the current, visible as little eddies of leaves and dust and oil on the surface.  
 
    "It is,” replied Reese, “but we've passed the high-water mark—the tide’s already starting to ebb. That's good news," he added. 
 
    "How's that? I thought you said when the water goes out, the boat will hit the bottom?" 
 
    Reese grinned as he adjusted their course slightly. "Yeah, but that's not until the end of low tide. As the tide’s going out, we’ll get sucked along with it, so it'll help pull us out to the open water. We just have to make sure we stay right in the middle of the channel.” 
 
    When Reese had judged Intrepid far enough away from the sandbar to safely use the outboard, he kicked it to life, had Jo hold the wheel steady, then ran forward and untied the rope that attached them like an umbilical to Tiberia. Tony did the same aboard the other sailboat before he tossed his end into the water. Reese pulled the rope back and coiled it on the deck as Intrepid motored slowly behind its sister ship. 
 
    By the time he got back to the cockpit, they were already halfway through the now invisible channel. He looked to starboard, toward the south, and watched the silent empty sentinel of Fire Control Tower 6 drift by at a sedate pace. "Wonder how long that thing’s gonna remain standing? Another good storm this way’ll probably bring it down." 
 
    "Well, won't be any different than the rest of the country that got wiped out by the tsunami, I suppose…" Jo muttered. "But there's something sad about seein’ a tower that stood there since World War II be taken out like this. It's shameful in a way...” 
 
    "As long as we’re not taken out in the same manner, I can live with that," Reese said as he clenched his jaw. The last few yards proved to be the trickiest. The mouth of the channel had filled with silt overnight, and as a result Intrepid’s keel plowed right through it with a sickening grinding sound that seemed to go on forever. Their forward momentum slowed to the point Reese had to open the outboard motor up to full throttle just to get them through. 
 
    “Wahoo!” Reese hollered as Intrepid broke free and surged forward through the light chop. 
 
    "Hoo boy," Jo said, "you sure know how to keep a girl on the edge of her seat…" She wiped sweat from her face. "I didn't think we were gonna make it…" 
 
    Reese laughed, a necessary release of tension. He wiped the sweat from his own face and dried his hands on his shorts. "You didn't think we were going to make it?" He laughed again. “Tiberia must have a much shorter keel…they’re way out there already.” 
 
    "Well, what’re we waiting for? Let's raise the sail and get going!" Jo said. 
 
    Reese looked down at her and smiled. "I didn't know you were so gung-ho to be back on the water, what with us staring down the barrel of a hurricane." 
 
    "I’m not, I'm just hungry—and Libby's got breakfast waiting for us over there," Jo said as she pointed at Tiberia, now a hundred yards ahead and moving further offshore under a billowy white mainsail. 
 
    Reese laughed. "Now you're talking!" He picked up the mainsail halyard. "Ready to raise sail?"  
 
    Jo grabbed the line as it coiled on the deck below Reese's hands and smiled under the wide brim of her campaign hat. "Haul away!" 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Haslet Forest Preserve 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami swooped around the corner of the tent and covered everything to the left, while John followed suit at her shoulder and covered their right. They both froze at the entrance to the tent. Instead of finding prisoners, or armed raiders hoarding over supplies of loot, they found two long rows of cots arranged along the outer walls of the tent.  
 
    Injured men, in various stages of treatment, lay on the cots—most unconscious. Blood-splattered bandages littered the floor and a pile of medical supplies had been crudely stacked in the far right corner. The oppressive heat inside the tent, mixed with the smells of vomit, blood, and excrement made Cami look away for fear she'd throw up. 
 
    "Oh—that is nasty," John gagged. He lowered his weapon. 
 
    "Don't shoot!" the man in the closest cot pleaded. He lifted his bandaged arms up and turned his face away. 
 
    “Please, no..." a man on the other side of the tent said.  
 
    "It hurts...somebody, help me..." a third whined piteously. 
 
    Unable to proceed any further, Cami was reluctant to leave. "She's got to be in the other tent." 
 
    John took aim at the man who'd raised his hands, half-propped up on the cot and swaddled in bloodied bandages. "We can't just leave them..." 
 
    Others took up the cry of ‘don't shoot,’ or begged for help. Cami looked at John. "That's what they would do—slaughter the wounded and the innocent." 
 
    "None of these guys are innocent," John growled. "You know what they did at Rolling Hills, what they wanted to do in our neighborhood..." 
 
    "I'm not going to have any part in shooting unarmed men, even if they are the scum of the earth," Cami said as she spat on the ground. "I'm here to get my daughter, not kill people laying in bed—that's what they do." 
 
    John lowered his weapon reluctantly. He looked at Cami long and hard. "We’re going to regret this decision, mark my words." 
 
    "We'll deal with that bridge when we come to it. Come on," Cami said as she turned him around and they marched out of the tent. 
 
    "She's gotta be in that tent," Cami whispered as she motioned toward the other large tent, about ten feet away from the first one. 
 
    They crouch-walked with their weapons up and ready across the short distance and moved to the front of the second tent. Behind them, Rufus laughed and hooted as he continued to blast away at the parked vehicles.  
 
    Cami looked at John, and he nodded. "Same as before?" 
 
    A tingling crept over every square inch of Cami's body. Her daughter was on the other side of the canvas flap, she knew it. “Yes...let's not shoot my daughter, okay?" 
 
    John grinned. "I'll try." 
 
    Cami counted down to three, then they pulled the tent flap back and barged in. Unlike the first tent, the second had the back flaps tied securely, creating a dark environment. Sunlight flared into the tent from the open main flap, illuminating Amber, who sat in a metal chair in the middle of a cleared space.  
 
    Her wrists and ankles had been tied to the chair, and she closed her eyes at the sudden brightness. All around her, crates and boxes of supplies, TVs, books—and most importantly, piles of nonperishable food—filled the tent. Cami saw a bed in the far back corner, dragged there at some considerable effort, if the marks on the ground were any indication. 
 
    Cami shuddered in revulsion. She’d found Cisco's tent. Even the air felt vile and repulsive, as if his very presence had tainted the space inside the tent. 
 
    Amber turned, her sweat-bedraggled hair plastered to her face. She had a swollen lip and the beginnings of a real shiner, but otherwise appeared unhurt. "Mom?" she whispered. "Mom!" 
 
    Cami sprinted forward, crying as she slid to a stop and hugged her daughter. Her hands flew over Amber's face, checking for other injuries, down her neck and her shoulders. "Are you okay?" 
 
    "Yeah—mom, we gotta get out of here!" 
 
    The radio in John's backpack went off. "Whatever you’re doing, you better hurry up—they’re starting to retreat. I think they know something's up..." 
 
    Cami turned to John. “Tell Rufus to get ready to retreat. And let Flynt know we’re almost done!" 
 
    John nodded and stepped out of the tent with the radio at his mouth. He shrugged out of his pack as he went. Outside, gunfire continued, but it was more sporadic than it had been before. 
 
    Cami knelt next to her daughter and put her pistol on the ground. “Amber, are you hurt? Can you walk?" 
 
    Between sobs, Amber tried to answer. "I...yeah...not bad..." 
 
    Cami took a moment and rested her forehead against Amber's arm, closed her eyes and offered a prayer of thanks. "Okay, honey,” she said as she looked up and smiled through unshed tears, “I’m going to get you out of this...just hang on a second." 
 
    "Hurry mom!" Amber pleaded. "The leader...he said he was going to..." 
 
    "Sssh," Cami said as she soothed her daughter's frayed nerves. Her hands trembled with rage and fear. "Nobody's gonna hurt you," Cami said as she pulled a pocket knife from her pants, snapped the blade open and carefully trimmed the duct tape from Amber's right wrist. She pulled her hand free of the sticky material and wrapped it around Cami’s shoulder. 
 
    As Amber continued to cry, Cami picked up her pistol and put it into Amber's hand. "Aim at the flap—shoot anyone that walks through. I've got to get this duct tape off your other hand...” 
 
    Amber took the gun and held it in an unsteady grip. She still cried, but she struggled mightily to stop. "Mom...these guys..." 
 
    "It's okay, honey," Cami said, her own voice high and tight with fear. She sliced the duct tape holding Amber's left arm down and gently peeled the tape back. Amber quickly grasped the gun with both hands.  
 
    "That's a lot of shooting out there," Amber said, her voice wavering as if she were on the edge of breaking into another round of tears. 
 
    "Darien Flynt and a handful of his people—along with some volunteers from the neighborhood—came with me,” she said as Cami worked on the ankle restraints. “They’re out there fighting the raiders to keep them occupied while me, John Douglass, and Rufus rescue you.” 
 
    "Rufus?" asked Amber, as Cami cut through the first of the leg restraints. 
 
    John rushed back into the tent, his weapon up. "I just spotted somebody coming out of the woods on the far side of the parking lot. Whatever you’re doing, get it done, we‘re out of time!" A bullet ricocheted off the truck parked next to the tent to add emphasis to his words 
 
    "I know, I know," Cami said testily. "They wrapped this tape around her leg like four times...I’m trying not to cut her..." 
 
    "Just do it mom, I don't care—we have to get out of here!" The tape finally separated, and Cami pulled the knife away before Amber jumped up, almost impaling herself on the little blade.  
 
    "Let's go!" John yelled.  
 
    Rufus appeared at the tent entrance, out of breath but smiling. "Hey, they're coming back!" 
 
    Cami led Amber out around the front of the tent. "To the right—here, let's cut between the two tents—everybody run straight for the woods! We’ll circle around the south side of the camp and head home."  
 
    The four of them sprinted as shouts of alarm on the other side of the parking lot drowned out the few sporadic gunshots in the distance. They'd almost made it to the woods, when Amber tripped and fell, crying out painfully. Her pistol went flying across the gravel toward the tree line.  
 
    "Go!" Cami yelled. Rufus and John sprinted the last ten yards to the tree line, then spun and aimed back to cover Cami and Amber. Cami dropped and helped Amber get to her feet.  
 
    They ran crouched over as the first bullet chipped a rock a few feet away from Cami. As they came upon the pistol, Amber reached down and grabbed it on the run, before they plunged into the tree line. Behind them, John and Rufus fired a few shots to slow their pursuers, then followed Cami and Amber into the brush. 
 
    Cami led them approximately 20 yards into the forest, then made a hard turn to the south at a large oak tree. "Follow me, let's go," she urged. The four of them raced around the oak tree and headed south. They reached the edge of the forest where the access road cut across their path and paused. The sounds of pursuit behind them had faded.  
 
    More and more shouts and cries of alarm and anger rose from the encampment as the raiders returned to find most of their vehicles inoperable. Cami looked at Rufus, who grinned back at her with a wide smile. "Nice work," she muttered. 
 
    "It was fun," the dreadlocked troublemaker replied. He ejected the magazine on his AR and checked it. "I only got a couple more shots left though," he said. 
 
    "Hope we won't need any more," Cami whispered. "I don't see anybody looking this way. This might be a good chance for us to run across the road. Everybody ready?" 
 
    John peered through the bushes toward the encampment. "I think you're right,” he said, panting for breath. “Ready as I'll ever be." 
 
    Cami nodded and held a branch back for them to pass. "Okay, let's go!" 
 
    All four of them rushed across the road at the same time and jumped into the bushes over a small ditch on the far side of the road. Cami pushed the other three forward and paused just inside the tree line to check on the raiders.  
 
    "I don’t think anybody noticed—let's go," Cami said as she turned back to John, Amber, and Rufus. The four of them made a stealthier retreat from that point on. Cami led the way, followed by Amber and Rufus, then John followed and guarded their rear. Cami checked over her shoulder and every minute or so, John would pause, turn around and sweep the forest behind them, before a short jog to catch up. Cami led them through a new trail and admonished everyone to step in the same spot she did, to avoid snapping twigs and making noise. 
 
    After a few minutes, when the sounds from the raider camp had faded to a few noises barely on the edge of hearing, Cami pulled them behind a thicket of spruces, and asked for the radio from John. She put it to her lips and pressed the transmit button. "We’re clear. Get your people out of there. We'll give you a head start, then follow." 
 
    "Don't gotta tell me twice,” Flynt replied. “We got some injuries, and two dead." 
 
    Cami pressed the transmit button, then released it. She lowered her head and pressed the radio into her forehead. "I knew there was a chance that someone might not make it back..." she muttered through clenched teeth. 
 
    "It's not your fault," John said as he put a hand on Cami’s shoulder. "The raiders brought this on themselves. And our people volunteered, Cami. Every one of us knew what we were doing today," he said as he looked at Amber, whose eyes had filled with tears. 
 
    Cami nodded, but John's words didn't mean the knowledge that people had lost their lives trying to rescue her daughter hurt any less. She pressed the transmit button again. "Understood,” she said, her voice thick. “There's nothing we can do for them now. We'll have to come back...after..." 
 
    "Already on our way..." Flynt said, his voice punctuated by the sound of snapping branches and shouting men all around him. 
 
    Cami was about to give the radio back to John when she noticed his backpack was missing. "Where'd your pack go?" 
 
    John grinned. “I ran over to that big armored truck—they left the doors unlocked, so I figured...it was designed to withstand bombs on the outside, they wouldn't have armor on the inside." He shrugged. "Tossed the bag up there behind the driver’s seat so it looked like it belonged, set the timer, and ran. That's when I came back to find you." 
 
    Cami frowned. "I wish I’d known about it before...” She shook her head. “Doesn’t matter—when was the—" 
 
    An earsplitting explosion ripped the air to shreds around them, and knocked Cami, Amber, Rufus, and John to the ground. Leaves fell all around them as the trees swayed in an overpressure wave that shot out from the raiders’ camp. 
 
    The world went silent, except for a painful ringing in Cami's ears. She blinked, and the sun seemed far too bright before her eyes adjusted. She found herself on her back, being covered with leaves that fell from the sky. She rolled her head to the left and saw Amber laying face down in the detritus on the forest floor. A small branch dropped out of the sky and landed on Amber's back, but her daughter didn't move. 
 
    Cami tried to yell, but her lungs weren't working. Her mind, now painfully aware of the fact that no oxygen was coming into the respiratory system, panicked. Cami sat up and her vision twinkled as her unbound hair, lanky and wet with sweat, fell in front of her face. 
 
    Cami blinked, then coughed and sucked in a lungful of smoke-tinted air. As more leaves dropped down out of the sky and landed on them like a green snow, Cami reached over to Amber with aching hands and pulled her daughter over.  
 
    Amber coughed in silence, then opened her mouth as if to yell. She looked around, then sucked in a deep breath and closed her eyes before sitting up. 
 
    The ringing in Cami's ears began to fade, so when John sat up a few feet away and said something, the words sounded like they came from down at the end of a long tunnel. 
 
    "What?" Cami yelled. 
 
    "I said," John yelled as he crawled across the forest floor to retrieve his rifle. "That was bigger than I expected!" 
 
    “That’s what she said,” Rufus said as he coughed. They all lay there for a moment and laughed as leaves continued to drop down from the canopy above. 
 
    “We should probably get going,” Cami yelled as she pulled herself to her hands and knees. “Feels like I’ve been in a car accident,” she muttered. 
 
    Amber was the first to find her feet and stand. “I do not want to do that again...” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Sailing Vessel Intrepid 
 
    Cape Henlopen, Delaware 
 
      
 
    Reese smiled as he looked down from the cockpit at Jo, asleep on the bench and snoring. After their breakfast off the coast of Cape Henlopen, Reese and Byron took the sailboats due south. Heeding the Coast Guard's warning, they angled their course to take them a mile or so offshore.  
 
    Byron had wanted to stay closer to shore, arguing that the navy wouldn't bring big warships within a mile of the coast because there just wasn't any good reason. 
 
    Reese wanted to avoid confrontation at all costs, as any encounter would inevitably slow them down. Yet he saw the wisdom of staying closer to shore—larger naval vessels, the ones with the big guns and possibly itchy trigger fingers, would more than likely stay offshore. 
 
    The trick was to find a happy medium, somewhere close enough to shore that if Tiberia began leaking again, they could easily get to safety. On the other hand, they had to stay far enough out not to draw attention from people on the shore. 
 
    Reese shook his head as the wind ruffled his hair and dried the salt spray on his skin. "At the end of the day, I guess it doesn't really matter..." he muttered to himself. 
 
    "What doesn’t matter?" Jo asked in a sleep-thick voice. 
 
    "Sorry,” Reese apologized, “I didn't mean to wake you..." 
 
    Jo yawned and stretched. "Water under the bridge," she said with a sigh. "I can't get good sleep on a boat unless I know it's parked and there ain't no storm coming." She sat up and grumbled to herself about the vagaries of tide and ocean travel. “Listen to me, sound like a dadgum yankee sailor.” 
 
    "Are you kidding me? Sleeping on a boat in a hammock is probably the most comfortable night's rest I've ever had my entire life!" 
 
    Jo looked up at him and squinted with one eye. "Well, it sounds nice, and I imagine you’d be rocked to sleep pretty quick...but we don't have any hammocks on this boat, now do we? I gotta fit my wide butt on this narrow bench, or sleep on the floor like you salty dogs." 
 
    Reese laughed as they rode over a wave. "Hey, you get the bunk every other night, just like me." 
 
    Jo swung her stiff, injured leg over the bench and gingerly touched her heel to the deck. "Yeah, but your leg ain’t been shot like mine.” 
 
    “I got a knife wound, remember?” Reese asked, as he lifted his right arm and winced. It was better every day, and the more he worked it while sailing Intrepid, the better it felt, but it was still sore, the scar tissue had barely healed in the past two weeks. 
 
    “Yeah, well...” Jo muttered, refusing to look at him. “That bunk ain't nearly so comfortable as it looks." 
 
    Reese inclined his head in agreement. "No argument there, I'll take that fancy foam bed Cami's got for us back at the house any day." 
 
    Jo grew silent for a moment, and they sailed on without speaking. Reese looked up and checked the rigging, satisfied that everything was shipshape. The mainsail was taut, the boat sliced forward through the water at a respectable 3 to 4 knots—not anywhere near as fast as he’d like to go, nor even near as fast as she could go... 
 
    He glanced to starboard and watched Byron on Tiberia, just 20 yards away. Reese wanted to keep the injured sailboat closer to shore, even though he knew 20 yards wouldn’t make much of a difference if it came to Tiberia taking on water again, but 20 yards was 20 yards, he supposed. 
 
    "Penny for your thoughts?" Jo asked. 
 
    Reese sighed as he held the wheel with one hand and felt the subtle vibrations that traveled through the boat from the rudder as it cut through the water. "What’s going through my head right now? I suppose I'm mostly worried about Tiberia." 
 
    "Whether she'll sink?" Jo asked as she turned to look over the railing. 
 
    Reese grunted. "Whether she's gonna slow us down too much..." 
 
    "I'm just fine with the speed, thank you very much. I like my floor to be flat, not constantly trying to pull me off my seat and into the ocean." 
 
    Reese laughed. "That's all well and good, but at some point we’re going to run into bad weather—if not before we reach the Chesapeake, then after we part ways." 
 
    “You think he’ll give us this boat?" 
 
    Reese shrugged. "Honestly, I have no idea. But how’s Byron going to get both boats up to Baltimore? The only thing they can do is tow Intrepid, or tow Tiberia with Intrepid. Either way," he said with a gesture toward the other sailboat, "it'll put an awful lot of strain on an already damaged hull over there. I don't think he wants to risk losing Tiberia that way. 
 
    "Okay, I'll play devil’s advocate here...” Jo said as she leaned back against the railing with Intrepid’s movement over the water. “Let's assume that he doesn't give us this boat." She looked up at him and adjusted her park ranger campaign hat, ensuring the strap was securely tied under her chin. "Then what?" 
 
    Reese took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "Well, it's going to add a lot more time to my plan, that's for sure.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    Reese shrugged. “At this speed, I was figuring on us making it home in about a week.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” asked Jo. 
 
    Reese grunted. “Another day to get to the Chesapeake," he explained, "another four days—maybe five because of the weather—to get to Charleston, and then a day or so from there overland to get home." He shrugged. "If we’re forced to take the sailboat out of the equation, then when we hit the Chesapeake, we’ll have to land somewhere over near Norfork. Because that's the naval base..." 
 
    "Yeah, I don't want to go anywhere near there," Jo said quickly. 
 
    "Agreed," Reese said somberly. "So, we’ll have to make a wide swing either north or south around Norfork. Byron won’t want to go south, then have to double back past the danger zone, so I'm willing to bet he's gonna say we have to go north.” Reese sighed. “If that's the case, then we’ll have to not only find some way to get through the mess that is coastal Virginia, but also all of North and half of South Carolina. That is a huge chunk of land..." 
 
    "It makes my leg sore just thinking about it..." Jo said. She looked down and tapped the bandage on her thigh. "And that's assuming I can even use this drumstick in a few days." 
 
    Reese nodded and adjusted their course slightly as the wind coming off the ocean tried to push Intrepid toward the beach. "Right. So that means we gotta find a car. And if your leg is still gimpy when we land, we’ll have to find a car immediately—in whatever mess we find on the coast. That's just not a situation I'm looking forward to." 
 
    Jo nodded. "I see your point. But hoping that he gives us the boat isn't much of a plan either. Have you talked to him about it?" 
 
    “Ahhh....” Reese looked across at Tiberia as she cut through the waves. Every now and then her bow rose up, and the dark patch on the hull broke the surface, displaying the football in its socket. "Not exactly...but Byron and I are going to have to have a talk, to sort things out. Soon." 
 
    Jo was quiet for a moment. "When do you figure we’ll reach the Chesapeake?" 
 
    Reese glanced up at the clouds on the southern horizon. There were more of them than there had been the day before. He wondered if they were close enough to actually see the leading edge of the hurricane. A powerful storm—he knew from previous experience—could stretch hundreds of miles across, sometimes over a thousand. 
 
    "I figure we’ll make the entrance to the bay by tonight, maybe early tomorrow morning if we’re not slowed down too much. Remember, it's a long way to go, but we don't have to stop at red lights or follow roads. If we get far enough offshore, we can just make a straight line and head due south." 
 
    “Ain’t run into any traffic jams, have we?" Jo said with a grin. 
 
    "Yeah, I just wonder how long our luck will hold?" 
 
    "Well," Jo said as she shifted position to let the sun warm her back. "I don't suppose there's that many people that are down by the coast. Even though the tsunami hit two weeks ago, I mean...lookit," she said with a casual wave at the desolate shoreline. 
 
    Reese nodded. "I know...it looks like a bomb went off, all the way down the entire coastline. It'll probably be another week or two before people pick through the rubble and make it to the coast...and then they have to deal with all the stuff floating in the water." 
 
    "Speaking of stuff floating in the water, what the heck is that?" Jo asked as she pointed over the port railing. 
 
    Reese turned and looked where she pointed and shook his head. "That's something I hope doesn't happen to us..." 
 
    About a hundred yards away, the front quarter of a sailboat bobbed soulfully up and down in the water, pointed straight at the sky. Somewhere in the past two weeks the sailboat had taken enough damage to sink but had not been heavy enough for the air pocket trapped in the bow to slip below the waves. As a result, the doomed boat hung suspended at the surface in limbo, the bow bobbing up and down like a buoy, while the rest of it lurked beneath the waves like an iceberg. 
 
    "I wonder if there was anybody on that thing?" Jo asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    "I hope there wasn't...hopefully she just got ripped out of a marina somewhere and drifted out here.” A tingle of fear crept down the back of Reese's leg. "Feels like we’re sailing by a graveyard, doesn't it?" 
 
    Jo untied the strap on her chin and removed the hat from her head, placing it across her chest. "That it does..." 
 
    They observed a moment of silence for the dead sailboat as they drifted by and only turned away when the abandoned hull slipped far behind them in Intrepid's wake. The ghost ship set a dark mood over the conversation, and they both fell silent for a while. 
 
    Reese listened to the wind whistle through the rigging and the groaning and popping of the mast as the mainsail strained the metal. He listened to the water as it hissed along Intrepid's hull, and he watched the spray of water kicked up by the bow as it turned into a million sparkling gems flying through the air.  
 
    In the quiet they shared as they sailed south, Reese's memory came back to him like watching a movie. Everything was crystal clear and vivid. He remembered the day they brought Amber home from the hospital. He remembered the moment Amber took her first steps, when she learned to ride her bike, and the first time he took her out on his own sailboat.  
 
    He smiled as he stared at the endless ocean that stretched before them. Cami would hate the boredom—almost as much as Jo. He remembered the last overnight sailing trip they took, and how he and his wife had snuggled under the blanket at the front of his own boat. He remembered the warmth of her skin as they lay next to each other in the chilly darkness before dawn, and the sweet rocking motion of the boat at anchor as they were serenaded by the tides. 
 
    And most curiously of all, he remembered the rhythmic clink of a straight line tapping against the mast from that night long ago. He’d listened to it all that night, while his wife lay sleeping safe and secure against his chest.  
 
    Clink...creeeeek, clink...creeeeek, clink... 
 
    Reese smiled and resisted the urge to untie the reefs they’d put into the mainsail, raise it to its full glory, throw up the jib, and fly the spinnaker. He longed to stretch every square inch of canvas across the mast and race south with all possible speed. He wanted to put Intrepid through her paces and see just how fast the sleek boat could go. 
 
    Reese glanced down at the canvas-covered machine gun mounted to the foredeck. He wondered idly how much more speed they might pick up if he managed to unbolt that thing and throw it overboard. 
 
    It was Jo who broke the silence first. "What's that?" 
 
    Reese blinked and pulled himself back from the distant horizon and thoughts of home. "What's what? Where are you looking?" 
 
    "Over there, to the right...way over there." 
 
    Reese looked off the starboard bow. At first, he didn't see anything, then they went over a particularly large swell, and he got a hint of a gray smudge to the south. 
 
    Jo opened up the first aid satchel she kept by her side and pulled out their binoculars. She leaned against the railing and pulled them to her face. 
 
    "What is it?" Reese asked. 
 
    "Looks like smoke...whole heck of a lot of it." 
 
    An uneasy feeling settled in Reese's stomach. "Whatever it is, we’re going to know soon enough." 
 
    The radio chirped and Reese picked it up from its home on the clip next to the steering column. "Intrepid, Tiberia. You seein’ that off the starboard bow?" 
 
    Reese nodded and brought the mic to his mouth. "We do. What do you make of it?" 
 
    "I think that's Ocean City, Maryland. We’re coming up on it pretty quick, but we’re too far offshore for me to see for sure. Having some trouble with the GPS satellites today." 
 
    Reese looked up into the achingly clear blue sky. "I wonder what's causing that?" He replied. 
 
    "No idea, but near as I can tell, the next major city we approach will be Ocean City." 
 
    "At this speed we should be coming in sight soon." Reese glanced down into the companionway. "How's the hull doing? We’re still dry over here." 
 
    A moment later, Byron returned to the radio. "Tony's checking it out now, but so far just a trickle. Nothing I'm overly concerned about. Everything is holding about as well as we could expect." 
 
    "That's a relief," Reese said. "You want to open up one of the reefs?" 
 
    He watched as Byron considered the question and looked up at the shortened sail on Tiberia. His small figure turned and looked back at Reese, but they were too far away to see facial expressions. "Yeah, I think we might want to. If nothing else, it would give us a good trial run. The water in the Chesapeake can be a little rough this time of year, so I'd like to spread her wings a little now, while the water’s calm." 
 
    "Sounds good," Reese said with a grin on his face. "I'll let you take the lead in case you run into any problems." 
 
    "Got it, Tiberia out." 
 
    Reese hung the mic back up on its stand. "Okay, you ready to step on the gas a little?" 
 
    Jo continued to stare through the binoculars. "Yeah, I reckon so." She pulled away from the binoculars and stared at Reese. "Mind you, let's keep it to a little, and not knock-Jo-off-the-bench speed, okay?" 
 
    Reese laughed. "You sure refer to yourself by your first name a lot." 
 
    "I think it's from falling off this bench so much," Jo said as she turned back and settled the binoculars in front of her eyes. "Musta hit my head one too many times." 
 
    Reese lashed the wheel to hold their course temporarily, then stepped forward to the mast and untied the straps that held the shorter than normal sail tight to the boom. Once the strings had been unbound and stowed, he pulled on the halyard and raised the sail one full section. They still had another section of sail reefed—the bottom, largest chunk remained strapped to the boom. 
 
    He glanced over at Tiberia as he tied the halyard around a winch. Byron was quick about his business, and the sail had already raised on Tiberia as she pulled ahead of Intrepid. 
 
    Reese clambered back to the cockpit, freed the wheel, and let the wind propel Intrepid forward. For the first time since they'd been shot at on Long Island, Intrepid didn't overtake Tiberia with the same amount of sail in the air. He smiled. The repair job must have worked—otherwise Intrepid would've easily overtaken the wounded Tiberia. 
 
    "She's fair and true," Byron reported over the radio.  
 
    Reese snatched it off the stand and replied. "Looking good from back here!" 
 
    "Take another look at that smoke on the horizon..." Byron suggested. "Let me know what you think." 
 
    "If you hold this dadgum thing steady for more than a few seconds, I'd be able to get a better picture of what's happening over there," Jo muttered with the binoculars still glued to her face. 
 
    "Okay, hang on, I'll cut through their wake and see if I can get you a clear patch," Reese said. He turned the wheel slightly and adjusted the boom to maintain speed. In response, Intrepid gracefully glided through Tiberia’s wake, which had smoothed out the water ahead of them. 
 
    "Perfect! Hold it right there," Jo said. 
 
    Reese grinned. "I don't think that's exactly how it works with a sailboat—" 
 
    "Holy smokes—there's a helicopter over there...two of them. I think there's a battle going on over there.” 
 
    As Reese watched the smoke grow closer on the horizon, a bright flash erupted over Ocean City. "What the heck was that?" 
 
    "I think one of the helicopters just exploded," Jo said as she turned from the binoculars and stared at him. 
 
    "I don't think we need to be going any closer to shore..." Byron muttered over the radio. 
 
    Reese nodded. "Yeah, I'll second that notion..." 
 
    As he stood there staring over the starboard bow at the battle raging over the ruins of Ocean City, the hairs on the back of Reese’s neck stood. He checked the mast, the rigging. He went through the sailor’s intuition emergency checklist: mast, rigging, sails, course, hull, surrounding ocean, sky. 
 
    "What is it...?” Reese muttered to himself. Everything appeared fine, so why did he have a tingling sensation down the back of his spine. It was like...like he was being watched. 
 
    Reese turned, half expecting to find of motorboat full of men with rifles right behind them like in Newport. The only thing he saw was Intrepid's wake gracefully spreading out over the empty expanse of the ocean. Then his eye caught movement up in the sky. A little black dot moved against the blue background like a fly on a TV. 
 
    "What is that?" 
 
    Jo turned and grinned immediately. "That there's an F-18E Superhornet," she said. She raised the binoculars to her eyes and grunted. "Yep. Loaded for bear, too. Ain't seen one of them carrying missiles like that in a long time." 
 
    Reese stared as the fighter jet rapidly grew larger in the sky. He brought the mic to his mouth. "Heads up, Tiberia, we got company coming up behind us. Close." 
 
    "I don't see anything, what's out there?" 
 
    "Not in the water—look up." 
 
    Byron cursed, a clear violation of FCC regulations, but it still brought a lopsided grin to Reese’s face. An F-18 tearing through the sky at top speed—fully armed with half a dozen missiles—was an impressive sight. When it dropped low and angled toward the ocean, then skimmed only a hundred yards in the air over the surface, it went from amazing to jaw-droppingly incredible. 
 
    In less than 30 seconds, the jet went from a speck in the air to so close Reese could almost tell if the pilot had shaved that morning. The jet banked hard off Intrepid's port bow and screamed across the water on a path straight to the coast. 
 
    Reese hunched his shoulders as the sound assaulted his ears. "I had no idea those things were so loud!" 
 
    Jo laughed. "Yeah, them Navy boys like to show off." 
 
    "You said you were from Texas! How the heck do you know anything about naval fighter jets," Reese demanded. 
 
    “Naval Air Station Joint Reserve Base—it’s just northwest of Fort Worth. Those guys always came flying in right over the treetops. Used to scare the dickens out of me at first—I thought it was an earthquake...” She shrugged. “You get used to it. They're fun to watch." 
 
    And watch they did. The single fighter jet streaked toward the shore, then banked hard to the south and disappeared toward Ocean City. A few moments later several black plumes of smoke erupted from the embattled city and drifted up into the sky. 
 
    Reese swallowed. "I get the feeling that guy just bombed the snot out of Ocean City..." 
 
    Jo nodded. “Let’s not stop there.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Haslet Forest Preserve 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    Cami got to her feet and helped Amber get to hers. She looked around and found Rufus propped against an oak sapling. Blood streamed from the side of his head. He looked up and gave Cami a weak thumbs-up signal. 
 
    Cami pushed hair out of her face. "Where's your rifle?" she yelled. Rufus stared at her for a second, then looked around on the ground. Eventually he shrugged. 
 
    "Nevermind, come on—we have to go." The four of them picked their way carefully east for some time. Cami was a nervous wreck the entire time. With her hearing damage, she had no idea if Cisco’s men tracked them or not.  
 
    John did his best every minute or so to stop and scan the woods, but he’d injured his leg in the explosion and it slowed them down when he paused to check their trail. The only thing that mattered to Cami was the unrelenting drive to get Amber home. She kept pushing everyone to go faster, move quietly, and not look back. 
 
    Eventually, the ringing in Cami's ears slackened to the point that she could talk to John without yelling. "Rufus is hurt pretty bad," she said as she dropped back and watch the wounded man pick his way through the woods. Amber came up next to him, took his arm and tried to help them move faster. 
 
    John winced. "Yeah, I saw. Looks like he flew into a tree or something." 
 
    Cami frowned. “You’re not doing so hot yourself.” 
 
    “I’m sorry...it’s my knee...it just ain’t workin’ right. Slowin’ me down...” 
 
    Cami offered a tired smile. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take over back here. You keep moving.” Something tickled the edge of her hearing. “You hear that?” 
 
    John looked around. “No...” he whispered. “What was it?” 
 
    “Sounded like gunfire...but it sounds really far away...” 
 
    “Are your ears better?” 
 
    “I don’t know, everything still sounds like I have cotton in my ears.” 
 
    John frowned. “How do we know it’s not twenty yards away then?” 
 
    Cami sighed. “We don’t.” She heard the distinct pop of gunshots from…somewhere and frowned because she couldn’t tell where. "What about Flynt?" 
 
    John pulled the radio from his belt and handed it to Cami. "Here, I haven’t been able to hear anything, anyway. No idea what's going on." 
 
    Cami nodded. “Go on, I’ll take the rear.” 
 
    “You sure?” asked John. “You don’t want to be by Amber?” 
 
    Cami smiled as she watched her daughter help Rufus forward. “As long as she gets home, that’s all I care about.” She put a hand on John’s shoulder and urged him forward. “I’ll be fine.” She put the radio to her mouth. “You there?” 
 
    She placed the radio to her ear, hoping that when Flynt replied she’d be able to hear it. Last thing she wanted to do was crank the volume all the way up and have the radio give away their position to any pursuers.  
 
    "Yeah,” his voice crackled over the little speaker. “Still moving—what the heck was that? Sounded like a bomb went off." 
 
    Cami pushed the transmit button and smiled. "It was Marty's parting gift to Cisco." 
 
    "Remind me never to get on that old man's bad side," Flynt replied as he panted for breath. 
 
    "Keep pushing east—we were caught in the blast, but we’re on the move again." 
 
    "You're a lot closer to them than you are to us,” Flynt observed. “Don't worry about us—just get back to the house."  
 
    "Got it," Cami replied. She clipped the radio to her empty holster and urged everyone forward. "We’re not going to stick around and pick off anybody from behind. Just keep going."  
 
    Rufus and Amber nodded as they went by, and Cami got the distinct odor of blood in the air. Rufus was bleeding more than he let on. She glanced down at the ground and saw a clear trail of blood that led back the way they had come. 
 
    John noticed her gaze and swore when he saw the blood. "If they got even a halfway decent tracker back there, they’ll know exactly where we went." 
 
    Cami shrugged. "They already know where we’re going..." 
 
    "But this leads them down the exact path that we went," John argued. "Somebody might ambush us before we reach Bee’s Landing." 
 
    Cami rubbed her face and groaned. “Okay, you keep them going. I’ll cover our tracks.” She pulled the radio from her belt and slapped it against John's chest. "Go. Keep Amber and Rufus moving up there." 
 
    John shook his head. "Cami, no," he began. 
 
    "My daughter is safe, and I intend to do everything in my power to keep her safe. How many rounds do you have left?" 
 
    John smirked. "I got a full magazine. You?" 
 
    "Plenty enough to do some damage, but I got a scope. I'll be able to pick anybody off from a longer distance. We’re coming up on the beaver pond in a little ways. I'll meet you there." 
 
    "Look, I don't like—" 
 
    "John,” Cami said firmly. She put her hand on his arm. "I need to do this. I have to make sure my daughter’s safe. I’ll slow them down long enough for you all to make it home. Now go—get her back to the house for me. Please." 
 
    John frowned, took a look in the distance the way they’d come, then narrowed his eyes. He glanced at Cami, nodded sharply, then turned and limped off through the undergrowth catch up with Amber and Rufus. 
 
    Cami turned off the path and moved parallel to their path through the bushes. She paused and listened. The birds and the forest animals had gone quiet since the firefight erupted along the creek, but Cami had thought they would've returned by now. Questioning whether the blast had scared the last animals from the area, Cami was about to turn when she saw movement in the distance.  
 
    Perhaps 20 yards away, a man in a rough beard and ragged clothing carefully picked his way through the woods. He followed the exact path that they had just come, his eyes intent on the ground. 
 
    Cami deliberately raised her rifle and brought her cheek to the stock. She lined up the crosshairs through the scope on the man's chest and slowed her breathing. She told herself it was no different from an elk. Just as she started to apply pressure to the trigger, something cold and hard pressed against the side of her head. 
 
    "Okay...let's just stop right there," a hard voice whispered in her ear. 
 
    Cami froze. She turned her head ever so slightly and saw a bearded man wearing shredded camouflage clothing standing next to the tree. "Where...?" 
 
    The man grinned, his teeth yellow and stained. "You didn't think y'all were the only ones that knew how to hunt, did you?" the man with a protruding bottom lip said. He spat vile tobacco juice at Cami's feet. "All right then, take her." 
 
    "What—" Cami began. Her vision exploded into white as the most intense pain of her life erupted from the back of her skull. Cami felt the sensation of falling, then everything went black. Her last conscious thought was that she hoped John and Rufus were able to get Amber home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Lavelle Homestead 
 
    Bee’s Landing Subdivision 
 
    Northwest of Charleston, South Carolina 
 
      
 
    As the sun dropped close to the horizon and long shadows spread out across the land, bathing the world in twilight's muted grays and greens, Darien Flynt trudged out of the forest preserve and into Cami Lavelle's backyard. He was bone weary, exhausted, and sweat dripped off his face in big, heavy drops. His breath came in ragged gasps, and his heart pounded a mile a minute. He couldn't remember the last time he'd pushed his body so hard, for so long. 
 
    He paused as his mismatched work boots brushed the thick grass behind Lavelle's house. The blisters that screamed in agony on his heels would likely force him to stay off his feet for the rest of the day and into tomorrow, but he’d survived the rescue mission. 
 
    He made sure he'd been the last one to exit the woods—the rest of his ragtag strike force had already gathered on Lavelle’s back deck and collapsed where they'd stopped. The rest of Lavelle's group emerged from the house and brought sun tea, water, and food. 
 
    He straightened his back and groaned at the pain it elicited in his legs. Darien looked over his shoulder and saw only the gathering darkness in the forest. There was no sign of Lavelle, Douglass, her daughter, or Rufus—one of Franks’ best men. 
 
    Darien sighed and slung his rifle over a shoulder then trudged one boot after another through the thick grass until he made it to the deck and sat on the edge with a heartfelt sigh. 
 
    "Here, would you like some water?" the brunette—Mia was her name, he remembered—in a flowing sundress asked. She knelt next to him on the deck and handed over a glass of crystal clear, cool water. Darien nodded his thanks, grasped the glass with a shaking, sweaty hand, and brought the refreshing liquid to his mouth. He drained the whole glass, gasped for air, and gave it back to her. 
 
    She looked at his face, her brow furrowed. "Is there anyone else?" 
 
    Darien shook his head. "I'm the last one. Has Cami come back yet?" 
 
    The woman shook her head. "No...” 
 
    "Darien!" Harriet called out from across the deck where she'd been bandaging a volunteer’s arm. She quickly made her way through the crowd and stepped over men who had simply collapsed on the deck and lay gasping for air. She rushed to him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, practically falling into his lap. 
 
    "Well, as much as I like that kind of a welcome, that's not going to go over well with the snobs in this neighborhood," he muttered. 
 
    "Let them look," she whispered. She hugged him tight and pressed herself against him. "I'm so happy you're safe, I can hardly stand it. That was the longest day of my life!" 
 
    Darien grinned, but didn't have the strength to wrap his arms around her. He was worried she was going to have to hold him up if he didn't lay down. “Did the boy make it back?" he asked as he lowered himself to the deck. He stretched out and groaned, allowing the cedar planks to support his body. 
 
    Harriet frowned. "He's back—and his parents are overjoyed—but everyone’s still concerned about Cami and John Douglass,” she said with a frown. 
 
    Darien closed his eyes and sighed. "I would've thought Cami and the others would've made it back earlier than this.” He squinted at Harriet. “I stayed back with a couple stragglers to make sure they made it home. It took us forever to get through the forest—we got lost somewhere around 7:30." 
 
    Harriet frowned as she looked down at him. "No, after the first group of your people came back, there was nothing until the rest of them showed up just now." She looked up and stared at the forest. “Amber came back next, with that irritating man, Rufus,” she said, practically spitting his name. 
 
    “Where is he?”  
 
    Harriet waved off the question like a fly. “Oh, they took him inside—he looked hurt, but was still walking. I haven’t seen him since.” 
 
    Darien lay there for a moment and stared at the high thin clouds that scudded across the sky. He tried to remember the last time it had rained. Something felt…off…about the humid closeness of the air. It felt like the calm before a storm. 
 
    "Doesn't it feel...strange?" Harriet said aloud. "There's no wind, and all the birds and insects are quiet...it's like they know something bad is coming." 
 
    Darien exhaled, long and slow. "Feels like the calm before a storm." 
 
    Harriet slapped his chest playfully. "Exactly!" 
 
    Soft footfalls on the deck signaled the approach of another visitor. Darien twisted his head and let the sweat drip down to the thirsty wood beneath his head. Amber, Cami's daughter approached.  
 
    She squatted next to him, then tucked her legs under herself and sat. "Mr. Flynt," she began, "I just wanted to say thank you. You and everybody else risked your lives to come rescue me..." Her eyes began to glisten. "It's the nicest thing anyone's ever done for me in my entire life...and I don't know how I'll ever be able to repay you." 
 
    Darien smiled, too tired to offer words of advice or witty comebacks. "Live a good life. Earn it," he whispered. 
 
    The girl nodded, then wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. "Have you...have you heard anything from my mom? Or Mr. Douglass?" 
 
    Flynt watched the girl for a moment. "I'm sorry, no. How’s Rufus?" 
 
    “He’s been shot a couple times,” Amber said looking down at her blood-stained hands, “but nothing serious. Volunteers are cleaning him up. He just needs to rest. I don’t know if his hearing will come back though, his ears were bleeding…” 
 
    "There's somebody comin’!" a voice called out on the other side of the deck. 
 
    “Arm yourselves!” Spanner yelled. A dozen people pushed through the just returned rescue party and formed a line on the other side of the deck, rifles up and waiting.  
 
    Darien struggled to get up and grab his weapon. He pushed Harriet behind him and made sure to stand in front of Amber. 
 
    "Identify yourself!” The wounded boy's father called out, leading the defenders. 
 
    "Don't shoot..." an exhausted voice replied from the forest.  
 
    Darien collapsed back onto the deck upon recognizing the voice. Out near the bushes at the edge of the yard, several branches shook, one snapped, and someone cursed. John Douglass staggered out of the undergrowth.  
 
    "It's just me," he wheezed. 
 
    Several men from the firing line ran forward and assisted him in returning to the deck. He sat down next to Darien and collapsed, heat radiating off his body.  
 
    Darien rolled his head and looked at the other half of the rescue party. "Where's Cami?” he croaked. 
 
    Douglass swallowed and gasped for air. "I don't know—I doubled back to find her, but didn't see anything. I circled around twice, hoping to catch her, but I never saw or heard anything…thought she passed me. She had the radio, so I couldn't do anything except come back here..." He looked up at Amber and reached out a grimy hand to take hers. "I'm glad you made it back," he muttered. 
 
    At hearing this, Darien remembered the radio Douglass had given him when the two groups had separated. "I haven't heard anything from her since the explosion…” 
 
    “What was that?” asked Amber. 
 
    “We heard something that sounded like thunder a long way away, but…” Harriet said with a shrug. 
 
    "Marty...” John said with a grin. “He gave me a block of what I think was C4. He’d turned it into an IED. Don't know where it came from, but I think it made a pretty big impression with Cisco." 
 
    "I'll say,” said Darien. “Sounded like somebody set off a bomb on the other side of the forest preserve. Shook the trees way out by the beaver pond." 
 
    Douglass laughed. "I can't wait to tell Marty." He looked at Darien. “Hope he’s got some more toys for us to play with—I have a feeling were going to need them. I think we kicked over a hornet’s nest." 
 
    Darien grunted. "You might be right. He pulled the radio from his belt. "You out there? You okay?" 
 
    He looked up and stared at Amber and Douglass. Both wore expressions of anxiety, but the girl looked ready to crack. "If you can hear me, say something..." He waited another long moment, but nothing came over the radio. "We all made it back, Amber’s safe." 
 
    Darien glanced at the girl. She really did look like her mother, without the flame red hair. "Maybe it got damaged in the explosion...or maybe she dropped it somewhere along the way." 
 
    Douglass looked at Amber. "I haven't heard any gunshots since she stayed back to guard the rear. That's a good sign." 
 
    Amber opened her mouth to say something, but the radio chirped. 
 
    Darien grunted and struggled to sit up and brought the radio to his mouth again. "Say again? I didn't catch that." 
 
    The radio chirped again to signal someone had pressed the transmit button on the other end, but no other sound came through. Amber reached out, and he handed the radio to her.  
 
    She pressed the button. "Mom? Can you hear me?" she asked, her voice wavering. 
 
    Darien looked around. Everyone on the deck had stopped their conversations to listen. 
 
    The radio chirped again to signal an incoming transmission. "Oh, don't worry sweetheart, mommy’s just fine." 
 
    Darien's blood ran cold. He snatched the radio from Amber's hand. "Cisco?" 
 
    Murmurs rippled among the onlookers on the deck. 
 
    "The one and only," Cisco said in a menacing voice. "How you doing, Flynt?"  
 
    Darien squeezed the radio so hard he thought it might break. "You're a hard man to kill." 
 
    "Yeah, right back at you—that was pretty smart, what you did earlier today. Pretty smart." 
 
    Darien looked at Douglass, who shrugged. More than a dozen faces stared at him as everyone on the deck listened to the radio. 
 
    "I guess by now,” Cisco continued, “you figured out I got your friend here. She's a real looker, too...I ever tell you I got a thing for redheads?" 
 
    Amber snatched the radio from Darien's hand. "Listen up, you sick freak—if you hurt one hair on her head I'm gonna—"  
 
    Darien reached up and pulled the radio away from Amber’s mouth. She struggled and screamed in frustration. Darien gently took the radio from her and placed his hand over hers, then stared at her until she released the radio into his custody. The brunette who'd offered him water when he first arrived appeared behind Amber and wrapped her in a hug, then sat with her on the edge of the deck. Cami’s second-in-command approached and sat with his arm around Amber. 
 
    "Yeah,” Cisco said, breaking the silence. “I’m gonna take my time with this one. I’m gonna enjoy breaking her—I don't know what I'm gonna do just yet...” 
 
    The crowd rumbled and seethed with anger. Darien felt more than a little anger course through his body as well. Amber cried into Gary’s shoulder and shook with sobs. 
 
    “I think I'll savor the moment...maybe I'll...well, you'll see..." 
 
    Darien's arms trembled with rage. "What do you want, Cisco?" 
 
    No one said a word in the ensuing silence. Everyone waited and leaned toward the little radio in Darien’s hand. Alone, Amber continued to grieve for her mother. 
 
    "You," Cisco breathed into the to the radio. 
 
    "Well, you know where I am, come get me." 
 
    Cisco laughed, a maniacal sound rife with evil. "Oh, I already tried once. But you didn't cooperate, did you? Now you done went and broke my toys..." 
 
    Darien grinned. "Now that’s the best news I’ve heard all day," he muttered into the radio. 
 
    Cisco snorted. "Maybe for you...maybe for now...but things are gonna change, Flynt my boy." 
 
    Darien kept the radio close to his mouth and hit the transmit button again. “Why don’t you come out here and face me, one on one. We can settle this and end it like men. There’s no need to hide like a little girl, Cisco." 
 
    "You'd like that, wouldn't you?" Cisco shot back, heat in his voice. "You'll get what's coming to you, don't worry about that!" 
 
    “Keep it up,” Douglass encouraged, “you’re getting under his skin.” 
 
    “I want to kill him,” Amber wailed, inconsolable. 
 
    "When you gonna grow a pair and face me?" Darien demanded. Despite his exhaustion, adrenaline surged through his body and he felt ready to break a tree in half with his bare hands. Cisco was nothing but evil and needed to be destroyed, not just for the good of the people of Bee’s Landing, but for his own soul. Darien needed to atone for a lifetime of mistakes. Eradicating Cisco would go a long way toward that goal. 
 
    Cisco laughed again, the anger in his voice replaced by cold malice. He’d walked himself back from the edge of making a mistake. 
 
    Darien pulled the radio to his mouth and tried one more time. "Name the time, you coward!" His voice echoed in the distance through the trees and a solitary blackbird jumped up and flew from the top of an oak tree at the edge of the yard. It cawed to itself in indignation as it flew off. 
 
    Cisco chuckled. "Soon..." 
 
    Amber cried, and the sound of her sobs echoed into the dark, silent forest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Sailing Vessel Intrepid 
 
    The Chesapeake Bay 
 
      
 
    Reese smiled broadly and pointed. "There it is!" He looked at Jo, who glanced at him with a quizzical expression on her face under the brim of her campaign hat. 
 
    "That's the meeting point. Fisherman Island." 
 
    "And that's important because…?" 
 
    "Besides the fact that it's home to one end of the Chesapeake Bay Bridge Tunnel, it’s a wildlife sanctuary, and it also marks the entrance to the Chesapeake Bay." Reese looked down at Jo, unable to stop the feeling of euphoria that surged through every fiber of his being. "We made it, Jo!" 
 
    She grunted. "Yep. Made it from one patch of water to another. All looks the same to me." She tilted the brim of her hat up and squinted at him. "I'll be ready to celebrate when we walk through your front door. Until then, I'm still hot, I'm still sweaty, I'm still sunburned—and covered in bug bites—and I'm still stuck on this dadgum sailboat out in the ocean. When I'm done with all that, and we walk into your front yard, then I'll say we're done. Until then…best I can do is a grunt." 
 
    Reese laughed. "You know what, that's just fine!" he said as he checked the rigging. He adjusted the wheel a little sharper than he wanted, as the waves became more disjointed near the entrance to the bay. "I can't believe it…it's taken us two weeks to go from Maine to the Chesapeake." He glanced up at the mast in the clouds that drifted lazily in the afternoon sky. "We could have gone from New York to California and back again… by car…in two weeks." 
 
    “Hah!" Jo blurted. "I’d like to see you try that now," she adjusted the hat to shade her eyes once more and leaned against the railing, her injured leg stretched out before her on the starboard bench. 
 
    The radio attached to the steering column crackled to life. "Intrepid, Tiberia. Ready to find an anchorage around that point?" 
 
    Reese snatched the mic from its cradle. "Copy that, Tiberia. We can pull in and find a safe spot." 
 
    "Sounds good." 
 
    Reese clipped the mic back to its cradle, then trimmed the mainsail, and plotted his angle of attack. "It's really shallow around the edge of that island—it's basically one giant sandbar… So we’ve gotta get close enough to get out of this rough water so we can anchor, but not so far out that we’re shaken to death by all the waves." 
 
    Jo leaned over the side and glanced at the water. "Waves don't seem all that bad to me…" 
 
    "Oh, they're not,” Reese agreed. “They’re only about a foot tall…it's really no big deal, it's just the fact they're not coming in a regular pattern—here at the mouth of the bay, you've got water currents flowing back and forth with the tide and bouncing off the western and eastern shores. Creates a big mess of waves all going in different directions and ricocheting off of each other. It's what we call chop." 
 
    Jo grunted. "So, what you're saying is it's kind of rough up that way?" she asked as she jerked her thumb north. 
 
    "It can be…depending on how the wind is going and weather systems and all that usual stuff, but yeah…the Chesapeake is notorious for having water that goes every which way." 
 
    "Well good, I'm glad this is as far as we’re going, then. This coastal cruising stuff isn't so bad," she said as she crossed her arms. 
 
    Reese trimmed their course to get as close as he could to the shallows without running aground, then glanced toward the southern horizon. High thin clouds appeared as a haze halfway up the dome of the sky, studded with much lower puff balls. "I don't know how much longer we’re gonna have smooth sailing…that hurricane is sending out some pretty wide outer bands. I think the Coast Guard was right when they said this is going to be a big one." 
 
    Jo sat up. "You tell me those clouds way over there are part of the hurricane?" 
 
    Reese shrugged. "The National Guard ripped out all of our weather gear when they gutted the boat back on Long Island. I have no idea what's going on weather wise—we've been trying to listen in on those radio broadcasts—" 
 
    "Yeah, but the last new advisory we got was from a week ago!" 
 
    Reese nodded and adjusted their course as the coastal currents tried to pull Intrepid close to shore. "I know, that's why we've got to take it easy and be careful." He nodded toward the clouds in the distance. "And those clouds are screaming for us to be careful." 
 
    Reese checked over the transom and noticed Tiberia had dropped into Intrepid's wake and partially lowered the mainsail. "Byron’s slowing down,” he announced. “It's time to start our approach.” 
 
    Jo looked up at him from the bench as she shielded her eyes from the sun. "So, what do I need to do?" 
 
    "Keep an eye out for the bottom—if it looks like it's getting really shallow, call out. I'm gonna try to get us just around the point there, and into what I think is going to be a little bay. We should have a patch of smooth water there…or as smooth as we're going to get." 
 
    Jo sat up in her seat and adjusted her leg on the bench. "Okay, I'll do my best." 
 
    Reese held the course and let the boom come off the wind so that they slowed down. As the wind power slackened, Intrepid lost momentum, but continued on its path. "Slow and steady…" Reese muttered as they rounded the southern end of Fisherman Island and lined up with the Chesapeake Bay Bridge Tunnel. He released the lines to let the boom swing back the other way and tacked to change course from south southwest to due west.  
 
    It took a minute to catch the wind, but soon enough Intrepid pulled gently into the Chesapeake Bay on the lee side of Fisherman Island. Reese scanned the shoreline on the other side of the massive bridges and realized the shallow bay he thought they might anchor in was a little too shallow. 
 
    "Whoa, I can see the bottom really easy over there!" Jo called out. 
 
    Reese shook his head. "Aaah, I don’t…I don’t like the way this looks. I'm dropping the sail," he said as he released the winch and the mainsail halyard zipped out. The sail collapsed down on itself as he lowered the outboard, then started the motor. "Okay, this should be a lot easier…" he said as he adjusted the throttle and Intrepid ghosted forward at barely two knots. 
 
    “This whole island used to be covered in dune grass and scrub pines...” Reese watched the barren, empty dunes drift past as they motored under the massive bridge structures. 
 
    "What about there?" Jo asked as she pointed off the starboard bow. "There's a spit of land there that sticks out, and a couple piles of debris. Water looks really calm on the other side." 
 
    Reese glanced over his shoulder and saw Tiberia make it around the tip of the island, some 300 yards astern. "Sounds good…let's check it out.” Reese brought them within 20 yards of the suggested anchorage, and found the conditions were perfect, just as Jo had suggested. "Look at that clear water," Jo said. "I can see some fish swimming around in there, too!" 
 
    Reese grinned. "Okay, I think this is it. Can you hold the wheel steady?" He shifted the engine into neutral, and when Jo took hold of one of the handles on the wheel, he scrambled out of the cockpit up to the bow where he dropped anchor. 
 
    Back in the cockpit, Reese let the anchor play out, and adjusted the rudder until the tide caught them, and Intrepid was held fast. He picked up the radio and pressed the transmit button. "Tiberia, Intrepid. Anchor’s down, we got a nice spot. Just keep coming up, it's clear for about a hundred yards all around us. You can't miss it. Just north of the bridges." 
 
    "Got it, we’ll be there in a couple minutes." 
 
    As Jo used binoculars to scan the desolate island and look for threats—and the fish in the shallows—Reese busied himself with strapping the mainsail to the boom and making Intrepid shipshape for the big meeting. He and Jo were about to start the final leg of their journey home. 
 
    By the time Byron had anchored Tiberia, and lines crossed between the two boats to pull them together at anchor, Reese fairly tingled with excitement and anxiety. In a week, barring some sort of catastrophe, he would be home. He could almost feel Cami’s arms around him. As he coiled a rope, he smiled and headed for the port side railing. 
 
    “So, do you want to try for Baltimore tonight?” asked Reese as he stepped aboard Tiberia. He turned and offered his hand to Jo, who declined and stayed in the cockpit aboard Intrepid where she could stretch out her leg and still be part of the conversation. 
 
    Byron removed his skipper’s hat, ran a hand through what little hair he had around the circumference of his head, and exhaled. “There’s still enough light, I think...” 
 
    Reese broke out the fishing gear and watched the older man mull over his options. Eventually Byron shook his head.  
 
    “No...I think we should anchor here tonight and then make our way north tomorrow. We’ll make better time and still be ready to handle whatever we find when we get there. If we head out now, we’ll likely make it tonight, but we’ll be exhausted.” 
 
    Reese nodded—it was a sound decision, though it meant he and Jo would have to wait yet one more night before heading south. “Sounds like a plan,” he said, trying to hide the disappointment in his voice. “Jo and I talked it over, so if you guys plan to spend the night here, we will, too.” 
 
    “I’m going ashore to get some wood for a fire,” Libby said. “We’re not having our last meal together out of those dreadful plastic pouches. You men get to catching something to eat, and I’ll cook it up.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Tony announced as he grabbed the yellow bailing bucket he’d used to bail out the water from Tiberia’s near-disaster off Atlantic City. 
 
    Byron took one of the rods normally strapped to the cabin roof and stepped to the port railing. Reese did the same on the starboard side and they cast out into the shallows. As he reeled the lure in, Reese glanced over his shoulder. Jo watched him carefully and urged him to get on with it by nodding her head. 
 
    Reese cleared his throat as he brought the sparkling lure up out of the water and made his second cast. When the lure hit the surface, he spoke. “So, I’ve been thinking...when we part ways tomorrow, what are your plans for—” 
 
    “You’re taking Intrepid,” Byron said matter-of-factly as he made his second cast. 
 
    Reese was so shocked by Byron’s statement he almost didn’t see the splash at the end of his line.  
 
    “What are you waiting for? Set the hook, boy!” Jo yelled from Intrepid’s cockpit. “I gotta do everything around here myself?” 
 
    Reese hauled back on the rod and felt the power of the fish surge through the line. It was nothing like that monster tuna he’d hooked on the Charming Betty two weeks earlier, but his adrenaline kicked in all the same.  
 
    Ashore, Libby and Tony saw the splashing and cheered. Byron put down his rod and scrambled around the deck. “Those idiots on Long Island took my net!” He looked up at Reese, helplessly. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Reese said over his shoulder. “Doesn’t feel like a big one...I think I got it.” Reese pulled in the fish—a medium Spanish Mackerel—easily enough, and managed to land it aboard Tiberia, where it flopped on the foredeck, its scales iridescent in the afternoon sun. He put his foot down on the body to keep it from flipping overboard and looked around for an implement to knock the fish out or kill it quickly. 
 
    “Here,” Byron said—he handed Reese a knife and stepped back. 
 
    “Got a live well?” Reese asked hopefully. 
 
    “Nope,” Byron said. “I got a stringer though—just put ‘im on and we’ll toss it over the side. I think it’s too shallow for sharks...should keep our catch fresh enough.” 
 
    Reese took the neon green line from Byron and threaded the needle-like tip through the mackerel’s gill and mouth. He looped the knotted end through the line and tied it off against the starboard railing.  
 
    “Okay, buddy...easy does it,” he said to the mackerel as he lowered it into the water, where it immediately tried to swim away, only to be restrained by the stringer through its mouth. “Okay, look’s good.” 
 
    “Let’s see what else we can catch,” Byron said as he cast out again.  
 
    As Reese fished, he watched Tony and Libby on the shoreline. Libby already had a decent pile of driftwood on the sandy beach. But Reese couldn’t fathom what Tony was doing—he waited for the water to recede after a wave, then dove into the sand, digging furiously with his hands. He stood up and shouted, holding a handful of sand, then dumped it into the yellow bailing bucket. 
 
    “Um...what are they doing over there?”  
 
    Byron looked up from his fishing rod. “Eh? Oh...Tony’s looking for sand fleas.” 
 
    “Oh, good thinking—we can use them for bait.” 
 
    Byron laughed while he adjusted his lure. “I suppose we could...but that’s one of his mother’s favorite beach eats—steamed sand fleas. They’re not bad.” 
 
    “What?” Reese asked. “I’ve eaten a lot of weird stuff,” he said as he cast out into the shallows again, “but I ain’t had sand fleas, steamed or otherwise.” 
 
    “Oh, with some Old Bay Seasoning and mixed in with some clams and veggies...they’re pretty tasty. I prefer them stir-fried myself, I like the crunch.” 
 
    Reese made a face. “I’m not that hungry. I’ll stick with fish.” 
 
    Byron laughed. “Well, if we’re lucky, Libby might find some mussels, too. We’ll see.” 
 
    Reese dreamed of a good old-fashioned clam bake as both men went back to fishing. Byron caught a fish next—another mackerel—a bit bigger than Reese’s. After a long dry spell, when Tony and Libby had a fire going on the shore, Reese added a flounder to the tally. 
 
    “I think that’s enough,” Byron said. “Those mackerel are fair-sized. Want to start cleaning?” 
 
    Reese nodded and pulled up his lure. “Sure, I’m starving, let’s get this going and get the meat on the fire.” As they began to gut the fish and prepare them for the evening’s meal, Byron continued their conversation. 
 
    “I want you to take Intrepid.” He held up a bloody knife and stopped Reese’s argument. “I know how bad you want to get to your family—there’s no easier way than sailing that boat down the coast right to Charleston. If you had to go ashore and find a car...who knows what you’d have to deal with through three states.” He shook his head as he cut down the fish’s spine and severed the two filets with an easy, practiced flick of his wrist. He sat back on his haunches and wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. 
 
    “Besides,” he continued, “it’s not like Libby and I can sail both boats. It takes all my wits just to keep Tiberia afloat, unbalanced and with a compromised hull. Tony’s not near capable enough to handle Intrepid on his own...so we’d have to tow one or the other.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be good for either hull...thanks to those jokers on Long Island.” 
 
    Bryon grunted. “So, the only logical course of action is to give you Intrepid.” 
 
    Reese was quiet for a long moment while he worked on cleaning his mackerel. “Thank you, Byron. I know this boat means a lot to you...” 
 
    Byron scoffed. “Intrepid meant a lot more to Saul and Mary. Besides,” he said, nodding his head at the canvas-covered M2 on Intrepid’s foredeck, “I don’t want to sail into Baltimore and have to explain that to whoever’s in charge.” 
 
    They shared a laugh and finished cleaning the fish. “I’ll take good care of her,” Reese said after a long moment of contemplation. 
 
    Byron looked up and grinned. “I know you will. You’re a fine sailor, Reese.” The smile faded from his face and he pointed his knife at Reese. “You just be careful. A Cat 4 is nothing to sneeze at.” 
 
    Reese nodded. “I’m not looking forward to this next passage, that’s for sure. But if we time it right...I think we can make Charleston before the worst of it hits. Assuming the landfall predictions we’ve heard are anywhere near accurate.” 
 
    “Or it doesn’t speed up...” Byron added.  
 
    Reese nodded. “I’d kinda like to leave tonight...” He sighed and shook his head. “But we can’t. Jo can’t stand watch on her own during the night—“ 
 
    “I can hear you, you know...” she called from Intrepid’s cockpit. 
 
    Reese glanced over his shoulder. “Well, she can, but she’d just wake me up every thirty minutes so I wouldn’t get any sleep, anyway...” 
 
    “That’s true,” Jo added with a grin. 
 
    Byron nodded. “Probably for the best then that you two get a full night’s sleep and start in the morning. It’ll be motivation for us to leave at dawn, too.” 
 
    Tony waded back to Tiberia and picked up the prepared fish, then sloshed back ashore with an armful of cooking utensils for Libby. Reese and Byron leaned over Tiberia’s transom and cleaned up, then pitched the offal overboard for the crabs. 
 
    “Oooh, some blue crabs would be awesome right about now...did you say you had some Old Bay?” 
 
    Byron grinned as he washed his hands. “Sure do...though I can’t say where it’s at right now...it’s an awful mess down below since we took on all that water. Libby’s still trying to clean it up, but it’s down there somewhere.” 
 
    They moved back to Tiberia’s pulpit, at the bow, and relaxed while Tony tended the fire on the beach and Libby cooked. Reese looked back and smiled. Jo lay sprawled out on Intrepid’s port side cockpit bench, snoring, her campaign hat down over her face. 
 
    Reese sighed and leaned back on the cabin roof aboard Tiberia and basked in the late afternoon sun. “I never in a million years thought I’d be anchored right next to the Bay Bridge, fishing without a license, cooking on a wildlife refuge island.” 
 
    Byron laughed, a hearty, jolly sound. “And here I was just wondering how much ammo you had left for that beast on Intrepid’s foredeck.”’ 
 
    Reese joined in the laughter and clutched his sides. “Not much!” he hooted. “Jo’s got an itchy trigger finger!” 
 
    Byron wiped at his face and laughed even harder when Jo snortled and woke up. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” she demanded with all the grace of a wet skunk. 
 
    “Nothing,” Reese said as he waved off her question. “We’re just discussing the ammo situation.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re laughing because I used a lot of it up, huh?” Jo demanded. “Well, I was in what my uncle woulda called a target rich environment.” 
 
    Reese flopped back on the cabin roof, laughing so hard he thought he might cry. “You’re a park ranger, not an army ranger!” 
 
    Beside him, Byron roared and slapped at the deck with an open hand. 
 
    “Hey, you guys too busy laughing or can you help me get this fish aboard without dropping it?” Tony called from the water over the starboard railing. Reese sobered up and helped haul the delicious smelling food aboard, then assisted Tony and Libby as they climbed up. They all settled in their respective cockpits to enjoy the meal in good company.  
 
    Reese could feel the undercurrent of anxiety run through the group like an ocean current. Everyone was nervous—they were nervous about splitting up, about going their separate ways, and what each group might find at the end of their journeys.  
 
    He caught Jo’s eye more than once, and though she smiled and laughed with the rest of them as Tony recounted Reese’s swim with the great white shark, the smile never reached her eyes. 
 
    Libby looked glad, but sad—like she had reached the end of her own personal run and anticipated a well-deserved rest. He hoped she’d be able to reach Baltimore and her sister’s place before she ran out of medicine. 
 
    Reese ate another bite of the succulent mackerel, coated with Old Bay Seasoning that Libby had discovered under a cushion in Tiberia’s galley. The meat still steamed from the cook pot. The pale, flaky flesh was creamy and still carried a light seafood taste, but Reese imagined it was the best he’d get without some fresh squeezed lemon juice and a bowl of cilantro rice.  
 
    He chewed the fish gratefully, and smiled at Byron, who regaled the group with a story of his time in the navy. Reese recognized the tactic—talk about trying times in the past to steel yourself for an upcoming ordeal. 
 
    Once Libby passed out the remaining crackers and orange slices—the last of their precious fruit—everyone leaned back and relaxed with full bellies as the sun crept toward the horizon and a calm breeze off the Atlantic kept the bugs at bay.  
 
    Byron rolled down the Bimini shade on the port side and brought everyone relief from the setting sun. “What I wouldn’t give for an ice-cold beer right about now...” 
 
    Reese laughed. “Or a margarita.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking,” Libby chimed from Tiberia’s cockpit. 
 
    Jo laughed. “Gimme a whisky any day.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true Texan,” Reese said with a grin as he pointed at Jo. 
 
    “I’d settle for an ice-cold coke,” Tony added wistfully. 
 
    Everyone grew quiet. “When do you think we’ll ever have any of that stuff again?” asked Reese softly. 
 
    Byron exhaled. “Might be a good long while...” 
 
    “About tomorrow,” Libby said abruptly. “I’ll be praying for you two, heading toward that hurricane. You must promise me you’ll be safe.” 
 
    Reese grinned. “Madam, I can make no promise.” He turned and looked south, toward the growing bank of clouds on the horizon. He stood and gripped the backstay, then stepped up onto the transom railing aboard Intrepid and narrowed his eyes. “We’re gonna push hard south, and ‘I wish to have no connection to any ship that cannot sail fast; for I intend to go in harm’s way.’” 
 
    “Here, here!” Byron cried out. “John Paul Jones—truer words were never spoken.” 
 
    Libby, Jo, and Tony clapped as Reese took a bow, then sat back down in his seat. “Seriously, though—we’re raising the anchor at dawn and we’ll head south with all the sail she’ll handle.” He slapped Intrepid’s hull affectionately. “I think we’ve been holding her back the last few days—she wants to fly.” 
 
    “Oh, my word...here we go again...” Jo complained to a new round of laughter. 
 
    “You just make sure she gets there in one piece,” Libby admonished. 
 
    “She’ll hold together—though we don’t have a football sticking out of the hull like you guys...” 
 
    “I was talking about Jo, you galoot.” 
 
    The laughter died down in time with the sun as it dropped toward the western horizon, they cleared away the dishes and prepared the boats for one final night together.  
 
    Reese lay on Intrepid’s foredeck where the still-warm teak decking planks soothed the aching muscles of his back and shoulders. He groaned softly with the feeling of a full stomach and skin warmed by the sun and cooled by the salt breeze. He locked his hands behind his head and stretched out to watch the dazzling stars appear in the velvety black sky. As Jo and Libby murmured from the cockpit and Byron and Tony quietly made plans for the next day, Reese reveled in his solitude and the night sky. 
 
    “One more night, baby,” he whispered to the heavens, hoping that Cami might hear him, wherever she was. “Nothing is going to stop me now.” He listened to the waves lap at the beach some twenty yards away, a soft, soothing sound. The world was at peace, healing after the trauma of the tsunami—but a greater danger lurked over the horizon. Reese would gladly sail straight into the heart of the hurricane if it brought him home faster. 
 
    He stared up at the stars and rocked with Intrepid as she rested at anchor. “For I intend to go in harm’s way...” 
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